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				I went to Key West in Florida this year to enter the annual
					Ernest Hemingway look-alike contest. The competition took place at Sloppy Joe’s,
					the writer’s favorite bar when he lived in Cayo Hueso, at the southern tip of
					Florida. It goes without saying that entering this contest — full of sturdy,
					middle-aged men with full gray beards, all identical to Hemingway, identical
					right down to the stupidest detail — is a unique experience. 

				I don’t know how many years I spent drinking and fattening myself up
					believing — contrary to the opinions of my wife and friends — that I was getting
					to look more and more like Hemingway, the idol of my youth. Since no one ever
					agreed with me about this and since I am rather stubborn, I wanted to teach them
					all a lesson, and, having procured a false beard — which I thought would
					increase my resemblance to Hemingway — I entered the contest this summer.

				I should say that I made a ridiculous fool of myself. I went to Key
					West, entered the contest and came last, or rather, I was disqualified; worst of
					all, they didn’t throw me out of the competition because they discovered the
					false beard — which they did not — but because of my “absolute lack of physical
					resemblance to Hemingway.”

				I would have been satisfied with just being admitted to the contest;
					it would have been enough to prove to my wife and friends that I have a perfect
					right to believe I’m looking more like the idol of my youth every day, or, to
					put it a better way, it would have been the last thing left that allowed me to
					still feel in any way sentimentally linked to the days of my youth. But they
					practically kicked me out. 

				After this humiliation, I traveled to Paris and met up with my wife
					and in that city we spent the whole of this past August, which she devoted to
					museum visits and excessive shopping and I, for my part, devoted to taking notes
					towards an ironic revision of the two years of my youth I spent in that city
					where, unlike Hemingway, who was “very poor and very happy” there, I was very
					poor and very unhappy.

				So we spent this August in Paris and on September 1, as I boarded
					the plane that would take us back to Barcelona, on my seat, row 7 seat B, I
					found a couple of pages of notes for a lecture entitled “Never Any End to Paris”
					that someone had forgotten, and I was extremely surprised. It was a lecture to
					be delivered at a symposium in Barcelona on the general theme of irony, in three
					two-hour sessions over the course of three days. I was very surprised because in
					Paris I had just written a bunch of notes for a lecture with the same title that
					was to be delivered at the same symposium and was also planned to last three
					days. So I felt like a real idiot when I realized that I was the one who had
					just dropped those notes on my seat, the same way others throw down the morning
					paper to take possession of their assigned places in the plane. How could I have
					forgotten so quickly that I was the one who’d just thrown those notes down? All
					I can tell you now is that they were destined to become “Never Any End to
					Paris,” the lecture I have the honor of delivering to all of you over the next
					three days.
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				You’ll see me improvise on occasion. Like right now
					when, before going on to read my ironic revision of the two years of my youth in
					Paris, I feel compelled to tell you that I do know that irony plays with fire
					and, while mocking others, sometimes ends up mocking itself. You all know full
					well what I’m talking about. When you pretend to be in love you run the risk of
					feeling it, he who parodies without proper precautions ends up the victim of his
					own cunning. And even if he takes them, he ends up a victim just the same. As
					Pascal said: “It is almost impossible to feign love without turning into a
					lover.” Anyway, I propose to ironically review my past in Paris without ever
					losing sight of the dangers of falling into the chattiness that every lecture
					entails and, most of all, without forgetting at any moment that a chatterbox
					showing off is precisely the sort of thing that constitutes an excellent target
					for the irony of his listeners. That said, I must also warn you that when you
					hear me say, for example, that there was never any end to Paris, I will most
					likely be saying it ironically. But, anyway, I hope not to overwhelm you with
					too much irony. The kind that I practice has nothing to do with that which
					arises from desperation — I was stupidly desperate enough when I was young. I
					like a kind of irony I call benevolent, compassionate, like what we find, for
					example, in the best of Cervantes. I don’t like ferocious irony but rather the
					kind that vacillates between disappointment and hope. Okay?
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				I went to Paris in the mid-seventies and there I was very
					poor and very unhappy. I would like to be able to say that I was happy like
					Hemingway, but then I would go back to being the poor, young man, handsome and
					stupid, who fooled himself on a daily basis and believed he’d been very lucky to
					be able to live in that filthy garret that Marguerite Duras rented him for the
					symbolic sum of a hundred francs a month, and I say symbolic because that’s how
					I understood it or how I wanted to understand it, since I never paid any rent
					despite the logical, though luckily only sporadic, protests of my strange
					landlady, and I say strange because I presumed to understand everything anyone
					said to me in French, except when I was with her. Not always, but often, when
					Marguerite spoke to me — I remember having mentioned it with much concern to
					Raúl Escari, who was to become my best friend in Paris — I didn’t understand a
					word, not a single word she said to me, not even her demands for the rent. “It’s
					because she, great writer that she is, speaks a superior French,” Raúl
					said, though his explanation didn’t strike me as terribly convincing at the
					time.

