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            It Might Come in Handy

         

         As in all my childhood memories, there was food on the table. Lots of food. And my mother was complaining about the weather being too hot. Or too cold. The point being she was complaining.

         
             

         

         It was the day Big Baba had decided to install that stupid satellite dish. My father looked so pleased with himself when the first Arabic channel popped up on our screen. We watched a fat man with a moustache reading out the football results, while his belt sliced his paunch in two.

         A new world beckoned. Dozens and dozens of channels paraded before our eyes: Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, Dubai, Yemen, Jordan, Qatar…. My mother was overcome with emotion. At last, Big Baba was giving her the honeymoon she’d always dreamed of.

         No more cold sweats for me when the Tahiti Shower ad came on: ‘Has anyone seen the remote?’

         My mother blushing, her hands pressed to her cheeks: ‘Yéééé h’chouma!’

         My sister, Mina: ‘Look what those feminists have won for us!’

         My mother, in disgust: ‘Tfffou, feminists!’

         My sister Dounia: ‘You’re not going to bring that up again?!’ 8In the old days, after those kinds of heated conversations, we always switched off the television and sank into a depressing silence. But once our life turned towards a new satellite, my mother swore by the cookery programmes on Abu Dhabi TV, or the Turkish costume sagas dubbed into Moroccan dialect on 2M TV. The atmosphere at home became a touch more folkloric.

         
             

         

         ‘Now that’s what I call work!’ pronounced Big Baba, whistling cheerily as he put his screwdrivers away in his toolbox.

         He loved DIY; fixing things, salvaging.

         Mainly salvaging.

         Our garden had turned into a graveyard of scrap metal. Corroded old washing machines, corrugated iron, park benches, road signs, a tennis umpire’s chair, a dozen typewriters, a restaurant sign, the headlights from a Citroën ZX, a giant freezer and two wooden horses, worn out from their carousel life.

         How does he manage to transport all that junk? we wondered. But he found a way.

         Each time he brought a new toy home, my mother’s blood pressure shot up for several days. ‘Ya Rabi! What are you going to do with that?!’

         And each time, he gave the same ridiculous answer, ‘It might come in handy, one day!’

         He held that nothing should be thrown away. Would you expect any less of a retired cobbler?

         ‘No, it won’t, it will NEVER come in handy! Not today, not tomorrow, not ever! People threw it away because it stopped being handy – it’s useless! My God! Why are you doing this to me? Bring me a glass of water! Quick! My heart! I’m having palpitations! A glass of water!’

         My mother would wince, clutch her chest and down the 9 glass in one: her tragic actress turn.

         Over the years, she had watched her dream French garden, with its symmetrical hedges and tidy vegetable patch, disappear beneath mounds of rusty objects. She was left with no choice but to sit in a chair, her arms dangling and a faraway look in her eyes, as she gazed at the printed fruit on the waxed tablecloth.

         
             

         

         ‘35 years nailing soles onto shoes!’ Big Baba used to say, when I was a kid. ‘Bang, bang, bang! All my life, I wore out my hands so my children could work with their heads!’

         Academic success meant everything in his eyes.

         ‘Sit next to me and tell me what’s written here before I sign it,’ he would say, when we brought our school reports home.

         One by one, I would recite my marks, along with the teacher’s comments, proudly pointing out that there was no red pen in the behaviour column.

         ‘Well done, my son. I’m pleased.’

         Slowly, with a Bic biro, he would affix his miniscule signature; one that was shaky and feverish, betraying nothing of his robust character. Then, like a doctor, he would put the lid back on and clip his biro next to the others in his shirt pocket, even though he couldn’t read or write.

         
             

         

         For years we held a straight course: Big Baba steering his little troop calmly, just as when he was at the wheel of his 1983 Renault 11 Turbo.

         Then came the first hairpin bends: Dounia, my eldest sister, had started growing up.

         There are certain scenes that stick in my mind. Big Baba circling Dounia like a crime squad investigator in full interrogation mode, his hands behind his back.

         ‘Where were you? Have you seen what time it is? I’ll 10teach you to show me respect. Do you think your name is Christine?’

