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There was no moon, no stars. The light had been drained away, the sky left mute. I could distinguish neither colours nor shapes. Dunes and trees had been engulfed by the universe, sucked into its sidereal blackness. I scanned the shadows to left and right, chanting suras to ward off djinns.


I welcomed the obscurity; a gift from nature. It would make it harder for them to find me. The darkness would blind their eyes, the sand storms would scramble their senses and erase my trail. To escape them, all I had to do was keep walking. Not panic, or scream, or cry, just walk. The place I was aiming for was straight ahead, all the herdsmen had said so.


I longed to stop and catch my breath, to release my burden and stretch my arms, loosen my neck, massage out the aches in my body, push the night shadows aside, inhale the air and listen to the quiet sky. Instead I quickened my pace. I told myself I must never weaken, or fall, or forget myself, or forget what was burning inside me: the pain, the anger, the love. I repeated softly that I was myself, not someone else, that I wasn’t dreaming, that it was true: I’d cut the ties that bound me to my clan, I’d stolen the object of my tribe’s vanity, the keeper of its myths, I’d set out in search of the dreams that kept me awake at night. I had to escape this place forever, whatever it took, keep on moving until I reached the lights in the distance, and, eventually my lost love, my greatest joy, the thing they should never have taken from me.


I had no idea what the future held, who I might meet, what paths I might take; no inkling of the places I might go, where I might live, what awaited me there. I had nothing. No, that wasn’t true. It was improbable, perhaps impossible, but I couldn’t help feeling a glimmer of hope whenever I thought about Mbarka. I tried not to think too much. Why call out to a silent echo, a tomorrow that can never reply? Why reach for helping hands when you don’t know who they belong to? Why ask endless what-ifs, conjure up possibilities that only bring confusion? According to the entire tribe, I was crazy. Why try to think if you’re no longer in possession of your senses? All I had was the memory of a flesh that was once my flesh, a blood that was once my blood. Everything else was new terrain I had to conquer, tools I had to master, to get back what was mine.


I was fragile and small, but I was fearless. I was prepared to face the demons of the night and the snakes in the sand, to dive, alone and head first, into the hubbub of the cities. I refused to be intimidated by the chapters of the past or the indecipherable pages of the future. No danger would deter me. I would search for a century if that’s what it took. I would fight for a thousand years, scream the name of the soul that I’d lost for another thousand, across all the Saharas of all time.


I felt a flush of pleasure when I imagined the commotion at the camp. My mother’s stone-faced death mask would have dropped. She’d be flailing her arms, covering her head with sand. Memed might be crying, in that quiet way he was so good at. My friends would be staring at each other, open-mouthed, speechless for once. The women would be touching the ground with their fingers to ward off evil. The slaves would be laughing under their breath, whispering, ‘She’s run away from home!’ I could see it all: the clouds disappearing abruptly from the sky, the people’s incredulity, their confusion, the earth shifting beneath their feet, the hands on hearts, on heads, the fury consuming their bodies, the eyes rolling upwards, the veins pulsing in their temples, and the cries of horror escaping from the strong, hairy chests of the men when they finally realised what had happened, and roared, ‘She’s taken the drum!’


A dark mass loomed in front of me. I stepped back, rubbed my eyes, then moved forward again with caution, my senses heightened. I’d come upon a herd of camels. They seemed well-fed and peaceful, letting just an occasional soft grunt float up to the sky. Their beige pelts merged with the sand, but the glimmer from their bulbous eyes shone through the thick night. I spotted the herdsman’s fire a little distance away. I was aware of my hunger, my exhaustion. How long had I been walking? I no longer had a clear grasp on anything, but I could feel my stomach rumbling, my lungs gasping, drowsiness beginning to invade my limbs and my eyes.


The herdsman was singing, all alone, into the night. His melodious voice filled the air with freshness. I couldn’t make out his features, just a thin silhouette. He sang an ancient song intended to repel demons and calm fears. I was tempted to approach him, but I hung back. I couldn’t ask to share his food or the heat of his fire. He’d be shocked to see a ragged, distressed woman appearing in the middle of the night; he’d think me a djinn and run from me. The next day he’d tell the other herdsmen he met, and they’d all know which direction I’d taken.


I was wary of walking round the camel herd, in case I got lost: I had to go straight ahead. I was drained. My head spun. My arms had gone to sleep. I stopped and laid my burden down. As I did so, an image flashed before me again, clear as day, of the uproar I’d unleashed at the camp. I saw flames devouring souls, howls bursting from throats, tears, moans and curses hurled in my direction. I saw the chief gazing all around, pained, his eyes filled with death and ancient conquests. I saw him mourning the wound to his blind, ignorant pride. I saw marabouts tracing words in the sand, spells to deprive me of my sight and make me return home. I saw warriors seizing their weapons, vowing to bring me back, dead or alive.