				And what was I doing in Duras’s garret? Well, basically trying to
					live a writer’s life like the one Hemingway recounts in A Moveable
						Feast. And where had the idea that Hemingway should be my virtually
					supreme reference come from? Well, when I was fifteen years old I read his book
					of Paris reminiscences in one sitting and decided I’d be a hunter, fisherman,
					war reporter, drinker, great lover, and boxer, that is, I would be like
					Hemingway.

				A few months later, when I had to decide what I was going to study
					at university, I told my father that I wanted to “study to be a Hemingway” and I
					still remember his grimace of shock and incredulity. “You can’t study that
					anywhere, there’s no such university degree,” he told me, and a couple of days
					later enrolled me in Law School. I spent three years studying to be a lawyer.
					One day, with the money he’d given me to spend over the Easter vacation, I
					decided to travel to a foreign country for the first time in my life and went
					directly to Paris. I went there entirely on my own and I’ll never forget the
					first of the five mornings I spent in Paris, on that first trip to the city
					where a few years later — something I couldn’t have known at the time — I would
					end up living.

				It was cold and raining that morning and, having to take refuge in a
					bar on the Boulevard Saint-Michel, it didn’t take me long to realize that by a
					strange twist of fate I was going to repeat, to protagonize the
					situation at the beginning of the first chapter of A Moveable Feast,
					when the narrator, on a cold and rainy day, goes into “a pleasant café, warm and
					clean and friendly,” on the Place Saint-Michel and hangs up his old waterproof
					on the coat rack to dry, puts his hat on the rack above the bench, orders a
						café au lait, begins to write a story and gets excited by a girl
					who comes into the café and sits by herself at a table near the window.

				Though I went in without a waterproof or a hat, I ordered a café
						au lait, a little wink to my revered Hemingway. Then, I took out a
					notebook and a pencil from the pocket of my jacket and started to write a story
					set in Badalona. And since the day in Paris was rainy and very windy, I began to
					make the day like that in my story. All of a sudden, in a new and fantastic
					coincidence, a girl came into the café and sat by herself at a table next to a
					window near mine and started to read a book.

				The girl was good-looking, “with a face as fresh as a newly minted
					coin if they minted coins in smooth flesh with rain-freshened skin.” I looked at
					her with startled eyes. In the prudish, Franco-ruled Barcelona I came from, the
					very thought of seeing a woman alone in a bar was inconceivable, let alone
					reading a book. I looked at her again and this time she disturbed me and made me
					excited. And I thought I’d put her in my story too, just as I’d done with the
					miserable weather, I’d have her walking in Badalona. I left that café converted
					into a new Hemingway.