         I suspect my sister often wished she was called Christine.

         Today, her name might as well be Christine.

      

   


   
      
         
            Dounia

         

         When she was a teenager, Dounia had a best friend: Julie Guérin. That was when the troubles began. Julie triggered the psychological process of my sister’s ‘Christine-isation’.

         Julie was popular with all the boys at school; she was slim, wore designer clothes and kept a diary. Her parents sent her to summer camp in the Languedoc-Rousillon, near the border with Spain. Her mother let her go to night-time concerts and pin up posters of some American boy band in her bedroom. I don’t remember the singers’ names, but they were black and bare-chested.

         Julie also had platform shoes, a boyfriend, a cat, a bedroom she didn’t share with anybody else, and she even had permission to celebrate her birthday in her dad’s garage.

         In Dounia’s eyes, Julie was living the dream. My sister was mesmerised, to the point that she was happy to play the friend in the shadows, the one who gets told, ‘Hey! Look after my bag!’

         It’s worth pointing out that my sister’s life was the exact opposite of Julie Guérin’s.

         In addition to her glasses, Dounia wore braces from the age of 15-18. She didn’t know what to do with her long frizzy brown hair, so she braided it, twisted it in a thousand-and-one messy ways and piled it on top of her head. She hid her overweight body under baggy polo shirts and sweatpants. She 12 wasn’t allowed to go out, she shared her bedroom with my other sister, and as for posters, boyfriends, or holiday camps near Spain, let alone birthday celebrations in our dad’s garage, forget it. Dounia’s last resort was a diary, oh yes, because of course there was no danger of my father reading it.

         
             

         

         Spending time with Julie made Dounia feel she was growing wings. She would say things like: ‘At least Julie’s allowed to…’ and ‘Julie’s so lucky.…’ And then, one day:

         ‘Maman, why don’t you ever say, “I love you”? Julie’s mum says it to her all the time.’

         My mother was so taken aback she was briefly lost for words. Her big, brown khol-lined eyes bulged.

         ‘What makes you ask that? You don’t think we love you?’

         Dounia rolled her eyes and shrugged. Then she took a swig of homemade citronnade straight from the bottle, which was guaranteed to infuriate my mother.

         ‘And what about the glasses in the kitchen, are they just for decoration?’

         ‘It’s all right, okay, I haven’t got AIDS.’

         ‘Tfffou!’

         
             

         

         Dounia was becoming insolent. And my mother, as usual, produced her weapon of personal mass destruction: the blame game.

         Aim. Fire!

         ‘Your grandfather was a revolutionary who fought in the war to liberate his country. A brave and courageous man. We were ten children fed on dry bread, who walked barefoot without complaining. You only have to look at all the sacrifices he made to raise us. Do you think we fretted about whether he loved us?’

         ‘Whatever, Maman, I know that story of yours off by heart. 13 You weren’t allowed to play outside. And he pulled you out of school at 13. So what kind of life is that, anyway? A horror movie?’

         ‘That’s got nothing to do with it! We were living in a different era. He took me out of school because he needed me to look after my brothers and sisters. He raised us to be good people!’

         ‘D’you seriously think you raise your children to be good people by locking them up?’

         ‘Nobody’s locking you up!’

         ‘Yes, they are! You never let me do anything. I’m not even allowed to wear jeans!’

         ‘And that’s why you’re unhappy? Because we don’t want you dressing like a cowboy?’

         ‘It’s called fashion! You don’t understand. Take Julie’s mum, she’s got a young attitude, when she hangs out with her daughter, you’d think they were two friends…’

         ‘Two frrrriends?’

         My mother loves emphasising her astonishment; it’s the dramatist in her.

         ‘Do you think I had children to make myself some new friends? Tfffou! That’s not being a mother. It’s being afraid.’

         ‘What I’m trying to say is, Julie’s mum’s modern. She works in an office and she drives a car.’

         ‘Are you talking about Julie’s mother or Julie’s father, eh? Why would I follow the example of a woman who buys her daughter cigarettes? A woman who’s killing her own child? And who borrows her trousers?’

