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[…] He rebuked the wind and the sea. ‘Silence!’ He commanded, ‘Be still!’ And the wind died down, and it was perfectly calm.



Mark 4: 39



 

 

 

 

 

Words in italics are defined in the glossary at the end of the book.
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It was harvest time, in the month of Muharram. I’d always had trouble correctly identifying the two winds that blew over my island; could never remember which was the kashkazi, which the kusi. This knowledge still escaped me at the time of my eleventh birthday. All I knew was that the year had two seasons—the rainy season and the season of blossoms kissed by a crisp wind—and that during the second season, Tamu always caught a cold. The leaves of the mango trees rasped against each other in the breeze, like the wings of crickets. The palm fronds bowed to the left, then the right, and I laughed to see the lesos of my friends flapping around their ankles.



On New Year’s Eve, we’d gone to look for branches in the forest that bordered the town of Itsandra. We called it Ahmad’s Wood. It hadn’t rained for a month, so the branches were just dry enough to burn. The soles of our calloused feet sank into the sandy, rocky soil. We walked with the purposeful stride of children who’ve been trusted with an important mission. There were five of us: Mlima, Ramla, M’maka, Olympe and me.

When the scent of mango and eucalyptus reached our nostrils, we knew we’d arrived at our destination. We had two hours to collect as many of the driest branches as we could carry. Olympe marked out the plot we were to work on, and divided it into five sections, one for each of us. Once we had our wood, we were to meet at the entrance of the forest to bind the branches into bundles and help each other to load them on our heads.

I set off in the direction of the henna grove. I was delighted with the patch I’d been allocated: male mango and lychee trees shaded the bushes there, and the ground was littered with their sun-baked branches. I’d be able to collect some leaves too, for Tamu, the woman I thought of as my mother.

When I got to my area though, my joy receded. Someone had been there before me: all they’d left were small piles of branches that were too thin to burn for long. I’d have to venture further afield. Foliage obstructed my path; I had to hack my way through wild lemongrass and nettles.



By the time I found a place where some large branches had fallen, I was out of breath and angry. All my life, it seemed to me, people had amused themselves by putting obstacles in my path, trying to thwart me in whatever I wanted to do. My mother was the first culprit: too young to raise a child, she’d decided to get rid of me. Tamu had caught her, eyes blazing, hand pressed over my mouth and nose. They struggled, Tamu pulled me free, and my murderous mother fled, to somewhere no one would find her.

Then there was my father. People said he was a trader from the Indies, the sort who came only occasionally to our shores, looking for vanilla, ylang-ylang and clove plants to sell for perfume, or the medicinal herbs that grew on our beaches. According to Tamu, it was my mother who had seduced him. However it happened, my father had bequeathed me the straight hair typical of the bastard children of foreign traders. Because of that, and because the name seemed to suit me, I began to be referred to by the surname of a trader everyone knew, a man who passed through often: Hardie.



The only unobstructed path I’d ever known was the one that took me to Tamu. And occasionally, the one to my schoolmaster.



My friends and I worked as maids in different people’s houses. We were put to service from the age of about five: it was customary to keep child slaves to do simple housework and food-preparation until they were able to take on more demanding chores. We were the third generation of slaves, our parents born on the island. Our grandparents had been taken from their own country, but nobody knew which country that was, and it was so distant that we never thought about it. Slaves arrived here from different places and in different ways: Tamu’s grandparents had been given as a wedding present to a princess. They’d been paraded through the city during the festivities, carrying dishes and chests filled with gold and jewels on their heads. Tamu had no more idea of where her ancestors came from than I did. When I annoyed her, she sometimes called me ‘cat-face’; apparently, I looked like the descendants of a slave convoy who were said to have come from the land of the cats. They were compared to felines because their eyes were slanted, their bodies small and lithe, and they moved around so stealthily they were barely noticed. No one knew where the land of the cats was, or what it was really called. What our elders had to say on the subject was this: one day, a very long time ago, smooth stones the size of mountains had fallen from the sky. The people had taken them for gods. Allah, the god worshipped by our masters, had punished them for this belief by enslaving them. The slaves had adopted the religion and the prophets of their masters, but on some nights, they still gathered secretly in caves to honour the gods of their ancestors, trembling in fear of Allah’s wrath.