				But a few years later, in February 1974 to be precise, when I
					returned to Paris — that time, though I didn’t know it, not to stay for five
					days but for two years — I was no longer the vain young man of that rainy and
					cold morning. I was still quite an idiot but maybe not so vain; in any case, I
					had learned by then to be somewhat shrewd and prudent. And that I was one
					afternoon, on Rue Saint-Benoît, when my friend Javier Grandes, whom I had gone
					to visit — or rather to spy on — in Paris, introduced me to Marguerite Duras in
					the middle of the street and she, surprisingly, after a few minutes — guided
					perhaps by her trust in Javier — had already offered me the garret room, which
					had sheltered before me a string of more or less illustrious bohemian tenants
					and even the odd, also illustrious, politician. Because many other friends of
					Duras had lived in that garret, among them, Javier Grandes himself, the writer
					and cartoonist Copi, the wild transvestite Amapola, a friend of the magus
					Jodorowsky, a Bulgarian theater actress, the underground Yugoslav filmmaker
					Milosevic, and even future president Mitterrand, who in 1943, at the height of
					the Resistance, had hidden there for two days.

				I was, in fact, shrewd and prudent when Duras, in the final question
					of the coquettish, intellectual interrogation to which she submitted me,
					pretending she wanted to find out if I deserved to be the new tenant of her
					garret, asked who my favorite writers were and I listed her along with García
					Lorca and Luis Cernuda. And although Hemingway’s name was on the tip of my
					tongue, I was very, very careful not to mention him. And I think I was quite
					right, because even though she was only flirting and toying with her questions,
					surely an author not much to her taste — and it seemed unlikely that Hemingway
					would be — could have ruined that game. And I don’t even want to think what
					would have become of my brilliant biography without that garret.
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				I went to Paris this August and, walking with my wife
					past the corner of Rue Jacob and Saints-Pères, I suddenly remembered the episode
					when Hemingway, in le water of Michaud’s restaurant, approves the size
					of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s dick. I remembered the scene from A Moveable Feast
					with such precision that I went through it in my head at great speed and
					even felt the temptation to look at my own dick, anyway, I recalled it so
					quickly that in a few seconds I was left without it, without the scene, that is,
					my dick remained in place. Then, I wandered for some stray seconds, with nothing
					to think about until I bought Le Monde, took a taxi and went with my
					wife to the terrace of the Café Select, on the Boulevard Montparnasse, and
					there, while she was in the washroom, I unfolded the newspaper and entered fully
					into the first sentences of an article by Claudio Magris in which he spoke of a
					giant plot to assassinate summer: “Summer mine, do not draw to a close, sang
					Gabriele D’Annunzio, who loved it for being the season of plenitude and abandon
					and would have liked it never to end . . .”

				Everything ends, I thought.

				Everything except Paris, I say now. Everything ends except Paris,
					for there is never any end to Paris, it is always with me, it chases me, it is
					my youth. Wherever I go, it travels with me, it’s a feast that follows me. There
					can be an end to this summer, it will end. The world can go to ruin, it will be
					ruined. But to my youth, to Paris, there is never any end. How terrible.
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				In the novel Travels With My Aunt, by Graham
					Greene, there is a brief dialogue that was going to be the general epigraph of
					this three-day lecture. I didn’t read it at the very beginning, when I should
					have, but in any case I’ll read it now. It is, ladies and gentlemen, a rather
					unorthodox epigraph, for it doesn’t illuminate the text that follows, in this
					case my lecture. Generally epigraphs are like a résumé of what awaits, they help
					us to better understand what’s coming next. My epigraph, however, does not
					illuminate the text that follows at all. Or to put it another way, it
					illuminates, but it does so absurdly. It illuminates my lecture, because I doubt
					anyone’ll ever figure out exactly what it was I was trying to say about irony,
					in the same way we don’t know what Graham Greene meant to say with his dialogue.
					He probably didn’t mean anything. Do you understand me when I say one says the
					most by not saying anything? Here’s the dialogue, my epigraph for this
					talk:

				“Now you’re being ironical again. I mean I
					wanted to tell you my great trouble, but how can I do it if you’re ironical.” 

				“You said just now that irony was a valuable literary quality.” 