         ‘Why not? They’re the same size…’

         ‘Fine, so I’m fat. Where’s the problem? I’m no fashion model. But let me tell you, when we were refugees in Morocco during the war, we used to dream at night of eating meat. We endured real hunger. Now I’m nice and plump, 14 hamdoullah.’

         ‘Julie’s mum never asks her to cook or do the washing up. Anyone’d think it was the only thing that mattered in life.’

         ‘Your sister, Mina, loves helping me in the kitchen, but you–’

         ‘Here we go again! You’re always comparing us…’

         ‘What about when you get married, eh? You want me sending you to your husband’s house having learnt nothing?’

         ‘Who cares? I’ll never get married, anyway.’

         A butcher’s knife plunged into my mother’s gut would have had less effect. The stand-offs became increasingly frequent. Before that, we’d never heard any doors slam in our house. But there followed a period when they slammed so often that my father, fuming, took the girls’ bedroom door off its hinges and hung up a curtain instead.

         ‘Now try slamming the curtain!’

         My mother even considered having Dounia exorcised. In the end, she banned her daughter from keeping company with Julie-harbinger-of-bad-luck, who caused her so much trouble.

         ‘She’s cursed, that girl. Cursed!’

         
             

         

         After her parents’ divorce, Julie tried to commit suicide and everyone in the neighbourhood felt sorry for her. With one notable exception.

         My mother flaunted her mocking smile in full view of Dounia.

         ‘You see! If your friend Julie’s life was as wonderful as you claim, she wouldn’t have wanted to die!’

         Heavy silence, a hate-filled stare, followed by tossing of hair and, for the finishing touch, storming off to the bedroom with no door.

         ‘You’ve got no heart, Maman. No heart.’

         15 If there had been a door, Dounia would have slammed it, for sure. It was a scene worthy of the Mexican soaps dubbed into Arabic that my mother couldn’t get enough of. To be honest, Dounia and Maman wiped the floor with those Latina drama queens…

         
             

         

         In the years that followed, the situation with Dounia deteriorated. The outside world was full of Julie Guérins, and my parents tried in vain to keep their daughter in the nest. Threats and punishments didn’t work any more. My mother, who was so cunning when it came to the blame game, had emptied all her cartridges. Her sudden palpitations and mounting blood pressure didn’t change anything.

         We had already lost Dounia.

         As for Big Baba, he became resigned to this turn of events. He avoided confrontation and started behaving as if his daughter no longer existed, ignoring my mother’s cries for help: ‘Do something, Abdelkader!’

         He took to mending the bicycles of local children in his shed at the bottom of the garden.

         Dounia would return home later and later, with no explanation, letting on very little about her life. She almost never ate with us and kept to herself, her nose buried in her books. She studied hard, came first in all her subjects and, after leaving school with top grades in her baccalauréat exams, began studying Law as well as holding down a part-time job.

         The transformation had begun. Within a few months, her curves had disappeared, along with her brace, she’d traded her pair of geeky glasses for contact lenses, paid for a hair straightening treatment and even started wearing make-up. She had become distant, dry and colourless, but I had already guessed that outside the house, she was a very different 16Dounia.

         The summer she turned 20, my big sister announced that she would no longer be joining us for the traditional family holiday back in the old country.

         Her decision to forgo our annual return to the bled marked a breaking point for my parents. Up until then, they had both been hoping this was a passing phase.

         ‘It’s called an “adolescent crisis”.’

         ‘What’s that? A virus? A disease?’

         ‘It’s the kind of disease you can only catch in Europe! If you hadn’t brought me here, and we had raised them in Algeria instead, Dounia would never have caught it!’

         ‘Yes, but if I hadn’t brought you here, then, at this time of day, you’d be milking a cow, feeding the hens, washing the laundry in the oued and fetching drinking water from the well!’

         ‘That’s enough of your silly ideas! You know perfectly well they don’t live like that anymore. They’re doing better than we are. Algerians are the Americans of the Mahgreb. Do you want to hear my view? If you hadn’t brought me here, I would see my family every day, and I’d be able to gaze at the lemon trees and almond trees I planted in my garden instead of watching Stop signs springing up alongside rusty washing machines.’