The lives of my friends and me rarely presented us with opportunities to feel indispensable. Collecting the wood needed to cook the big Muharram meal was a chance to demonstrate our usefulness to our community.



I found a mango tree that had been freshly cut and abandoned. I greeted it by placing my hand on its trunk, as Tamu had taught me. I closed my eyes and asked the tree’s permission to take some of its wood. A dull rumbling, like the creaking of a door, rose up from the heart of the trunk, where the last of the tree’s life-force still thrummed. My request had been accepted.



After removing the thickest branches from the majestic trunk, I set off again, planning to continue deeper into the forest. I found my path blocked by a pile of branches. They bore deep gashes where they’d been hacked at inexpertly. I bent down to gather them up and was surprised to see even more butchered branches strewn far in front of me. It was as if they’d been torn off the trees haphazardly, thrown around, then finally abandoned, crushed into the ground where someone had run over them, snapping them as they went.

The someone who’d been here before me.

I didn’t think too much of it at first. Collecting wood was a task for maids: whoever it was who’d disturbed the path I was on could only be a girl or a woman. A beginner, judging from the clumsy incisions and the branches scattered messily on the ground. A few more months and she’d be a proficient woodcutter like the rest of us.

On second thoughts though, my master’s school was the only Qur’anic school that accepted maids. This whole estate belonged to my master, so only his pupils could gather wood in this forest. Who could have passed through here before us? A mango thief? It wasn’t mango season. A hedgehog hunter?

Shouts from the clearing interrupted my reverie. I’d collected enough branches for a decent bundle. I tore a vine from a banana tree to lash my branches together.



The journey home was by my favourite road. I tried to press the entire surface of each of my toes against the warm earth as I walked. It was both painful and pleasant: the sun warmed my feet while the rocks grazed and massaged my skin. The others called me ‘barefoot Hardie’. I pitied them for missing out on such joy.

All the way home, I wondered about the state of disarray I’d found in my section of Ahmad’s Wood. Based on how tiny the pieces of discarded branch had been, I decided the person who’d been there before me must have very small hands.



 

 

The master’s house was at the crossroads of Thin Beard Junction.

The story was that on this spot a man had challenged the sultan Fe Fum, the mafe of our region. During one of his morning rounds of the Itsandra farms, the mafe had passed by a ylang-ylang plantation, a place where only women worked. One of these women was called Urango. Her skin was smooth but her hands were rough from labour. She dragged her portly body around like a burden. Urango’s curves and her hardworking hands caught the eye of the mafe. But Urango was already taken: her husband was the spiritual guide of the neighbouring town of Milembeni. When he heard this, Fe Fum retorted, ‘I don’t care; I will have that woman.’ He summoned the local qadi and ordered him to dissolve the union between Urango and her husband. The qadi replied that he could not desecrate the sacred bond of marriage for no other reason than a man’s desire. The mafe, convinced the qadi was siding with the husband because he was a scholar like himself, had the qadi imprisoned. The qadi did not protest. Instead, he raised his eyes to heaven with devotion while muttering a curse: that the sultan and all his male descendants should be struck with madness, that the sultan’s posterity should be ensured only by children born out of wedlock, and that his offspring should be recognisable by their perennially patchy beards.

The very next day, the prophecy came true. The mafe’s eldest son, who was in line to succeed him, woke up with the word ‘vanilla’ on his lips. All day long, he could say nothing else, answering every question he was asked with this word. The next day he did the same. No matter how hard he tried to pronounce other words, his mouth could shape only ‘vanilla’. This situation drove him mad. He ended up having a child out of wedlock with a woman he was forbidden from marrying. This son grew up normally, albeit in the shadow of an overprotective father who could speak to him using only one word. When the boy was ten years old, one of his friends told him what his grandfather had done to the qadi. At that moment, the boy split into two people: by day he was called Nyoha, ‘snake’ in Comorian, and by night Hannâs, ‘snake’ in Arabic. When he went on to have children, they were all boys, all with patchy beards. The place they lived in came to be known as Thin Beard Junction.