				“But you aren’t a novel.” 
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				Am I a lecture or a novel? God, what a question. I’m sorry,
					ladies and gentlemen. It’s as if I were going back to the days when I was young,
					desperate, living in Paris, and never stopped asking myself questions. Horizons
					of hope usually open up before young people, but there are some who choose
					despair, and I was one of those, since I didn’t know very well which way to go
					through life and, what’s more, I had the impression that despair was more
					elegant, it looked better than being a pathetic, young man filled with
					hope. The fact is today I have the impression I’m turning back into that young
					man who used to ask himself so many questions. Am I a lecture or a novel? Am I?
					Suddenly, everything is a question. Am I someone? What am I? Do I look like
					Hemingway, or am I nothing like him? From the looks on your faces, esteemed
					audience, it seems you share the opinion of my wife and friends. You’re of that
					same tendency, just like the organizers in Key West. I don’t know why, but it
					feels as though you’re disqualifying me too. Doubtless you’re doing so guided by
					good sense. I, however, need to believe that every day I look more like the idol
					of my Parisian years, since this is now the only link I have back to the days of
					my youth. Besides, I think I have a right to be able to see myself differently
					from how others see me, to see myself however I want, not to be forced to
						be this person other people have decided I am. We are how others see
					us, granted. But I resist accepting such an injustice. I have spent years trying
					to be as mysterious, as unpredictable, as reserved as possible. I have spent
					years trying to be an enigma to everyone. To this end, I adopt a
					different attitude with every single person, striving so that no two people see
					me in the same way. However, this difficult task is proving futile. I continue
					to be as others wish to see me. And from the looks of things everyone sees me
					the same way, however they want to. If at least someone — I’m no longer saying
					everyone — but just someone, could see my likeness to Hemingway . . .
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				Jeanne Hébuterne killed herself. 

				On this most recent visit to Paris I walked around chasing her
					shadow, reading other people’s ideas about her, interested in the youth of this
					unhappy artist, Modigliani’s lover, mother of his child — a little girl — and
					expecting another when the painter died of alcohol and various illnesses. 

				Jeanne had lots of problems with the bourgeoisie, with her family.
					The day after Modigliani’s death, nine months pregnant, she opened the
					fifth-floor window in her parents’ apartment at number 8, Rue Amyot, Paris, and
					let herself fall backwards. I read the story of her suicide thirty years ago,
					when I was young and living in Paris, I read it and I remember imagining the
					street and the fall, I imagined the whole scene, and then forgot it. But Jeanne
					came back to me this August in Paris, when I happened to read an article about
					her love affair with Modigliani and her desperate death. And that suicide at the
					age of nineteen again made a deep impression on me, except this time I intended
					not to forget. I read her story again while in Paris and I realized I could look
					for number 8, Rue Amyot and, if the building and the street still existed,
					examine the place where Jeanne bid farewell to life. 

				Not only did the street and the house still exist but they were near
					my hotel. After walking through narrow alleyways, aided by a map of the city, I
					ended up on that short street with its solid, old buildings, which can’t have
					changed much in the last eighty-two years. From the street I looked up at
					Jeanne’s window on the fifth floor, I looked at it from the place, possibly the
					exact place, where her suicidal body landed, and I felt as if my entire youth
					and my entire summer were encapsulated in that moment of life and death,
					encapsulated in Rue Amyot, Paris, a city teeming with commemorative plaques, but
					without a single one here at the site where Jeanne took her own life. Today,
					nothing in Rue Amyot recalls the tragedy that took place eighty-two years ago.
					Not even a bouquet of flowers from someone secretly cultivating her legend, not
					one sad piece of graffiti on the wall. Nothing. It seemed clear she wasn’t
					considered an important enough artist, even though her death was possibly more
					artistic than Modigliani’s entire oeuvre. However, she committed suicide, and
					suicides, as we know, do not get plaques, aren’t celebrated or commemorated.

