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PART ONE

“He doesn’t want to be a desperate man”

1.

As he passes through the arches of Grand-Place, Joachim Mboyo 

catches a glimpse of a faint mist rising as if it were coming out of 

the ground. Th e vapor rises slowly and hangs from the streetlights. 

All around, the rays become translucent. Th e night increases the 

thickness of the gurgles. A cold wind fl oats around buildings 

that seem to wobble to the point of destroying their banisters. 

He doesn’t have the energy to turn up the collar of his coat. His 

hands sting from the cold, his fi ngers are numb. His throat is 

gripped by a sudden pain. He knows he must not cry. His clothes 

weigh down his shoulders. His feet are even more compressed 

from the oilcloth slippers, soaked with ice water. A huge weight 

crushes him from inside his chest. He wants so much to blame 

himself for resisting the suff ering, instead of letting despair carry 

him away.

But he doesn’t want to be a desperate man. He fought so 

hard, as if he battled monsters from ridiculous myths. Th e night 

is riddled with illusory lights. A horrible city fi lled with rumors 

that come to die at the base of old monuments – frozen stiff .

He quickens his pace, and tries to get closer to the neon 

lights. Illuminated signs shriek their indigestible messages and 

make him blink painfully, blur his vision. It marks the vertigo 

that gradually invades him. He’s afraid he’ll start to reel. He 
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gathers all his strength, shoving his feet between the disjointed 

cobblestones. He doesn’t want to fall, arms outstretched in the 

mud. Not now anyway – especially not right now. His mind is 

troubled. In this moment, on this misty night, he begins his 

ultimate battle. After this, he will no longer be held accountable, 

not even to himself.

Joachim Mboyo had wanted to count the stars, to discover a 

reckless imagination. Th e sky doesn’t exist against this country. Th e 

sun rises and sets according to the roar of engines and grinding 

of axles that gnaw the asphalt. Th e pigeons have deserted Grand-

Place, and bread crumbs are stuck to the black stone slabs. He 

doesn’t want to beat his arms and hands to fi nd pillars hanging 

from his wrists. It was as everything he touched from now on 

would crumble in his wake, prolonging the same crash.

Th e passersby don’t make eye contact, each one carrying his 

own trouble. A little solitude on a leash, so much pain piled in 

the muzzle. Small women locked up tightly in downy fur coats. 

Th ey push the necklines closed to escape the bite of the night. 

Silent night owls don’t rush. Th ey wander sadly around columns 

spread out endlessly in the fog.

Joachim Mboyo recalls an unknown voice, the call of a 

distant tale buzzing in him. He wants to fi nd the thread of the 

story and the path of the crushed stars. Th ey produced legends 

in abundance, and one only had to lean over to pick them up by 

the shovelful.

Gerbek’s face comes back to him like a slap. He swallows a 

mouthful of cold air, he exhales loudly, and the breath lets off  a 

thick vapor that dispels the fog. He waves it away with his hand. 

A dull anger chokes him — sticks in his throat. Sections of the 

walls are wobbling. Th e whole Grand-Place, showing its belfries 

and spires that point into the emptiness of the gray sky, moves 

and intensifi es his dizziness. Th e cross-shaped turrets tremble as 
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if they may collapse. He won’t cross himself even once to hold 

them in place. Maybe he hoped for a disaster, an earthquake. 

Time for the Apocalypse and the entire city will be plunged to 

the bottom of the glowing lava, fi re spewing from the belly of the 

earth. Old buildings would cave in amidst a deafening explosion. 

Th e calamity might calm his stomach a bit. An obscenity hit him 

head-on:

“Filthy Congolese, watch where you’re going! Stupid 

monkey!”

He had bumped into one of those staggering drunks who 

drag along their rags and wine bottles as they cart around a trail 

of suff ocating odors. Th e bum made reeling motions with his 

free hand, then an obscene gesture. He looked as if wanted to 

strangle someone.