*



We laid our bundles in front of the kitchen hearth, at the feet of the master’s wife. She was an elderly woman with dark skin and hair as soft, smooth and white as raw silk. She always squinted, as if she was searching for something tiny. When we arrived, she was peeling green bananas. When the oil began to boil, she threw the peeled fruit into the pan. I watched as the bubbles multiplied. She ordered us to wait until the bananas were cooked.

‘Eat before you go and learn,’ she said. She handed two crispy bananas to each of us. When she got to me, she fixed me with her gaze.

‘How’s your mother?’ she asked. I looked into her eyes, trying to gauge whether they expressed anger or concern.

‘Tamu’s fine,’ I murmured.

‘I know she’s fine. Tell her I know that.’ I nodded without understanding, wondering why the woman was staring at me so intently. Then it was time to go to the shioni.



When we got there, the master was teaching the older pupils. Sitting cross-legged, the pupils formed four concentric semicircles around a bench on which the master sat. The arrangement meant the master could address any one of them individually, as well as the group as a whole, and could lead the chants of praise that ended the class. In the centre of the circle was a wooden pole. Firmly planted in the earth, it seemed to stare at us with absent eyes. We were terrified of this pole. Recalcitrant or unruly pupils were tied to it, shirtless, and brushed with bunches of nettles. The punishment was called ndjeni. Anyone condemned to ndjeni knew they had at least two sleepless nights ahead of them: none of their mother’s oils would relieve the itching.



We took our places on the raffia mat beside the other younger children, who were busy revising their surahs. Whatever we were doing, we always kept our ears open to what the master was telling the older pupils. Today he was outlining the rules that governed how a person should behave in daily life; alone, in a group, with his spouse, parents, children and brothers and sisters.

This wasn’t of much interest to my friends and me. What we were waiting for were juicy details about certain aspects of married life. We were fascinated by this world that wasn’t yet ours, by the idea of lifting the veil on what our elders experienced. But as soon as the master noticed we’d gone quiet to listen, he returned to his usual boring sermons. ‘We are all brothers and sisters,’ he intoned. ‘Allah means unity; the unity of God, because he is One.’

I found these lectures tedious. I preferred it when the master guided us through the meaning of the Qur’an, sentence by sentence. The Qur’an was exciting, filled with the adventures of men and women who’d lived long before us. We listened to the letters that formed their names, felt the imprint of the words on our lips and our tongues, sometimes even felt as if we’d grasped their essence. The slither of ‘sss’, the brisk melody of ‘bâ’, the hiss of ‘ha’ … I always asked the master lots of questions, some of them fanciful. Had King Solomon really passed through here on his chariot pulled by jinns, accompanied by Queen Bilkis? Had she really lost her ring in the crater of the Karthala volcano, and would she come back for it one day, as the legend said? Had the king locked up jinns in the caves by the sea and the marshes?

We listened to the master while day-dreaming about the conversations we’d have with our friends later. That was the pattern of our lives back then.

But that day, while my friends were dreaming up tricks to scare each other that evening, I was mulling over what I’d seen in the woods. I realised that whoever had been there before me must have been running. Running away from something.



 

 

Tamu was at the beach. She stood knee-deep in the water, washing clothes by rubbing them against a dark stone. Her silhouette stood out against the blue expanse and the surrounding rocks, looking like the cross section of a flower head. In her hands, I recognised my pink hemp dress and my blue leso with the yellow flowers. It was Tamu who’d dyed them: dyer to every master in town, she spruced up the other servants’ clothes with beautiful tones in her spare time. We called her Tamu-of-the-magic-fingers: plants and flowers willingly offered up their most intense colours to her touch. She’d crush henna leaves against a stone to extract their sunset-coloured juice; the hibiscus flower provided her with a whole spectrum of pinks, reds and yellows. Sometimes, when harvesting vanilla, she’d grab a few pods that were still purple and use them to draw patterns on the yellow cloth. That was what she’d done on the dress I was wearing that day. It was the envy of all the girls at the shioni.



I ran over to Tamu and showed her my bag of henna leaves. She gave me a broad smile. Her teeth were as white as the foam on the waves. Her voice had the dry, lilting sound of the wind in the trees.