				Directly across the street from number 8, Rue Amyot, where Jeanne,
					drawing a tragic and gymnastic line in the air, threw herself into space, a
					clean, bright gym has been set up for the bourgeois residents of the
					neighborhood, who are bound to be advocates of exercise and family values and
					not too fond of art, bohemianism or pirouetting oneself to death. Perhaps the
					people working out installed themselves there on purpose. Like those enemies of
					tobacco who plant themselves with a morally reproachful look in front of the
					first poor suicide case they see smoking.*

				
					
						* Once I had written this
							passage for my lecture, I found out by chance — to my great surprise —
							that “La cena,” a marvelous story by Augusto Monterroso that I had read
							many times, takes place in an apartment at number 8, Rue Amyot, Paris:
							an address that, despite having read the story many times, I’d never
							really noticed, probably paying more attention to what went on in the
							story. It seems that the second-floor left-hand apartment was occupied
							for quite a while by the writer Alfredo Bryce Echenique, who held a
							dinner party one day — the dinner that gives the story its title — and
							invited Monterroso, but also Kafka, whom they awaited unsuccessfully in
							Rue Amyot. 

						Although, many years later, I found that street with a
							certain amount of difficulty “after walking through narrow alleyways,
							aided by a map of the city,” for Monterroso it proved rather simple:
							“Just as in every big city, in Paris, there are streets that are hard to
							find; but Rue Amyot is easy to find if one gets off the Metro at the
							Monge stop and then asks for Rue Amyot.”
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				The past, said Proust, is not only not fleeting, it doesn’t
					move at all. It’s the same with Paris, it has never gone on a journey. And on
					top of that it’s interminable, there is never any end to it.
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				This summer, while in Paris reviewing my past, I went to
					Nantes one day with my wife, on the TGV, invited to give a lecture on irony,
					that is, on the same theme that I am speaking of today, except in Nantes. Since
					I only had a few notes destined to become what is now Never Any End to
						Paris, I gave the lecture a different focus. 

				“Ladies and gentlemen,” I said, “as you can see, I bear a certain
					resemblance to Hemingway and I like to think I look more like him every day,
					which doesn’t mean that, like him, I lack a sense of irony, on the contrary,
					irony is my forte.”

				I looked around to see how the audience would react and the first
					thing I saw was my furious wife, she’s never been able to tolerate my insistence
					— pathetic, she calls it — on believing I look more like the idol of my youth
					every day. 

				As for the audience, I saw that some were taking my resemblance to
					Hemingway as a joke I was playing on them, while others were looking as if they
					hadn’t even heard me correctly. The smiles and absent gazes of the people in the
					audience — I didn’t know which were worse — contrasted with my wife’s rage. 

				“Irony is my forte,” I continued, “irony and the ability to predict
					what is going to happen. I have come to Nantes to tell you all that it is going
					to rain.” 

				There was absolutely no threat of rain, but I said that so the
					audience would begin to sense the rainy ambience of the story I planned to read
					them. “First and foremost,” I said, “I’d like to tell you that I have come to
					Nantes so that you can all help me comprehend ‘Cat in the Rain,’ a story by
					Hemingway that I have never really understood. And I’d also like to tell you
					that my ability to foretell what is going to happen enables me to reveal that
					tomorrow, back in Paris, I plan to write a story called ‘What They Said About
					the Cat,’ a story about what takes place here, about the interpretations you
					give me of the story I will now read to you.”

				When they found out that they were about to become literary
					material, the members of the audience glared at me defiantly (to reproach my
					audacity), or in anguish at the uncomfortable prospect of seeing themselves
					turned into characters in a story. 

				“Hemingway’s story,” I said, “according to Gabriel García Márquez,
					is the best story in the world. I read it and didn’t understand a word, not a
					single word, of what happens in it, and what I understood least was how it could
					be the best story in the world. I am going to read it to you. In order to
					interpret it, keep in mind that Hemingway was a master of the art of the
					ellipsis and in all his stories, his trick was that the most important part of
					what he was telling does not appear in the text: the secret story of the tale is
					constructed out of the unsaid, out of implication and allusion. This would
					explain why the story might seem very trivial to you if you aren’t aware that
					Hemingway uses these techniques of implication and allusion.”