         At the time, I was just a kid who liked re-enacting the Trojan war in the garden, but I remember that when my sister distanced herself from us, something snapped in our family.

         
             

         

         I loved Dounia because she asked my opinion on lots of matters, and her wallet was stuffed full of cash. There were so many notes sticking out of it I thought she was a millionaire. She bought me my first console and paid for the occasional trip to the cinema. 17

         While forging a brilliant university career, Dounia was a waitress at La Cour des Miracles, a smart brassiere in the centre of town.

         One Saturday, she took me there after I had promised not to breathe a word to our parents. She didn’t want them finding out, because back then she still felt guilty. My father didn’t lack for set ideas about things. In his eyes, a waitress was a prostitute with a tray in her hand and an apron round her waist. It goes without saying that I kept the secret out of loyalty, but also because I was dreaming of her buying me that pair of Adidas Stan Smiths for when I started secondary school.

         Dounia had a new group of girlfriends who were customers at the brasserie. They drank white wine and left lipstick smears on the rims of their stemmed glasses. I remember the way they laughed as they exhaled their cigarette smoke, which seemed to fill every nook and cranny. They wore short skirts and one of them kept asking another: ‘Do you think he’ll, like, call me back? But like, do you actually think he will, though? Call me?’

         A group of 20-year-old Julie Guérins had helped awaken my sister’s inner ‘Christine’.

         I bet these girls wouldn’t go down well with Maman, I thought to myself as I watched them.

         And then, on my way back from the toilets, I noticed Dounia hastily putting down a glass of wine and passing a lit cigarette to one of the Julies at the table. ‘Don’t pull that face!’ she said to me, looking embarrassed and miming ‘Shhh!’ with a finger to her lips, followed by a conspiratorial wink. Aged ten, I was shocked.

         
             

         

         I was silent on the bus, on the way home from La Cour des Miracles. 18

         ‘Why aren’t you talking, Mourad?’

         ‘No reason.’

         ‘Is it because you saw me drinking?’

         I feigned interest in what was going on at the back of the bus. I felt betrayed.

         ‘Yes. And smoking too!’

         ‘It’s your own fault, you shouldn’t pee so fast… Anyway, don’t mention it to anyone, okay? Promise?’

         ‘All right, promise, I won’t say anything.’

         ‘…’

         ‘Dounia?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Do you eat pork as well?’

         ‘Pork? You’re sick in the head!’

         ‘Dounia?’

         ‘What now?’

         ‘Are you going to buy me my pair of Stan Smiths?’

         ‘Fine, all right, I get it. So, here’s the deal, don’t breathe a word to anyone and we’ll go to the sports shop next week, okay?’

         She gave me that conspiratorial wink again, which was starting to bug me.

         
             

         

         Three pairs of years went by. Dounia qualified with flying colours and fulfilled her ambition of becoming a lawyer. Despite the tense atmosphere at home, my mother wanted to bring us together over a special meal.

         Food, always. Her way of celebrating her daughter’s success. Deep down she was proud, even if, as soon as Dounia announced that she had been called to the bar in Nice a few days earlier, Maman remarked, ‘I don’t see what all the fuss is about when, at your age, you’re still not married…!’

         The chicken tagine with olives had gone cold. Dounia was 19 too offended to show up. My mother’s blood pressure had risen to 170 over 60 and she risked having one of her turns. Big Baba wandered into the garden and started nervously pulling out the long grass by the path.

         It was all too much for my mother. Apart from a few tactless remarks, she didn’t understand what she had done to deserve this.

         ‘I’ve tried my best to make my children happy! Her problem is that she wishes she’d been born into a different family! She’s always been jealous of other people! Deep down, she’d like to be a Frenchie! That’s the truth of the matter!’

         Mina, who had been close to Dounia in childhood, barely spoke to her these days. She was growing bitter about the sister she considered as the root of all our troubles.

         Especially on one day in September 2001: Tuesday 11th September 2001, to be precise. I was 16 with a layer of fluff on my upper lip. Although I’d wanted to shave that morning, but I’d decided to wait a bit longer before becoming a man.