‘Who gave you that henna, you little thief?’

I smiled back. ‘It came from Abé.’

‘Liar! Queen Abé, our Creator, has more pressing matters to attend to. Give me that. And recite me today’s surah.’

She gently took the pouch of leaves from me and slung it over her shoulder. I helped her to rub the clothes as I recited my surah.



And the first ones, yes the first ones.

They are the closest to the Truth.

Many are the truthful among the first.

And so few, so few, among the last.



That evening we dined on stingray tail, sea snails and manioc. After dinner, we heard the sound of footsteps crunching on the pebbles outside. I knew then that it was time for me to go to one of my friends’ houses. Fundi Ahmad had arrived.



*



I met up with Olympe, Ramla, Mlima and M’maka on the neighbour’s verandah. The stray wisps of hair that had escaped from their plaits shone in the moonlight. I sat down among them and unwrapped the slices of cardamom cake I’d brought. We shared our spoils: Olympe had mkatra sinia, a rice cake made with coconut pulp; Ramla had gudu gudu, a caramel and coconut milk cake. Mlima began by making excuses: ‘We haven’t cooked dinner at my place yet tonight.’ We tutted at her, ‘You say that every night. You should all have died of hunger by now!’

We didn’t hold it against her, though, because sometimesit was true, and it could happen to any of us. Also because Mlima was the most talented storyteller in Itsandra. We called her ‘Mlima-of-the-sweet-saliva’. Not only had she committed the entire repertoire of tales from our grandmothers to memory, she also knew how to add just the right amount of spice to rumours and to reality, and to adapt them to suit her tastes. Thanks to her, we’d invariably leave our gatherings either trembling with fear, shuddering with sadness or choking with laughter.

Our favourite stories were about the jinn. We were always greedy to hear about their latest exploits, and Mlima knew how to satisfy us. As soon as she opened her mouth to speak, the starry sky turned black, the stones shifted in the earth, the crickets stopped singing and every one of us stopped breathing.

‘You’ll never guess what happened to Bahati, the maid from Fundi Mkaya’s house,’ Mlima began, widening her eyes and flashing us a mischievous smile.

‘The one who the jinns forbade from opening her mouth in the month of Ramadan, to stop her bitching about people?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘Tell us, tell us!’

‘Well, a few days ago, she was visited by an… unusual jinn.’

‘What do you mean ‘unusual’?’

‘Not like the others. You know how it usually goes with jinns: you’re all sitting there, eating, chatting, when all of a sudden someone starts sighing, throws her head back, rolls her eyes, as if she’s about to faint but she’s enjoying it?’

We all nodded vigorously: each of us had witnessed a scene of possession at least once. It could happen to anyone, anywhere, at any time: just as fire could penetrate the earth, jinns, beings of fire, had the power to penetrate us. Our island was home to three types of jinn, all of them travellers who’d been stranded off our coast centuries ago. The rumbu, from the neighbouring island of Pemba or Dargubei,1 spoke Swahili; the trumba spoke Madagascan; the rawhân spoke Arabic. The language they used told us which Qur’anic master or sorcerer to call on to exorcise the victim. The most troublesome jinn was called Ahmad Bin Sultân: when he possessed a man or a woman, he compelled them to wear the kandu, the men’s prayer robe, and wander the streets of the city reciting the Qur’an until they collapsed from exhaustion.



‘Well, Bahati’s jinn was of a completely different kind,’ continued our friend. ‘She let out her first sigh, then threw her head back. But instead of fainting and waking up babbling something in Swahili, Arabic or Malagasy, she started speaking in Hindi!’

Olympe and I widened our eyes, then burst into laughter.

‘Hindi? What are you talking about? Those people don’t even believe in the same god or the same things as us!’

‘Well, that’s how it happened with her. She sat with her ankles crossed, her hands resting in her lap. And you won’t believe it, but suddenly she looked as if she was wearing make-up. Her skin took on a blue-ish tinge, her lips were very red, and there was kohl around her eyes. I swear to you, wallahi, billahi wa rasul!’