				I read them the story where a young American couple, probably
					newlyweds, on a trip to Italy after the Second World War, are in a hotel room
					feeling bored. Outside it is raining; they have a room on the second floor,
					overlooking the sea and a plaza with a war monument in the middle of a garden
					with large palm trees and green benches. While the husband reads calmly on the
					bed, she seems nervous, worrying about a cat outside, under one of the green
					benches, that is trying to avoid the drops of water falling on all sides of its
					hiding place. “I’m going to go down and get that kitty,” she says. “I’ll do it,”
					offers the husband from the bed. “No, I’ll get it,” she says. A banal, though
					sparkling, conversation is struck up, constructed with Hemingway’s celebrated
					talent for writing dialogue. In the end, she goes outside with a maid and
					doesn’t find what she was looking for. “There was a cat,” she says. “A cat in
					the rain?” asks the maid, and laughs. When she returns to the room, she tells
					her husband that the cat was gone and then studies her profile in the mirror,
					first one side and then the other, and she looks at her throat and the nape of
					her neck and asks her husband if he doesn’t think it would be a good idea if she
					grew her hair out. “I like it the way it is,” the husband says, and carries on
					reading. Someone knocks at the door and it’s the maid who is holding a cat
					struggling to free itself from her arms. It is a gift from the owner of the
					hotel. 

				I invited the audience to interpret the story and their
					interpretations were quite varied; I retained the following: 1) The story
					recalls another also by Hemingway concerning white elephants and the secret
					story is really about a woman’s pregnancy and her unspoken wish to have an
					abortion. 2) The story seems to be talking about the young woman’s sexual
					frustration, which leads her to want a cat. 3) The story actually just portrays
					the sordid atmosphere of Italy recently emerged from a war in which it had
					required American help. 4) The story describes post-coital tedium. 5) The
					newlywed woman is tired of cutting her hair short à la garçon in order
					to satisfy her husband’s homosexual desires. 6) The woman is in love with the
					owner of the hotel. 7) The story demonstrates that men are incapable of reading
					a book and listening to their wives at the same time, and all this dates back to
					the Stone Age, when men went out to hunt and women stayed at home cooking in the
					cave: men learned to think in silence and women to speak about things that
					affected them and to develop relationships based on feelings. 

				Finally, a woman of a certain age said: “And what if the story is
					what it is and nothing more? What if there is nothing to interpret? Maybe the
					story is totally incomprehensible and that is where its charm lies.”

				I had never thought of this, and it gave me a good idea for how to
					end the story I planned to write in Paris the next day.

				“Tomorrow,” I said to the audience, "I will write my story about
					what has happened here today and I will end it with what this woman has said,
					her words have reminded me that I always feel very happy when I don’t understand
					something and it works the other way around: when I read something that I
					understand perfectly, I put it aside in disappointment. I don’t like stories
					with understandable plot lines. Because understanding can be a sentence. And not
					understanding, a door swinging open.”

				I felt these words had come out just right. But then a young woman
					raised her hand, smiling with a strange happiness. “It’s all very well,” she
					said, “that you have found the ending to your story, but since your lecture was
					going to be on irony allow me now, Mr. Hemingway, to be ironic and request, for
					the good of all your readers, that this story you plan on writing tomorrow be
					comprehensible, please, so that we can all understand it.”
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				The next day, on my way back on the TGV, as the train rushed
					through the Loire valley, I read, almost in homage, the first volume of a
					collection of essays by Julien Gracq, a writer born in this part of France, in
					the village of Saint-Florent-le-Vieil, in the very center of the region of
					Mauges. The speed of the train made the marvelous landscape impossible to see,
					though luckily I already know it quite well. Between the Loire and the Sèvre,
					between the Layon vineyards and those of Muscadet, the plain, where one can get
					lost, is characterized by dense woodland, ash woods, grasslands, deep valleys,
					hamlets nestled together, and the slopes flanking the longest river in France. I
					was reading the first volume of Lettrines, and suddenly, not long after
					the train had sped past Gracq’s own village, I discovered, not without some
					surprise, that this writer, whom I had imagined would only be concerned with
					authors of serious artistic stature, was talking about Hemingway. 

