
[image: Cover for Nada]



[image: Vintage Books]




About the Author

Jean-Patrick Manchette (1942–1995) was a genre-redefining French crime novelist, screenwriter, critic and translator. In 1971 he published his first novel, a collaboration with Jean-Pierre Bastid, and embarked on his literary career in earnest, producing ten subsequent works over the course of the next two decades and establishing a new genre of French novel, the néo-polar, distinguished from the traditional detective novel by its political engagement and social radicalism.




ALSO BY JEAN-PATRICK MANCHETTE

Let the Corpses Tan (with Jean-Pierre Bastid)

The N’Gustro Affair

The Mad and the Bad

The Red Ball Gang

No Room at the Morgue

Skeletons in the Closet

Three to Kill

Fatale

The Prone Gunman

Ivory Pearl




Jean-Patrick Manchette



NADA

TRANSLATED FROM THE FRENCH BY

Donald Nicholson-Smith

[image: Vintage]




The heart that beats for the welfare of mankind passes therefore into the rage of frantic self-conceit, into the fury of consciousness to preserve itself from destruction; and to do so by casting out of its life the perversion that it really is.

—HEGEL




That is how things are, and inasmuch as one sometimes has to shoot, one may as well do so cleanly, without the drawbacks of a high caliber and a wide-spreading pattern. Cleanly? Well, an impeccable kill must be the chief concern of the good hunter. That is our essential point. In the chapter on shooting we shall see what imperatives, in our view, arise from this principle. For the moment, suffice it to say that a bore is preferable which is just slightly more than adequate.

—LE CHASSEUR FRANÇAIS
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DEAREST Mom,

This week I am not waiting till Saturday to write to you because do I have things to tell you, my gosh yes!!! The fact is, those Anarchists who kidnapped the U.S. Ambassador, well, it was us who got them, our squad I mean. I must say right away that I myself did not kill a single one. I want to be clear on that because I know it would disterb dissturb be very upsetting for you, my darling Mom. All the same, let me say again that this is something that has to be faced head on, just in case one day we have to use force in defense of the State. Turning the other cheek is all very well, but what do you do, I ask you, when you are dealing with people who want to destroy everything? Father Castagnac pretty much agrees with me (in fact we studied the question the other Sunday when I went over after mass). His opinion is that if policemen are not ready for anything, like I am, there would be no reason for certain individuals not to do anything they want and that is my own point of view too. Seriously, my sweet Mom, would you want a country with no police? Would you want the Barquignats’ boy (just taking him as an example) to lay his foul hands on your daughter, who is also my sister? Would you want our property, which we worked so hard for, overrun by levelers and collectivists in an orgy of destruction? I am not saying that the majority of people in our town are not decent folk, but still, even in this peaceful rural community, if it were not known that there is a police force, and one ready to shoot if need be, I can think of a few who would not hesitate, not to mention the Gypsies.

Anyway, yesterday, all I did was do my job. I was with François, who I have told you about, and we fired quite a lot, but to no effect. It was other police officers on the other side of the building who eventually got inside the place and managed to kill the individuals. I will not dwell on a bloody slaughter fit to turn your stomach. François is sorry he did not get hold of one of the anarchists himself and give them a taste of what they deserved. Personally I would not go that far, but I respect his point of view.

This has been a long letter and I do not quite know what else to tell you. So I will close for today. Kiss my father for me, Nadège too. I hold you tight, next to my heart.

Your loving son,

Georges Poustacrouille

P.S. Could you, if it is not too much trouble, send me the camembert-box drum because I will need it as we are having a surprise party for Sergeant Sanchez’s promotion. Thank you in advance.
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ÉPAULARD parked his Cadillac half on the sidewalk and then walked up the street as far as the urinal on the corner by the mosque and the Jardin des Plantes and relieved himself. Retracing his steps, he lit a filtered Française as he walked. He was a tall thin man with the mug of an army doctor, an iron-gray crew cut, and a beige raincoat with epaulets. He went into a wine store that was also a bar and ordered a Sancerre, which he savored. Or at least as best he could, considering that smoking sixty cigarettes a day does not leave you much of a palate.

It was five past noon. D’Arcy was late. At that moment the young man came in. He struck the shoulder of the beige raincoat with the palm of his hand.

“Ciao.”

“Hi.”

“I have an appointment at two and I haven’t eaten. Is your car far away?”

“Just over the way,” said Épaulard as he settled up.

They crossed the street. There was already a ticket under the Cadillac’s windshield wiper. Épaulard tossed it into the gutter. They got into the mud-spattered white car.

“Have you been back in France long?” asked D’Arcy.

“Three weeks.”

“Have you seen the guys?”

“Nobody.”

“What are you up to just now?”

As he was speaking, D’Arcy had opened the glove compartment and was rooting in it.

“It’s in the door cubby,” said Épaulard.

D’Arcy reached down and brought out a slim silver flask and drank directly from it. He had a red face. He was sweating. Same old boozer, thought Épaulard. When D’Arcy had finished drinking, the fifty-year-old put the flask away. Engraved on it was a bird devouring a snake and a legend in ornate lettering: Salud y pesetas y tiempo para gustarlos.