‘If you say so,’ I conceded. ‘But something about your story doesn’t ring true to me.’

‘I swear it’s true, and it’s not over yet! There was a woman in the group who knew a bit of Hindi, because she worked as a maid for some Indian traders. According to her, Indian jinn are called bhûta. They’re people who’ve been dead a long time and who find it difficult to leave our world. They only take possession of the living when something prevents them from reaching their paradise. The bhuta who’d possessed Bahati had a message to deliver before he died, but he’d refused to do it. So that message had kept him in our world. Since the person he was supposed to deliver it to now lives on our island, he’d come to deliver it, because he was tired of being imprisoned.’

We couldn’t suppress our shudders. A ghost! An undead! Was there really such a thing? Discussions like this pushed at the limits of what our master allowed. We lived for these transgressions. Like all children, we were drawn to the forbidden. We experienced these stories as secret passageways leading out of the fortress of the beliefs that were imposed on us, hidden windows through which we might escape. We knew nothing of our ancestors, we believed ourselves to be faithful servants of Allah, and yet our backs sometimes buckled under an unnamed burden, our lungs became choked by an invisible weight, our mouths sealed by something brought on the sea breeze itself.

‘And what was this message?’ asked Olympe.

Mlima fixed me with a serious gaze. ‘It was: watch out for the scientist’s daughter.’

She kept her eyes on me. Then her body jerked, she sighed and flung her head back. When she brought her head upright again, she stared up at the sky and said with gravity, ‘Namaste-ji’. Then she mumbled something in an unknown language.

We didn’t speak Hindi, but it was clear that, apart from ‘Namaste-ji’, the language she was speaking didn’t exist.



It took us a moment to realise she was pretending. I felt a mixture of amusement and indignation. I pushed her against the wall. She burst out laughing. Olympe elbowed me aside, laughing too. Finally, defeated, I laughed along with them.

But I didn’t feel as light-hearted as I had at the beginning of the evening.

How did Mlima know the names of Hindu ghosts? And, most of all, why had she stared at me like that while delivering her supposed message?



 

 

Fundi Ahmad was fond of me; I had no idea why. Said to be a descendant of the prophet, the fundi was proud of his Arab and Persian roots; less so of the African ancestry that had flattened his nose. He made full use of the right his complexion conferred to look down on those of more humble origins.

Yet he had an inexplicable affection for Tamu and me. Whenever he was irritated with one of his high-born wives, he’d come and stand outside our tin hut, announcing his arrival with a loud ‘Hooodi!’ When Tamu opened the door, he’d follow her into her bedroom, which was separated from mine by a curtain we’d made out of old rice sacks. One evening we heard him approach, his steps curiously hesitant as he neared our door, as they were on occasion. At times like this, Tamu would let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Here he is wanting to take a piss again…’ she’d mutter, dropping her spoon into her steel dish and sucking her teeth in annoyance.

I didn’t understand what she was upset about. Fundi went nowhere near the toilets; he just followed Tamu straight into the bedroom. Then they’d have one of their loud conversations, complete with ‘Ah!’ ‘Yeee!’ and ‘Hee!’ sounds—so animated, they’d both come out breathless and sweaty. Then, still without going to the toilets, Fundi would come and sit next to me at the table, his lower body draped in one of my mother’s lesos. He’d dab at his forehead, take a cardamom cake from the bag hanging at his waist and hand it to me with a smile. He’d get his tobacco pouch out of his pocket, pour a little of the black powder onto his palm, and bring it swiftly to his nose. Then he’d start his usual questioning.

‘Have you memorised this week’s surah?’

‘Yes,’ I’d answer proudly.

‘Recite it for me.’



Each week, we were required to memorise a chapter of the Qur’an and recite it to Fundi. When I recited correctly, I earned a compliment. Fundi’s compliments were a rare and sought-after commodity. If I mispronounced a word, Fundi would wait till I’d finished, then declare, ‘Correct, but not complete!’ That meant that at the next reading class, I’d have to re-recite the chapter I hadn’t mastered as well as the one I’d been given to study that week.

On the evening in question, I inhaled deeply, to ward off the devils’ breath, and recited:



I recite in the name of the one, of the lover, of the near,

And of the first; yes, the first!