				His not at all condescending comments on the writer led me to think
					that if one day I happened to visit Monsieur Gracq, I would try to ensure that
					he wasn’t the first person ever to notice that I bear or might bear a certain
					resemblance to Hemingway. I wouldn’t want him to throw me out of his house in a
					rage.

				Julien Gracq writes: “If I had to write a study on Hemingway, I
					would entitle it On Talent Considered as a Limit. He sets up dialogue
					with the same certainty with which Sacha Guitry takes the stage: he knows he
					will never bore us; he puts marks on paper as naturally as others walk down
					stairs. His mere presence bewitches us; then we go outside to smoke and stop
					thinking about him. This sort of talent, repeated in book after book, does not
					allow for incubation or maturation, for risk or defeat: it is nothing more than
					an interlude.” 

				And he adds: “In the hunt for the exact word, there are two breeds:
					the trappers and the stalkers: Rimbaud and Mallarmé. The second group invariably
					has a higher percentage of successes, their yield might not bear comparison
						. . . but they never come back with live specimens.”

				(Rimbaud and Mallarmé. For a moment I recalled a terrifying question
					that Marguerite Duras had asked me about them one day when my guard was down . .
					.)
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				In Key West, once disqualified and expelled from the
					Hemingway look-alike contest, I started to think, quite intensely, about
					Marguerite Duras and above all about the evening in the house at
					Neauphle-le-Château where, as she explained the pallid but intense plot of her
					novel The Afternoon of Monsieur Andesmas, she actually became that
					book. If it’s true we become the stories we tell about ourselves, this is
					exactly what happened to Marguerite that evening, she turned into that story
					which takes place on a plateau halfway up a hill where, aging and immobile, M.
					Andesmas, able to see only the edge of a ravine filled with light and
					crisscrossed by birds, resting in a wicker armchair, waits for Michel Arc. It is
					a story of waiting, waiting for death, perhaps. It’s hot. Rising from the chasm,
					the bottom of which M. Andesmas cannot see, comes music from a record player.
					It’s the summer’s hit song: “When the lilacs will bloom, my love, / when the
					lilacs will bloom forever.” The record player is in the village square. People
					are dancing. A reddish-brown dog walks past and disappears into the forest.
					Michel Arc keeps him waiting, he takes a long, long time, too long. M. Andesmas
					falls asleep and the shadow of a nearby beech tree moves toward him. There is a
					gust of wind. The beech tree trembles . . .

				There are no half-measures in the literature of Marguerite Duras.
					You either love it or hate it profoundly. Her writing is no interlude, this
					seems clear to me. That day, in Key West, I remember that I suddenly began to
					think first about Marguerite Duras and then — I suppose in order to stop
					agonizing over being disqualified — I began to think of the many writers who
					were better than Hemingway. For years I’d known deep down that there were many
					better writers. In fact, within a few months of moving to Paris, I’d stopped
					reading Hemingway in order to devote my time to other writers, some of whom
					immediately seemed better; though he has always been like a great father to me,
						Papa Hemingway, whom I’ve never wished to entirely dethrone, and
					the proof is in my insistence on believing I look like him. After all, he
					influenced my vocation with these lines that drove me to be unhappy in Paris:
					“There is never any ending to Paris and the memory of each person who has lived
					in it differs from that of any other . . . Paris was always worth it and you
					received return for whatever you brought to it. But this is how Paris was in the
					early days when we were very poor and very happy.”

				There is never any end to Paris.