         The whole planet was in a state of shock, and so were we. Far from New York, another dramatic scene was unfolding, a far-reaching and catastrophic attack on our family life.

         
             

         

         Dounia had packed her bags. There was a car in front of the house, with its engine running and the boot open. I peeked through the living room curtains.

         A hotshot young lawyer sat in the driver’s seat. Hanging off a wrist, as hairy as it was skinny, shone an enormous watch that could have told the time all the way to the other end of the street. On his nose, a pair of sunglasses designed for skiing. He looked ridiculous, not to mention disconcerting because he kept glancing in my direction, and I had no way of telling whether he could see that I could see him. When he waved at me, I closed the curtain hastily. 20

         ‘At least he understands me,’ Dounia’s shrill voice rang out in the hallway. ‘None of you understand me, and you never will.’

         My mother’s hand gestures conveyed her sense of powerlessness.

         Mina’s lips were quivering with emotion.

         ‘You’re the one who doesn’t understand anything. Aren’t you ashamed of putting our parents through this? You have to make everybody suffer with your lousy selfishness. Go on, do it then, clear off with your boyfriend, you lousy sell-out. And leave us in peace. We’re better off without you.’

         ‘My daughter! Why are you doing this? Why?’

         My mother clutched her chest so tightly I thought her hand would dig a passage to her heart.

         ‘It’s not like anybody’s going to miss me if I leave. You’ve never loved me, anyway.’

         ‘It’s the devil whispering evil things to you! Don’t leave, my daughter!’

         ‘Let her walk out on us, Maman. Good riddance.’

         ‘If I’d let you have your way, you’d have slammed the brakes on my life. That’s the truth of the matter. Well, from now on I’m going to own my life and be free! I won’t let you choose a husband for me or lock me up inside this house.’

         Crash!

         Mina, who was close at hand, managed to cushion my mother’s fall.

         ‘Quick, Mourad! A glass of water! A glass of water!’

         Don’t forget to picture all this happening in Mexican soap opera mode.

         My father, who hadn’t reacted up until that point, finally spoke, ‘If you leave this house, you’re never coming back.’

         ‘I’ve already chosen between you and Daniel, and he wins hands down!’ 21

         Crash!

         Big Baba landed on a chair in the living room.

         There were tears in Dounia’s eyes as she walked away, but she never looked back; her emaciated body dragging a suitcase that appeared to weigh a tonne. I made to help her, but my father restrained me, putting his hand on my shoulder. I watched my sister disappear into the car together with that extra-heavy suitcase, Daniel, his hairy wrists and his enormous watch.

         
             

         

         So that was how Dounia left us, having waited in vain for my parents to love her the right way. Nobody saw her again for nearly ten years.

      

   


   
      
         
            Mina and Me

         

         Our paternal grandfather lived to 103 on a diet of bread, honey, figs and olives. He had beautiful blue eyes that pierced our mountains to the West, and a beard as white as freshly harvested cotton. Sidi Ahmed Chennoun was the most handsome old man I have ever beheld. He made a point of crouching down when talking to us, and, at his request, he ate his meals at the children’s table.

         He was full of stories. He’d lived long enough to experience different eras: witnessing wars and the changing of currencies; travelling by donkey as well as by train; communicating via telegram and then the mobile phone. When we were little, what astonished us most was that he also spoke French and even German.

         During our holidays in Algeria, Mina and I loved watching him perform his early morning ablutions in the household courtyard, before making his dawn prayer.

         Grandfather wasn’t afraid of dying. Today, I have a better understanding of why, but at the time I failed to grasp his faith and humility. He died a few years later, prostrated in prayer.

         It was the first time I’d lost someone close to me. There had been that TV presenter who hosted a midday game show on France 1. I’d felt sad when he’d gone, but it was different.

         With my grandfather, I pictured him closing his blue eyes 23 for the last time, and I wondered, So does everything just stop?

         
             

         

         Sidi Ahmed Chennoun was much loved. From what we were told, hundreds of people attended his burial.

         Big Baba was furious he couldn’t be there. It happened during the first two weeks of July and all the flights on Air Algeria were full. An airline employee tapped away at her computer keyboard, her up-do stiff with hairspray.