Joachim Mboyo has an urge to deal blows to the fl ea-bitten, 

worm-eaten load of rags and stench, lousy with ravenous crabs. 

Such rancor that would do nothing but piss off  the shaggy-

haired individual, rejected by his own society, only waiting for 

the lime and limestone of a pauper’s grave. But he hears his lips 

murmur against his will.

“Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to. Excuse me.”

“Sir your mother! Go fuck yourself and wipe your ass, stop 

bothering everyone. You can eat your ‘sorry sir,’ you fucking 

bastard.”

Th e scathing reply resounds sharply. He continues to 

stammer, a bitter taste in his mouth:

“I said: excuse me, sir, that should be enough. Na!”

“Hey, nigger, if you don’t know how to behave in civilization, 

go back to the jungle. Th ere are still orangutans in the trees. Th ey 

think they can do whatever they want, these monkeys.”

Joachim Mboyo raises both hands. He wants so much to 

put them through the little man who can’t even balance on his 
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own two feet. He feels himself place them on either side of 

his head, to cover his ears. He will burst, if he has to endure 

those shrill voices again. He starts running to escape his own 

nightmare. Th e drunk’s howls follow him and even dilute 

the fog. He can no longer see him. Th e echoes extinguish 

themselves mournfully under the colonnades. Th e stubborn 

odor of the rags dies away.

Th at night of bloodshed, he felt his muscles knotted with a 

primitive joy to violate, to massacre, even murder, when Gerbek 

launched her shrieks at him with a hate-fi lled voice, and his 

hands trembled to thrust out against her. To put an end to all the 

suff ering that lingered from the early days of their life together. 

If Ginia only hadn’t been there! And here he is bolting from this 

ordinary, harmless individual shouting meaningless reprimands. 

He may be afraid, without admitting it. Still Gerbek’s grimace, 

her violent mouth, her eyes fi lled with scorn and disdain. An 

incomprehensible feeling swells in his throat. He no longer 

wants to be this way in front of her, so weak, so scrawny. Aware 

that he is carried away by an irrepressible desire to catch her with 

his strong fi ngers to shut her up. Nothing but silence, even at the 

cost of taking her breath.

In this city of insanity, couldn’t they keep their whims to 

themselves for a little while? All he wants is a few moments of 

mercy. To hear nothing, to go into an incubation from all noise, 

to stop the din, and no longer recklessly confront the rapid 

heartbeats that bombard him when he endures the commotion 

in front of Gerbek’s rage. Th at pig-headed drunk! Th e discordant 

howling of the ambulance sirens shook the moldy bricks of the 

Hôtel-de-Ville. Dizzy from the din and noise of brakes, he 

hears the backfi ring from powerful cars that extends beyond the 

mazes and boulevards. Th e rumbling of the vehicles reverberates 

through the sheaths of light projected by the slanting headlights 
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from the roundabouts. All these lights blaze between his eyes, 

railing, sinking into the suff ering that multiplies inside his chest. 

He scampers about now clenching his fi sts. He holds back the 

tails of his coat that have blown to the front.

He has roamed this long street, Rue de l’Étuve, so many 

times. He would like to stroll, stand up to the nonchalance and 

gaze at the shops cluttered with knick-knacks for tourists. He 

knows the smells, the discrete corners, the alleyways obstructed 

by cables or pipes that get tangled up in the mains and eventually 

clog the sidewalks – just across from a corner of Rue de Chene. 

A naughty little boy above his walkway exhibits his genitals with 

mischievousness and disrespect. He pisses a never-ending stream 

of colorless liquid. Th e fi rst time he had landed in this country, 

he had rushed to adapt to this ritual, and pay homage in his 

own way to the Manneken Pis. He found it but an insignifi cant 

statuette that couldn’t even excite the indecency of virility.

Right now, the bitterness he feels exceeds the simple lie he 

had spun inside himself. Th rough those interwoven alleyways he 

projected a semblance of undreamed of happiness on fanciful 

imaginations. He doesn’t want to admit it in this moment of 

intense sorrow. It was right near this Rue de Chêne that he met 

Gerbek – one bright April morning.