For it is they who are closest to the truth.

There are many who know truth among the first,

And few, so few, among the last.



‘Good, good, djayyid,’ he said, before I’d finished. ‘You’re making progress with your pronunciation, but you need to lengthen the final vowels; they’re still too short.’

‘Yes, Fundi.’

‘And what do you think about this ‘first’?’ he said, leaning closer, an expectant look on his face. ‘Have you thought about what that might mean?’

‘Y-yes,’ I stammered. ‘I think about it every time I read the surah, but—’

Tamu interrupted us at this point in the conversation, probably because it was getting boring.

‘Fundi, dear, finish your tea before it gets cold. Then go back to your wife before she suspects you of something you’re not guilty of.’

Fundi cleared his throat and sat up straight, almost reluctantly. He contemplated the designs on his fine china cup with interest. A flowing river, two women on each bank, four women in all, each pouring water from a jug. He was the one who’d given this cup, and the rest of the tea set it was part of, to Tamu. It was rare for a master to give a gift to a servant, but Fundi bore a love for us that no one understood.

‘You’re right, my dear Tamu,’ he replied. Turning to me, he said, ‘Think carefully about my question, Hardie. It’s important for your learning.’

‘Yes, Fundi.’



Finally, he put his clothes back on and left us. Once he was out of earshot, Tamu sucked her teeth again and muttered, ‘You come to do your business, then don’t wipe up afterwards!’

I had no idea what she was talking about, took it to be some sort of coded grown-up language. All that mattered to me was that, despite her grumbling, there was a radiance to Tamu after Fundi’s visits, one that none of the old man’s wives could match.

After dinner, we always went out into the cobbled communal courtyard to wash our soot-stained pots. The neighbours would be there too, gossiping about this or that nobleman’s daughter, delighting in the tribulations of their betters. I think it reassured them to know that wealth didn’t bring happiness to privileged women. It made them feel they shared something with those who were fair of skin, born into faith and bathed in the sacred language. Tamu joined in enthusiastically with the gossip, until Fundi’s visits became more frequent.

After that, as I rubbed at the cooking pots with coconut fibre, she’d gaze up at the stars, eyes shining. She taught me the names of all the constellations we used to count the passing of the years. The neighbours would stop talking and Tamu would tell stories that had been passed down by our ancestors from across the sea.

‘The shape of the stars is a story,’ she began. ‘The elders have entrusted me to celebrate this story. Let me tell you the epic of the five princes whose names have been erased.’

In those moments, I forgot I had neither father nor mother. I forgot the strange feeling I had about the relationship between Tamu and Fundi, the things my friends said about the sighing and the loud conversations. My friends called me naive, but it might be more accurate to say that I preferred dreams to the truth. My own dream was one day to sail between the brightest star in the constellation of Asorotan, the biggest star in Asumbula and the whitest star in Alakarab.



Tamu told me of her childhood in the land of Msumbidji; a place inhabited by spirits, sorcerers and fish-women.Afterwards, I fell asleep curled up in her arms. Before drifting from consciousness, I’d hear her prayer, the meaning of which I would not understand until many years later: ‘May you never cry down below.’



 

 

It was Ramla who pointed it out. Two weeks after our previous outing, we were back collecting branches in Ahmad’s Wood. We stopped at the edge of the forest first to dig up some cassava and pink taro roots to roast in the hot ash the next day. Everything was as it always was; on the path I took, there was no sign of anyone else having been there. On the way home, though, when we asked Ramla why her bundle was so small, she said someone had already collected wood in her section, leaving only branches that were too thin to be of any use.



People were saying that Bilkis, the wife of King Solomon, had been roaming our forests of late; that her ghost was haunting our island in search of a ring she’d lost during a romantic escapade with her husband. An evil jinn had fallen in love with her and was threatening to break up her marriage to Solomon. Only this ring could save her.

There were other stories from closer to home. The chief of Itsandra, Charif Mohamed, had lost his daughter. She’d run away after discovering she was about to be forced into marriage with a man from the capital. Search parties had been sent out and mystics had entered into the spiritual sleep of manamein to try to find her. After several weeks of fruitless searching, she’d been declared dead.