“You’ve been in Mexico,” observed D’Arcy.

“I’ve been pretty much all over. Algeria, Guinea, Mexico.”

“And Cuba.”

“Yes, Cuba.”

“They kicked you out,” said D’Arcy.

Épaulard nodded.

“And what are you doing now?” D’Arcy asked again.

“You’re beginning to piss me off,” said Épaulard. “Just what is it you want?”

“Some comrades and I,” said D’Arcy, “are in need of an expert.”

“Expert in what? I’m an expert in lots of things.”

“These comrades and me,” said D’Arcy, “we are going to snatch the U.S. Ambassador to France.”

Épaulard got out of the car and slammed the door violently. He went back across the street. D’Arcy ran after him. A nasty cold drizzle was beginning.

“Don’t be a fool,” said the alcoholic. “I haven’t finished explaining.”

“I don’t want to hear any more. Fuck off!”

Épaulard went back into the wine shop and ordered another Sancerre. D’Arcy hovered unhappily in the doorway.

“Okay then, go screw yourself,” he said at last, and went off.
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“WHICH is why,” concluded Treuffais, “we can say with Schopenhauer that ‘the solipsist is a madman imprisoned in an impregnable citadel.’ Does anyone have a question?”

Nobody did. The bell rang. With a gesture, Treuffais sought vainly to quiet the hubbub that immediately engulfed the classroom.

“Next time,” he said, raising his voice, “we’ll examine contemporary rationalism and its variants. I need a volunteer for a presentation on Gabriel Marcel.”

Two hands went up.

“I wish it wasn’t always the same ones,” said Treuffais sarcastically. “Mister Ducatel, tell me, are you perhaps very busy this weekend?”

“Yeah,” replied the student in a mischievous way. “I’m going hunting.”

“Hunting to hounds, I imagine,” ironized Treuffais.

“Yes, sir.”

“All the same, you’ll prepare the presentation on Gabriel Marcel. For Monday. Everyone may leave the room very quietly.”

The horde of brats left the room very noisily. Treuffais snapped his briefcase shut, listening to the fading footfalls of their expensive clodhoppers. He left Saint-Ange Academy by a side door. At that moment Ducatel’s Ford Mustang passed, revving and spraying Treuffais’s pants with muddy water. Ducatel screeched to a halt and got halfway out of his car.

“I’m so sorry, sir,” he offered. But he could not conceal his mirth.

“You stupid shit!” said Treuffais.

“Watch your language,” replied Ducatel venomously.

But Treuffais had turned his back on him and was getting into his Citroën 2CV across the street. The young philosophy teacher drove quickly out of Bagneux, reached Porte d’Orléans and took the outer boulevards westward. He reckoned he was at risk of losing his job. Ducatel would complain to his daddy that he had been insulted. The daddy in question would then pass this on to the director, Monsieur Lamour, who incidentally had a face like a road accident.

“You might as well be called Mister Bouillon” said Treuffais to his gearshift. “And give your name to your institution: Mister Bouillon of Cours Bouillon.”

The traffic light turned green.

“Screw it all!” added Treuffais.

A car horn beeped behind him. Treuffais leant out of his open window.

“French Schweinehunde,” he shouted. “We focked you in 1940 and we will fock you again!”

An office worker in a leather jacket on a moped sprang from his bike and dashed toward the 2CV. Nervously, Treuffais apprehensively pulled his window shut. The moped rider pounded on the door’s metal paneling with his fist. He resembled Raymond Bussières.

“Get out, asshole!” he shouted.

Treuffais unlocked a switchblade and opened the car door. He pointed the knife at the aggressor.

“Gonna kill you, man!” he said in would-be Hollywood black English. “Use your guts for suspenders!”

The office worker got the general drift, leapt backwards, stumbled over his Solex and fell flat on his face. Treuffais started up, laughing, went through the light on orange and sped on his own down Boulevard Lefebvre.

“Sono schizo,” he said. “And polyglot! Primoque in limine Pyrrhus exultat.”

He found a parking spot on Rue Olivier-de-Serres, a few steps from his place. In the elevator he heard the phone ringing inside the apartment. He hurried to get in and answer it. It was D’Arcy on the line.

“What about your expert?” asked Treuffais.

“He won’t do it,” said D’Arcy.

“We’ll do without him.”

“That’s too bad.”

“We’ll manage. Excuse me, the doorbell is ringing.”

“Okay, I’m hanging up. I’ll call you back.”

“Don’t bother. We’ll see each other tonight.”

“Right. Till tonight then.”

“Tonight.”

Treuffais hung up and went to the door.

A short guy, but broad, with wavy hair, about twenty-five, which was Treuffais’s own age, was holding out a vile glossy brochure.

“We are coming around as we do every year,” the man said. “From the Federation of Breton Scholarship Medical Students.”

“Go fuck yourself,” suggested Treuffais, pushing him away with the palm of his hand.

“Hey, hold on, buddy!”

“I’m not your buddy!” cried Treuffais with ferocity and angrily shoved the Breton scholarship recipient again. The man batted at him with his literature. Treuffais delivered a left to the kidney. The hawker dropped his publications. A kick from Treuffais scattered them on the stairs.