Forget, forget above all else. Erase his memory, and return to 

a time before the suff ering. She was already a bright spot for him 

– able to clear a cloudy sky. Here, in this place, bitterness grows 

in him, reinforcing the virulence of the feeling of horror that has 

followed him since that night. He must overcome the pain that 

only resembles the singular disappointment he felt toward her at 

each of their impulsive quarrels. When she shouted dirty words 

and resorted to her language, eventually being reduced to a beast, 

a wild animal. As if it had been a fi ght to the death, against the 

entire universe.
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Words that had often made him smile, under the infl uence 

of forgetfulness. Th e pathetic sentences of schoolchildren who 

extolled peoples’ struggles in pompous terms. He was always 

amazed that such force be wasted in hollow verbiage, increasing 

the euphoric slogans that exceed the singular ephemeral 

enthusiasm. Sentences aligned without harmony, congested with 

jolting poetry that arrange paradigms between sheets of ink-

smeared scribbles. Th e power of well-articulated speech had not 

gone to his head.

Th e opposition against the powers installed on his fathers’ 

land often left him wondering. From the height of her boils, 

Gerbek didn’t give a damn. She called them mongrels and 

cowards. How did she say it again? “Worse than stinking hyenas, a 

race of cowards!” She added scabrous expressions in Flemish, and 

Joachim Mboyo felt he would be reduced to the size of an evil 

insect – a cockroach or beetle with scarlet wings. Ginia was there, 

laughing until she cried and lamenting the loss of her ancestors. 

“Th ey only colonize people who allow themselves to be colonized, and 

tyrants only dominate lazy people.” He tried to follow reason, to 

combine the correct polynomials, to deploy mathematical logic. 

Finally, disgust prevailed over his own will to master shame.

He is out of breath as he disappears into the chiaroscuro of 

a café on Rue des Moineaux. Th e fl ickering of the streetlights 

hangs in the scintillating shimmers that erupt around the 

immense Rue du Midi. He knows that the road extends all the 

way to the intersections, near Place Rogier, near the seedy taverns 

and naked girls behind the windows. Insipid femininity at a 

thousand francs a shot. He should have groped and dissipated 

the fog, pushed the doors that rattle loneliness, confronted the 

purple lights, subdued at the moment of animalistic desire. He 

should have picked one, painted scarlet, in black garters, with 

enormous sagging tits like dried gourds in lace mesh. Th e time 
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to shake himself in a wave of lust, he would only have been left 

more bruised. Tonight, he has neither the force to exact the least 

bit of revenge, nor the courage to confess the evils of disgraced 

dictators.

Th e crystal-clear gin tinkles like the spirits and the distilled 

lutuku that overheats the bamboo stills. Drunkenness isolates 

things of nature. He’s not searching for the rapture, but the path 

that leads to the brink of the act. Smoke rings emit pungent 

odors from the ashes or mingle them with the stench of chewed 

tobacco.

At the Gare du Nord, the female touches fi rst. She pinches 

the tip of his penis between two fi ngers. She washes with cold 

water, holding back a swearword. She grumbles.

“You’re clean, pussycat, go on in. You paid for a pass. Piss 

once, then piss off .”

She lays out a towel under her back, spreads her legs, and 

promises dreams from the vapors of the hair dryer and the latest 

Moulinex brands – with a bitter smile. Joachim Mboyo must 

follow his star. Peace has gone to the other side of the meridians.

Dried-up girls show off  make-up smeared faces. Th ey ponder 

their troubles leaning against the bar. Th ey swirl tiny cups in 

all directions where dregs cling to a sticky concoction. Joachim 

knows this café well where he comes to take refuge trying to 

console his bitterness amidst the noisy crowd and “company of 

rebel rousers.” An era has divided the dial of time he no longer 

wishes to relive. Tonight, he won’t provoke the surly pout of the 

old maids who lower their eyes. He sees them move their hands 

away swiftly, as if they are afraid to touch a spider’s hairy legs. 