Some people had invented a second life for this girl in the woods: transformed into a jinn, she wandered in search of little children, who she swallowed whole.



The next day, I got up before everyone else, long before the dawn prayer. The ground was still cold and the crickets still chirping in the tall grass. The whole town was asleep. I waited for Tamu to leave for work, then headed towards Ahmad’s Wood.

Jamu, the night jinn, had just finished painting every blade of grass with dew. Vegetation tickled my soles as I crushed the green carpet under my feet. I slid between the trees, stealthy as a mango thief, chose an enormous male lychee with a three-pronged trunk and hid myself behind it.

All I heard at first were the tiny, fleeting noises of hedgehogs reclaiming their nests, mongooses shifting as they began to wake. Their delicate rustling sounds overlaid the sound of my calm, even breathing.

Then my breath quickened and caught. I’d heard a new sound: dry leaves crackling rhythmically under the weight of footsteps: heavy, halting. Human.

I strained to make out where they were coming from. It seemed to be just a few metres away and to my left. I moved my head so I was completely concealed by the trunk of the lychee and peered in that direction.

The voice came from behind me; soft, cool, crystal-clear.

‘I knew you’d come.’

Her skin had the burnished tint of the setting moon. She was a study in harmony: eyebrows that formed perfect arches over huge eyes; long, curling lashes, as black as night; a broad nose that narrowed at the centre; full, sharply outlined lips; small hands with long, slender fingers. Exquisite in face and body. It was as if every girl who’d lived before her was just a step in the process, a practice run on the route to her perfection.

She was a master’s daughter. What was she doing out here?

I don’t know how long I would’ve stayed glued to the spot, staring at her, while she eyed me back warily. She considered for a moment, then said, ‘If you tell anyone you saw me here, I’ll say that you kidnapped me.’

I swallowed, already feeling guilty of a crime I hadn’t committed. She’d managed to ask me not to expose her without relinquishing any of her power. She really was a master’s daughter.

‘You must be Hardie.’

I nodded. I opened my mouth to ask her how she knew my name. Nothing came out. I gathered my courage, forced myself to try again. She was in my world, I told myself, not in her own realm of carpets and incense.

‘And who are you?’ I asked, as casually as I could.

She laughed, a shrill, sing-song laugh, like the call of a bird. She raised her chin and gave the tiniest smile.

‘I’m Halima. Come with me.’

She disappeared into the trees.

I was so surprised, it was a moment before I could persuade my feet to move. Then I hurried after her.



We moved quickly through the forest, past the mango and the eucalyptus. I pushed aside the dense ferns and spiky aloes that blocked my path. Halima ploughed through them without even registering the scratches to her face. We rushed down a slope I knew well: it led to Hatov beach.

Children were forbidden from going to Hatov beach: the legends said King Solomon had imprisoned the strongest of his disobedient jinns there. My friends and I occasionally broke the rule and sneaked off there to swim. As soon as we reached the beach, Halima turned to me. She wriggled out of her long white dress, revealing pale skin, and let it drop to the sand.

‘Teach me to swim,’ she said.

I gaped at her. Me, a servant, risking being seen swimming with a master’s daughter?

‘I don’t know how to swim.’

She smirked again, wrinkling her left nostril slightly. The shadows of the palm leaves caressed her flawless face. They seemed reluctant to let it go, despite the breeze that blew them.

‘You’re Hardie,’ she said. ‘That is your name, isn’t it? You’re the one who catches the bluefin tuna.’

Her directness surprised me. I planted my feet firmly in the sand and shook my head.

‘I keep my feet on the ground. I don’t go where it’s deep.’

She stared at me, still smiling. ‘Bluefin don’t live on the surface. You have to go a long way out to find them. Of course you can swim.’

I had no response to that. Finally I ventured, ‘How do you know that if you can’t swim yourself?’

‘A fisherman told me.’

‘How? Girls like you don’t talk to people like us.’

It was her turn to be surprised. We were even. But she soon regained her composure.

‘He told me because I ordered him to. Abé has given me the gift of being able to make anyone talk.’

