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About the Book

Realising that his New Year is probably going to be a disaster, as usual, our narrator, on impulse, walks into a travel agency to book a week in the sun. Sensitive to his limited means and dislike of Muslim countries, the travel agent suggests an island full of twenty-first century hedonism, set in a bizarre lunar landscape – Lanzarote.
 
On Lanzarote, one can meet some fascinating human specimens, notably Pam and Barbara – ‘non-exclusive’ German lesbians – who can give rise to some interesting combinations. Will they succeed in seducing Rudi, the police inspector from Luxembourg, currently living in exile in Brussels? Or will he join the ‘Azraelian’ sect, as they prepare for humanity to be regenerated by extra-terrestrials? As for our narrator, will he consider his week’s holiday on the island a success?


About the Author

A poet, essayist and novelist, Michel Houellebecq is the author of several novels including The Map and the Territory, Atomised, Platform and Whatever.
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  ‘The world is medium-sized.’


  1


  MID-WAY THROUGH THE afternoon on 14 December 1999, I realised that my New Year was probably going to be a disaster – as usual. I turned right on to the Avenue Felix-Fauré and walked into the first travel agency I found. The assistant was busy with a customer. She was a brunette wearing some sort of ethnic top; she had had her left nostril pierced; her hair had been hennaed. Feigning a casual air, I began picking up brochures from the displays.


  ‘Can I help you?’ I heard after a moment.


  No, she couldn’t help me; no one could help me. All I wanted was to go home, scratch my balls and leaf through the holiday club brochures; but she had initiated a conversation, I didn’t see how I could get out of it.


  ‘I’d like to go away in January …’ I said with a smile which I imagined to be disarming.


  ‘Do you want to head for the sun?’ she shot back at a hundred miles an hour.


  ‘My means are limited,’ I continued, modestly.


  The transaction between tourist and tour operator – at least from the impression I’ve formed from reading a number of the trade magazines – tends to transcend the framework of everyday commercial relations – unless such a transaction, dealing as it does with travel, that most dreamlike of commodities, can be said to reveal the true nature – mysterious, profoundly human, almost mystical – of all commercial transactions. Imagine yourself for a moment, dear reader, in the role of the tourist. What does it entail? You must listen attentively to the proposals made to you by the professional opposite you. She (usually it is she) has at her disposal – such is her job – a broad knowledge of the leisure and cultural opportunities on offer at each of the destinations listed in the brochure; she has a general idea of the clientele, the sports facilities, the opportunities for meeting new people; your happiness – at least your prospect of happiness – during those weeks depends to a degree on her. Her role – far from the stereotypical notion of proposing a ‘standard’ holiday package, and regardless of the brevity of the encounter – is to discover your expectations, your desires, perhaps even your secret hopes.


  ‘We’ve got Tunisia. A classic destination and very affordable in January …’ she began, to get into gear. ‘We have southern Morocco, too. It’s very beautiful off-season.’ Off-season? Southern Morocco is beautiful all year round. I knew southern Morocco well, probably a lot better than this stupid bitch. It might very well be beautiful, but it isn’t really my thing, that was what I needed to get through her thick skull.


  ‘I don’t like Arab countries,’ I interrupted. ‘At least …’ Thinking about it, I remembered a Lebanese woman I’d met at a swingers club: really hot, nice pussy, big tits too. What’s more, a colleague at work had told me about a Nouvelles Frontières hotel in Hammamet, where groups of Algerian women go to enjoy themselves with no men about to spy on them; he had fond memories of the place. Arab countries might well be worth the effort after all, if we could just liberate them from their absurd religion.


  ‘It’s not Arab countries I don’t like, it’s Muslim countries,’ I went on. ‘I don’t suppose you have any non-Muslim Arab countries, do you?’ It would be a tough question on Questions pour un champion: A non-Muslim Arab country … you have forty seconds. Her mouth gaped slightly.


  ‘How about Senegal?’ she went on, breaking the silence. Senegal. Why not? I’d heard that white men still had great prestige in West Africa. All you had to do to take a girl back to your chalet was show up at a disco; not even a whore, either, she’d do it for the pleasure. Obviously, they welcomed gifts, maybe little gold jewellery; but what woman doesn’t appreciate gifts? I couldn’t work out why I was thinking about such things; in any case, I didn’t feel up to fucking.


  ‘I don’t feel up to fucking,’ I said. The girl looked up, surprised; it was true that I’d skipped a couple of steps in my train of thought. She went back to shuffling through her brochures. ‘Prices for Senegal start at six thousand francs, though …’ she said. I shook my head sadly. She went to consult another file; they’re not brutes, these girls, they’re sensitive to financial concerns. Outside on the pavement, passers-by trudged through snow turning slowly into slush.


  She came back and sat opposite me and in a frank – and markedly different – tone asked me: ‘Have you thought about the Canaries?’ Faced with my silence, she explained, with a professional smile: ‘People rarely think of the Canaries … It’s an archipelago off the African coast, warmed by the Gulf Stream; the weather is mild all year round. I’ve seen people bathing there in January …’ She gave me some time to digest this information before continuing: ‘We have a special offer for Bougainville Playa. One week, all-inclusive, 3,290 francs; departures from Paris on the 9th, 16th and 23rd of January. Superior four-star hotel. All rooms with en-suite bathroom, hairdryer, air conditioning, telephone, TV, mini-bar, room safe, balcony with pool view (or sea view for a supplement), 1000m2 swimming pool, Jacuzzi, sauna, hammam, fitness centre, three tennis courts, two squash courts, miniature golf, table tennis. Traditional dance shows, excursions from the hotel (details available on site). Travel/cancellation insurance – all-inclusive.


  ‘Where is it?’ I couldn’t help but ask.


  ‘Lanzarote.’
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