         ‘I’m sorry, Monsieur Chennoun, but there’s no availability,’ she said, noisily chewing gum. ‘Not a single seat. All the flights are booked out. It’s a shame, because if your father had passed on even two days earlier, you could’ve had a seat on the 12.55…. You’re fresh out of luck!’

         Big Baba didn’t find this easy to swallow.

         Staring at the jobsworth in front of him, who was displaying zero sensitivity in response to his difficult bereavement, he asked, ‘Who raised you to behave like that? Donkeys? Dogs?’

         
             

         

         Mina has always been very influenced by our grandfather. Out of all of us, she’s the one who evokes his memory most often.

         She has a soft spot for old people. As a teenager, she used to spend her Wednesdays playing Scrabble at the local care home in Colline-Fleurie, behind the town hall. Back at ours afterwards, the smell of hairspray and second-hand clothes would cling to her.

         She’s worked there ever since, and that same smell still lingers about her person. She plays the same games of Scrabble, even if her former opponents are all deceased.

         
             

         

         At 20, Mina met Jalil, a healthcare assistant who worked at the same care home and who didn’t hang about when it came 24 to asking for her hand in marriage.

         On their engagement day, he brought his brothers, his parents, his sister, his mother’s neighbour who had doubled as his wet nurse, his cousin by marriage and more guests than I can remember. We could have ushered the Rolling Stones into our living room, and no one would have paid them any attention. There were so many cars parked up in front of our gate, it looked like a Bastille Day military parade; with almost as many people, and just as much protocol.

         My future brother-in-law, Jalil, and his family brought trays piled high with honey pastries, as well as presents for Mina, fabric for my mother, and plenty of money and noise. When they sang, some of them waved their handkerchiefs, others mini Algerian flags. When the older women ululated, they stuck their tongues right out to make their shameless high-pitched youyous. I remember my father staring at me and cracking a joke: ‘Watch out, cowboys! Here come the Indians!’ It was meant to ease the tension. He threw back his head and laughed, his fillings gleaming at the back of his mouth. He hadn’t laughed much since Dounia’s big departure.

         
             

         

         As well as the usual biros clipped into his shirt pocket, Big Baba had insisted on my mother tying his best stripy tie, and he’d also decided to wear his pair of ex-shop-display spectacles, the ones with plastic lenses that were a gift from our pharmacist neighbour.

         Now, I’d just like to point out that he didn’t have any problems with his eyesight. No, he wore those glasses perched on the end of his nose to give him a superior edge and to complete his important-and-respectable outfit. They were his accessory of choice whenever he had to deal with the authorities, attend a school meeting, or visit a travel agency; 25 and then there were special occasions such as this.

         As I stared at him in his tweed jacket that was too tight across the shoulders, it occurred to me that this was the person he would like to have been. Someone with a PhD in quantum physics, aloof and long-sighted, who felt comfortable everywhere and could hold his own with people from all walks of life.

         Big Baba had done his best to impress Mina’s in-laws, but the natural joker in him hadn’t wasted any time in resurfacing. He monopolised the conversation all afternoon, with a catalogue of embarrassing stories that made my mother blush. No sooner had they left than she gave him a piece of her mind: a process which, as usual, took hours.

         ‘Always leaving me with h’chouma on my face. You’re like a language-mill, flinging out words.’

         ‘You were ashamed? You must be joking! They were begging for more, I’m telling you!’

         ‘They were too polite to say anything, but they’d had enough of your jokes, and as for those stories of yours that send everyone to sleep standing up!’

         ‘Nonsense, they loved them! It was lucky I was there to entertain them; if I’d left it to you, everyone would have died of boredom!’

         ‘You wouldn’t let me get a word in edgeways! You didn’t draw breath all day! The moment you finished one story you started on another. You were talking so much it made them thirsty!’

         ‘Pfff… It’s taken me nearly 30 years of marriage to notice how jealous you are! Too bad!’

         ‘Did you really need to tell them about tinkering with the taxi meters back in Algeria? Or the mule you sold for 15,000 dinars to those poor Germans?’