“You bastard!” shouted the student. “I have to make a living.”

“A big mistake!” exclaimed Treuffais as he used both hands to push the Breton backwards down the stairwell, where he ended up on his back howling in clearly genuine and acute pain.

Treuffais went back into his apartment and slammed the door. The telephone rang again. The young man hurriedly opened a bottle of Kronenbourg and lit a cigarette before picking up.

“Marcel Treuffais speaking.”

“Buenaventura Diaz.”

“Awake already?”

“That idiot D’Arcy called me. So, just like that, his crappy expert backed out.”

“Yeah, just like that. But it doesn’t matter.”

“I don’t agree,” replied Buenaventura Diaz. “The guy is in the picture now. We have to see what he has for balls.”

“Oh, just drop it.”

“I’ll go and see him tonight. You with me?”

“What are you going to tell him?

“To keep his trap shut.”

“Let it go,” counseled Treuffais again.

“No.”

“Suit yourself. What about the meeting?”

“I might be late.”

“All right.”

“Anything else?” asked the Catalan.

“Nothing. You?”

“Nothing.”

“Okay. Bye then.”

“Bye.”

Treuffais hung up and started opening his mail. Marie-Paule Schmoulu and Nicaise Hourgnon are delighted to inform you that … Well, holy shit, the poor kid has finally got shacked up. Next envelope. Prices slashed at Radieuse and Co.! Treuffais opened the brochure and contemplated “stylish country-style bookshelves” before tossing the advertising into the wastebasket and going to open a second beer. He was shaking with rage. He went and sat down in the large armchair. Horsehair poked through holes in the leather worn out by his father’s backside. The carpet in front of the chair was threadbare, worn out by his father’s feet. Treuffais unsealed another envelope bearing a thirty-centime stamp. Annual dinner of the Fifteenth Arrondissement Libertarian Association (Errico Malatesta Group). A discussion led by Comrade Parvulus would follow the meal: “Libertarians and the Jewish-Arab Conflict: A Few Remarks Based on Plain Common Sense.” Bullshit. Treuffais screwed the announcement up into a ball and flung it to the far end of the room. The last item was a postcard. Recto: Rice Cultivation near Abidjan. Verso: “May 12. Dear Old Pal: Still won’t be home this year. Probably won’t be home ever. You should join me. I’ve caught the clap from the daughter of a chief. I’d be happy to pass it on to you whenever you like. Fuck you royally. Popaul.”fn1 Treuffais stuck the card in a drawer of the family sideboard, finished his beer and went for lunch at the local café.
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AFTER lunch, Meyer had an argument with his wife, which ended as usual: Annie tried to strangle him.

“Stop, for God’s sake!” cried Meyer, but she was crushing his pharynx. So he pawed around on the table, which was within his reach, and managed to grab a glass bottle of Évian, three-quarters full. He landed a light blow with it on the young woman’s head by way of a warning shot. Annie was in full crisis mode. She did not relax her grip. She sank her nails into Meyer’s neck. He sighed in desperation, then let fly. At the third blow Annie let go, clapped her hands to her head and rolled onto the floor screaming.

“Come on, sweetheart,” said Meyer. “Come on.”

Annie was wailing. He covered his ears.

“Shit!” he roared.

He rushed into the bathroom and threw water on his face. Raising his head, he saw in the little mirror that Annie had left deep scratches on both sides of his neck. They were bleeding. He splashed alcohol on the wounds, and his eyes teared up. The blood continued to ooze. Quick. Meyer took his white shirt off, but too late: the collar was stained. He looked at himself in the glass once more. He saw a twenty-three-year-old guy, blond and doughy, with little eyes the color of shucked oysters. He had gooseflesh. He powdered his neck to absorb the blood. In the next room, he could hear Annie banging her head against the wall. He went to join her.

“Come on, baby, stop it. I love you.”

“Just die, slimeball,” Annie replied. “You dirty Jew,” she added, “I hate you. I’m going to go to Belleville and get myself fucked by Africans. I’m going to get screwed,” she insisted quite violently.

She rubbed her head and started weeping with pain. Her hair was beautiful and fine. Meyer wanted to shoot himself or just go to work—it was hard to say which. He looked at his watch. Two fifteen. Just time enough to avoid being late.

Annie suddenly stopped crying and got to her feet.

“I made a nice drawing last night.”

“Would you show it to me?”

“No. I hate you. You’re a piece of shit.”

“Please, sweetheart,” said Meyer.

“All right, all right,” said Annie in an uncouth way. “I’ll go and get it for you.”

While she was in the other room, Meyer wiped his neck a final time and put on a clean shirt and a black clip-on bow tie. He slipped into a threadbare velvet jacket. He would not don his waiter’s white jacket until he got to the brasserie.

Annie came back with a large watercolor depicting a fort in the desert. Little men wearing outsize pith helmets seemed to be trying to mount an attack on the fortress, but without success: Annie had painted a mass of brown blobs raining down on them.

“Those are turds of Africans,” the young woman
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