				I remember the days when I started to plan the first book of my
					life, that novel I was going to write in the sixth-floor garret of number 5, Rue
					Saint-Benoît and which would be called, from the moment I discovered the plot in
					a book by Unamuno, The Lettered Assassin. Even though I had the most
					idiotic relationship with death in those days, or precisely because of that, the
					novel proposed to kill anyone who read it, killing the reader seconds after he
					or she finished it. It was an idea inspired by reading Unamuno’s How to Make
						a Novel, which I discovered in one of the book stalls on the banks of
					the Seine; the title caught my attention, since I thought it would be about the
					very thing I didn’t know how to do. But it wasn’t, it was about everything
					except how to write a novel. However, in a paragraph where Unamuno speculates
					about books that provoke the death of their readers, I found a good idea for a
					story.

				One day, I bumped into Marguerite Duras on the stairs — I was on my
					way up to my chambre and she was on her way down to the street — and
					she suddenly showed great interest in what I was up to. And I, trying to sound
					important, explained that I intended to write a book that would cause the death
					of all who read it. Marguerite looked stunned, sublimely astonished. When she
					was able to react, she said to me — or at least I understood her to say, because
					she was speaking her superior French again — that killing the reader,
					apart from absurd, was quite impossible, unless, for example, a swift and sharp
					poisoned arrow were to fly out of the book directly into the heart of the
					unsuspecting reader. I was very annoyed and even began to worry I’d be out of
					the garret, fearing her discovery that I was a dreary novice would lead her to
					evict me. But no, Marguerite simply detected in me a colossal mental confusion
					and wanted to help. She lit a cigarette slowly, looked at me almost with
					compassion and eventually said, if I wanted to murder whoever read the book, I
					would have to do it using a textual effect. She said this and carried
					on down the stairs leaving me more worried than before. Had I understood
					correctly or had I misunderstood her superior French? What was this
					about a textual effect? Perhaps she had been referring to a
						literary effect that I would have to construct within the text to
					give readers the impression that the book’s very letters had killed them.
					Perhaps that was it. But then, how could I achieve a literary effect that would
					pulverize the reader in a purely textual way?

				After a week of tough questions and black shadows that, to my
					despair, hovered over my literary endeavors, I bumped into Marguerite on the
					stairs again. This time, she was on her way up — like so many buildings in
					Paris, this one had no elevator — to the third floor, where her apartment was.
					And I was heading down from the sixth floor, from my modest chambre, on
					my way out. Employing her superior French once more, Marguerite asked
					me, or I seemed to understand her to be asking me, if I had managed to kill off
					my readers yet. In contrast to our previous exchange, this time I decided not to
					give myself airs, that is, not to make a fool of myself, to try not only to be
					humble, but also to take advantage of whatever lesson I might learn from her. I
					told her, with difficulty, in my inferior or, if you will, muddled
					French, the trouble I was having getting my novel started. I tried to explain to
					her that, following her advice, I now wished only to cause the death of the
					reader by carrying out the crime within the strict confines of the writing.
					“It’s very hard to do, though, but I’m on the case,” I added. 

				I saw then that if I didn’t really understand Marguerite, she didn’t
					understand me either. A serious silence fell. “But I’m on the case,” I said
					again. Silence again. Then, trying to ease the tension, I attempted to sum up
					what I was going through, and stammered out the following: “Advice, that’s what
					I need, some help with the novel.” This time Marguerite understood perfectly.
					“Ah, some advice,” she said, and invited me to sit down right there in the lobby
					(as if I looked very tired); slowly she put out her cigarette and left it in the
					ashtray at the entrance, and went, a little mysteriously, to her office,
					returning after a minute with a piece of paper that looked like a doctor’s
					prescription containing some instructions that might — she said, or I thought I
					understood her to say — be useful to me for writing novels. I took the paper and
					went straight out. I read those instructions not long after, still on Rue
					Saint-Benoît, and felt as if the whole weight of the world had landed on my
					shoulders, I still recall the immense panic — the shudder of fear, to be more
					exact — I felt as I read them:

				1. Structural problems. 2. Unity and harmony. 3. Plot and story. 4.
					Time. 5. Textual effects. 6. Verisimilitude. 7. Narrative technique. 8.
					Characters. 9. Dialogue. 10. Setting(s). 11. Style. 12. Experience. 13.
					Linguistic register. 
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