Despite the twisted reactions he had been so subjected to – he 

was really immune to it.

He senses tonight goes beyond petty feelings, but reaches the 

very core of his being. It was his existence that had thrown him 
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a challenge. Fear had attacked him, taken him in the brawl, and 

his own survival is an unlikely stake in it. He won’t let himself be 

enticed by these poorly-coiff ed seductresses with bad cleavage, 

who cannot even seduce momentarily to stave off  listlessness. He, 

too, avoids looking men in the eye. He won’t resist the longing to 

throw himself into the fray and give in to the madness of murder 

– this thirst for blood that belches so violently in his bowls since 

he fl ed to escape from Gerbek’s insults.

Th e fi rst sips charge and excite him to the point that his 

hands start to shake. He squeezes them more vigorously. He 

grabs the little shot glasses, as if to make them burst into pieces. 

His palms are sweaty with fear.

As the alcohol soaks in, he is calmer. Panic subsides. He can 

go back home, tiptoe, muffl  e his footsteps in the thick carpet, 

and wrap his arms around the rectangular lines of Gerbek’s body. 

Caress her frizzy hair overloaded with curlers, and spend the 

rest of the night watching her sleep peacefully between her loud 

snores. He would pass by and caress Virginia with a soft fi nger 

along her cheek, place his lips on her forehead and whisper 

the suff ering of his mind to her. He would fi nd her smiling – 

enjoying a dream. He would forget the fear under the arches of 

Grand Place.

He would do it for Ginia. For a lifetime, he would bow, lower 

his eyes. Gerbek would never let up, from the fi rst opportunity; 

she spat a drool of venom in his face. She would howl and pant 

as if her lungs would collapse.

From the center of his water-colored house, the windows are 

wide open to the void. Soft colors illuminate nothing, and Joachim 

only felt the terror of being at the bottom of a cold cage there. 

She only talks about her father there growling: an eternal wound. 

Her mother, affl  icted with a stupid goiter, had thrown herself 

into a Japanese cult, and she expresses enthusiasm she would 
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never have allowed from her children. A childhood consumed by 

sadness and, an adolescence marred by confl icts about blouses. 

Joachim Mboyo felt vulnerable in front of Gerbek’s anxious eyes. 

“Th ey demoralize me,” she heard him say often spitting out a run 

of the mill stammer. She groaned:

“You’re the devil incarnate: full of sin and act like an angel.”

Tonight, he no longer wants to run his fi ngers over the 

wounds, even if they are bleeding. He will not be enchanted by 

the pretenses of the delicate glances. He senses that the days are 

looming evil and give way to the doorway of a ransacked house. 

He sees all the beautiful things shine and how he can transform 

himself: butterfl ies, swallows, parrots with shimmering feathers, 

fi refl ies drunk on mint tea.

Soon, he would bring Ginia. Th ey would go on a pilgrimage 

and trample the ground he had abandoned amidst the ashes 

of the inferno. He would show her the burnt villages, charred 

anthills that had haunted his dreams. He would say to her:

“Th is way, Ginia, we’re going to rebuild the home of my 

fathers and your fathers, too.”

Calm washes over him slowly. He already thinks that new 

forces are coming to his rescue. Th en he can cross the threshold 

of this abominable house, planted in the middle of Schaerbeek – 

crumbling under a pile of ivy and cracking slate. He would endure 

the torments of confi nement, Gerbek’s sarcasm and ridicule. No 

one was to blame – neither the crushed stars nor the humans. He 

would no longer boast, he would no longer buck. He had reached 

the ultimate point of resentment, where disgust itself no longer 

has meaning. For Joachim Mboyo, Gerbek had defrauded the 

child, she had squandered the soul, and now she would be his 

downfall. She had mutilated him and accumulated extravagances 

right to the end. Only Virginia, only Ginia must count from now 

on. He will sacrifi ce everything, so that his daughter is never sad.