         ‘They laughed so hard when I told them the one about 26 the Germans! And it’s thanks to those scams I paid for our wedding!’

         ‘And you’re proud? It’s our marriage that’s the scam! And I’m the donkey for agreeing to marry you! Tfffou! Who knows if they’ll ever come back again, after those stupid stories! Mina will end up an old maid, because of you!’

         My parents have always been crazy about each other. This kind of verbal sparring would spice up their daily lives, like a dash of harissa lifting a bland dish. It’s funny, when you think they were married without ever having clapped eyes on one another.

         
             

         

         It would be fair to say that Mina chose a different path to Dounia’s. You’d think she had sworn to do the exact opposite. My theory is that she was afraid of letting our parents down, when it came to her turn. Family is sacred for her.

         I can still picture the day when the imam conducted her religious marriage. She and Jalil have three children now. A girl and two boys: Khadija, Mohamed and Abou Bakr. My mother says they’ve got baraka, in other words they’re lucky: ‘God gave them a talent for it. Mina is fertile!’

         When Mina told her she was pregnant for the third time, Maman replied, ‘Alhamdulillah! That’s good news! But tell me, my daughter, what do you eat? Compost?’

         They set up home two streets away from our house. Jalil understands how close Mina needs to be to my mother. And vice versa.

         Over time, Mina became the new big sister. She qualified as a healthcare assistant, specialising in geriatric care out of her love for the third age, and when she went back to work, she left the children with their grandmother, who was overjoyed with this arrangement.

         A balance had been struck without ‘That One’; which is 27 what we called Dounia, on the rare occasions when we still mentioned her.

         As for me, after a year of toiling in the dark, like Chinese child labour in a Nike factory, I finally passed the CAPES. As in, the Certificate of Aptitude for Secondary School Teaching. I’m unpacking that acronym because I want every word to sink in.

         I mean, holy shit. That’s some feat.

         
             

         

         It was the seventh of July. My mother was frying aubergines. The smell of oil was seeping into everything, including the fibres of my T-shirt, which was already drenched in sweat. I was on the Publinet website, where they post the list of newly qualified secondary school teachers. The verdict was due at midday, and still nothing. Every minute, my trembling index finger clicked again to refresh the results page. It felt as if I sat there staring at the screen for an eternity, my eyes dilated like a junkie’s after their fix.

         Adrenaline rushes are rare for someone like me: a guy nothing ever happens to.

         And then, finally, I saw my name appear. I’d never felt so proud of that name. I stood up slowly, silently, and I was crying as I rubbed the back of my head. But I was quick to wipe away my tears. Big Baba says men don’t cry, and it’s always stuck with me.

         It was reassuring to see my surname, followed by ‘Pass’. I was going to do something with my life.

         At last, I could delete the cringe-making film that haunted me. A nightmare in which I had no social life, no job, and no friends.

         In that film, I play an obese saddo with salt-and-pepper hair. I’m drowning in cooking fat and I still live in my parents’ house when I’m long past 50. My mum handwashes my 28 underwear and cuts my toenails, because I’ve become too fat and too lazy to do it myself. I spend my days reading books I’ve already read, what with the effort of dragging my lardy body outside to borrow new tomes from the library.

         I banished those gross images, and I prayed to God to save me from salt-and-pepper hair.

         
             

         

         Solitude had led me to a love books, and now I was going to teach French literature.

         My mother wanted to organise a big meal to celebrate my success.

         Food, always.

         She offered to make couscous. I remember wondering at the time whether she’d become superstitious about avoiding chicken tagine with olives.

         ‘You should invite your friends!’ my mother suggested, much to my surprise. Trouble was, I didn’t have any.

         There was Raoul Wong, a former classmate and one of my few school friends to have found favour in Maman’s eyes, back in the day.

         ‘It’s good to have a Chinese friend! The Chinese work hard and don’t borrow other people’s pens. They’re calm and clean, and you never see them loitering outside. And another thing, they’re good with computers! In a few years, they’ll have the power, they’ll beat the Americans, and everyone will speak Chinese! You mark my words!’

         Unluckily for me, Raoul Wong moved away last summer.