Abé was the name we gave to God, but only in secret. We could never speak the word aloud in front of the masters: to them, Abé was the goddess of ignorance, imported from the land they’d taken us from. They believed in Allah, and that was the only name by which we were allowed to refer to divinity. What was this girl doing talking about Abé?

As if she’d read my mind, Halima said, ‘Mercy, clemency, greatness: it’s all the same thing. You call him Abé, my father calls him Allah. They’re the same being.’

‘Ours is a woman. Queen Abé.’

‘Male or female, it makes no difference.’

‘Which name do you use?’

‘Whichever I feel like, depending on my mood and the person in front of me.’

‘And you have the power to make others answer you?’

‘According to my father. Unfortunately, that’s where my power ends.’

She walked towards the shoreline. Her feet caressed the sand beneath the foam. She held her back straight; at the base of her spine was a smooth arch. She lifted her chin, as if trying to keep her head above water. Her voice was clear and carried further than her delicate frame suggested. It was strong and a little nasal, like the sound of an Indian sitar.

Halima’s body was more mature and sculpted than mine; still childlike, but with extra contours. She must have been a little older than me, thirteen or fourteen. Already she’d been taught to command, intimidate, provoke fear.

‘If only my power could take me far away from here, far away from my fate!’ she shouted at an imposing wave that was advancing towards us. ‘But it can’t,’ she continued, turning back to me. ‘So you’re going to have to show me how to swim. Then, when I’m ready, I can leave this place and never come back.’

My heart caught in my throat. Helping a young girl run away from her marriage? That was what this would be. They said a group of young women had once fled to Mount Djabal to escape the Malagasy king who’d invaded our island. They threw themselves in the sea, one after the other, all apart from one. She lived to tell the story, but after that she was never seen again.

Halima was born too late to be that young woman, though.



There were three rules about interactions between servants and the daughters of masters: don’t help them escape; don’t plait their hair; don’t become attached to them. If I did what Halima asked, I risked being locked up with her at the top of Mount Djabal, where lepers and people with tuberculosis were confined, at the mercy of evil jinns.

So I have no idea why I stripped off my clothes beside Halima, before plunging into the warm, briny water.



*



After that we met often. Long before dawn, I’d make my way towards Ahmad’s Wood, then veer off and head to the sea. Halima would be waiting at the bottom of the slope, naked and ready to swim. She seemed to have no fear of being caught.

‘A light-skinned girl naked on the beach is either a dangerous jinn or a master’s daughter. And no master’s daughter is brave enough to venture out here!’ she said, with her crystalline laugh. Her long hair clung to her back as she dived into the water. Then it fanned out, black as coal, and floated in front of her eyes, impeding her progress.

‘I’d love to have your hair,’ she said, ‘It’s so easy to plait! Hey, would you do my hair like yours?’



Braiding the hair of a master’s daughter: another breach of the rules. They said a person who braided another’s hair was passing on a part of her soul through her fingers. No master wanted a servant’s soul mixing with his daughter’s. No servant wanted to be the first to commit such a transgression.

The strands of Halima’s hair slid through my fingers like delicate snakes. I twined them together with care. Her head rested on my thigh. Her hand, perfectly co-ordinated with mine, held back the hair so I could braid each section. I gazed down at the fine line of her jaw, the curl of her eyelashes, her long, velvety-soft neck. Did I mention that her skin was fair? I hadn’t looked at it properly before, but now I saw it was the colour of an almost-ripe mango. A fresh, sweet yellow, full of tender promise. The tight braids I was creating exposed channels of amber skin, which I stroked with my fingertips to massage out the tension of the hairstyle.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
o NCER R A .,/:,:
Vl\“ﬁ{‘ﬁgﬂ /) QV/_,‘\ Z\.{' ‘/‘\7
jﬁ"“ m \ m " Y A o

>9 L — \\: 6” !ﬁ’@;‘

\r( )\\






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Touhfat Mouhtare

T he
% "\ .

VWit hin

translated by Rachael McGill

Dedalus





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
&" Coy Supported using public funding by
¢ " | ARTS COUNCIL E“quﬂ*

WL ENGLAND





OEBPS/images/Image_9.jpg