         ‘Well, Mourad? Have you decided how many people you’d like to invite?’

         ‘Not yet, Maman, I’ll think about it.’

         ‘Roughly how many… 10, 20, 30?’

         ‘I don’t know yet, Maman.’

         I was playing for time. What if I randomly invited 20 29 strangers I found online?

         
             

         

         It was a source of sorrow for my mother that I was a loner. She had assumed, by turns, that I suffered from anxiety, or a personality disorder, or that I was gay.

         But none of the above applied. I was a loner. End of. And I’d come to terms with it. Not that I think she understood the leading role she had played in the story of my social withdrawal. Nobody is solitary by nature.

         Apart from Raoul Wong, my mother had never liked any of my friends. She criticised them all to the point of putting me off them too. As for girls, let’s not even go there. Nothing, and nobody, was good enough for her son.

         
             

         

         One day, when I was in Year 11, Harry came to our home with his Super Nintendo to play Donkey Kong Country. Big Baba had given his permission.

         Harry was the popular kid at our lycée. His clothes were sharp and he made everybody laugh. I couldn’t believe my luck when he agreed to come to my house with his console.

         If I should ever stand beneath the golden canopy of the Republic, for the honour of being awarded a medal, I would probably feel less overwhelmed than I did that Wednesday afternoon when I saw Harry on our front doorstep.

         ‘You’ve got too many fake flowers in your house,’ Harry pointed out, as we walked through the living room. I was on such a high I didn’t even feel offended.

         Then he became very serious and explained how the controls worked, before starting the game. I kept losing, falling into ravines and being bumped off by two-headed enemies.

         Every so often, it got on Harry’s nerves that he’d picked such a rubbish gamer, but I was having the time of my life. 30

         We’d only been playing for an hour when my mother came storming into my bedroom.

         ‘Right! That’s enough of these games! Switch everything off! Harry, it’s time for you to go home. Mourad has his homework to do. You may have parents who can read French, who can help you revise for your exams, who can find you an internship, a job, a nice place to live. But Mourad will have to get ahead by the sweat of his own brow. He’s going to have to work twice as hard! Come on, unplug everything, now!’

         Then she stared at Harry’s feet.

         ‘And you haven’t even taken off your shoes! Didn’t anyone teach you to take off your shoes off before going into other people’s houses? Tfffou! I suppose you pay for a cleaner at your place?’

         ‘No, Madame Chennoun.’

         ‘Well, in that case, it must be very dirty indeed!’

         The poor guy was petrified. He stuffed his console into his backpack and cleared off. I stayed where I was without uttering a word. My knees were trembling.

         It goes without saying, Harry never came back to our house. If we passed each other in the school corridors, he’d give me a pitying look, but he never spoke to me again. I bet he had nightmares about my mother. In horror movie mode.

         
             

         

         Sequence I – Interior night – Deathly silence. A backdrop of plastic flowers. An overweight woman enters the room; she resembles a hysterical horse about to be given a lethal injection. Her mauve headscarf is poorly adjusted and she is wielding a magnifying glass as her weapon.

         
             

         

         My mother had made baghrirs that day, Algerian-style pancakes.

         When I was alone at last, I didn’t want anyone to hear me 31 crying, so I pressed my face into the pillow. Yes, Big Baba had drummed it into my head once and for all: Men. Don’t. Cry.

         Thankfully, my father came home not long after and he could tell that something was up.

         Perhaps the pancakes left an aftertaste. In any event, Big Baba had no trouble in making me spit out the story. It was the only time I saw him genuinely lose his temper with my mother. He thought her behaviour was shameful.

         ‘What on earth came over you? And what about the boy’s parents? What are they going to think? That we’re uneducated savages!’

         ‘Their son already has a savings account that’s full to bursting! They couldn’t care less.’

         ‘What are you talking about?! And why are you being so headstrong? Can’t you see how unhappy you’re making the boy? He’s 16. He’s not a baby anymore. Do you want him to walk out on us as well?! At this rate, he’ll have packed his bags by the time he’s 18! And don’t come complaining to me when he does! Do you want to drive them all away?’
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