The tribal drum, the rezzam, was never allowed to touch the earth, or be held by an impure hand. It was not allowed to leave the heart of the camp. The drum was the tribe; its presence, its confidence, its voice. It was our sacred pennant, the flag carried by our fathers and our fathers’ fathers. I, Rayhana, had committed an unpardonable sin. I’d choked the tribe’s voice, brought shame upon it, castrated the source of its power, razed its tents, insulted its ancestors, and my own. I’d captured the rezzam, the sacred tombol1, sullied it with my woman’s hands, clasped it to my impure breast. Then I’d let it drop to the ground, touch the earth. It would no longer cast its blessing over the tribe, no longer beat out its warnings of danger, no longer summon brave fighters to their deaths. I’d silenced the drum.


I felt no remorse. I exulted to think of the anger and grief I’d caused. Now they could have their own taste of bitterness and shame; just a tiny portion of pain, nothing compared to the chasm of suffering they’d opened up in me. I’d stolen their drum, but they’d taken my whole being. They’d put me to sleep, then scooped out my guts, my womb, and the little soul that had lived inside it.


I got up again and began to creep forwards, reaching out to stroke the humps of the camels as I passed. They remained kneeling, chewing sleepily at the weeds. Their necks were branded with the symbol of our camp. Which member of the tribe did they belong to? What did I care? I’d severed my connection with the people who’d prevented me from loving. I’d wiped the self-satisfied smiles off their faces. I sat down again, leaned my back against the belly of the plumpest camel and closed my eyes. The aching in my bones gradually subsided, and a little warmth returned to my body. My hunger returned too. I found a battered, foul-smelling tin that someone had discarded. I rinsed it with sand and leaned over to lift the coarse material that covered my camel’s udder. I gently milked the beast. Its low grunts came in time with my movements. The sound aroused an ancient connection in me, to things that had been part of me since birth. I drank thirstily, then threw the tin aside. It was time to detach myself from the old ways: I was no longer from here. I was from nowhere, and I was going faraway. Straight ahead.


The night was black. The dunes I had to climb were huge. I stumbled often. I pushed on, panting under the weight of the sacred drum, my feet sinking into the sand. Sometimes I sprawled on my stomach, slid backwards down a slope, then got up and climbed again. I cried and cursed the tribes, the wind, the sand. Arriving at the summit of a dune, I let the drum go. It thudded softly as it rolled down the other side of the sandy slope. I followed it, surrendering to a dizzy fall that propelled me down. I got up, took up my burden again, and resumed my back-breaking walk.


Suddenly my bare toes registered the decisive solidity of a reg.2 I nearly cried out with joy. I’d reached the land of stones, a surface which would graze my feet but would not preserve their imprints: it would be harder for them to track me now. Perhaps I’d already won. I was forced to slow my pace, though, for fear of stumbling against a sharp stone in the dark. My feet became cut and bruised, my legs trembled, my back bowed under the weight of the drum, but I knew I shouldn’t stop while I was on the reg. I closed my eyes. Through pure force of will, I dragged my faltering body over the harsh terrain.


I don’t know how long I walked. The sky still told me nothing. There was no sign of life in any direction. My mind was blank, as if the emptiness all around had seeped inside me. I neither thought nor felt. I was a wandering soul, without agency, existing somewhere beyond fatigue or despair. All I had was a vague sense of the increasing wind, the tempest of sand that came in its wake, the stones lifted by the gusts that hit me in the face and legs, my twisted veil, which sometimes flew out behind me, sometimes wrapped itself around my neck and strangled me. I gripped my burden and moved forwards, falling down, getting up again. I kept walking, because the reg is merciless; if you fall, it doesn’t help you back to your feet. A single word welled up from deep inside me: ‘walk’. When a small hut appeared like an apparition, I collapsed in front of it. When I opened my eyes, I was lying on a mat, a pillow beneath my head, the scent of rancid butter in my nostrils. Above me loomed the large, calm, copper-coloured face of a woman. Her forehead was creased with small wrinkles. Wisps of her white hair poked out from under a black veil that smelled of dust and sweat.


She showed a white-toothed smile that dispelled my fears: I wasn’t dead, I hadn’t fallen into their hands. I looked around me. The first rays of sunlight were filtering through the straw roof of the hut, the dark interior beginning to bow to the authority of the day. There was very little furniture: two mattresses on the ground, a scrap of old carpet, a frayed, narrow mat, some faded cushions piled up in the corner, a broken suitcase, another hooked on a wooden pole, a man’s clothes hanging from a beam.


The woman gave me some very sweet corn porridge. I felt my strength returning.


‘May God repay you a hundred times for your kind deeds,’ I told her weakly.


‘Rest, my dear. You’re exhausted.’


‘Where am I?’


‘You’re in Hamdoun, my dear.’


‘Hamdoun?!’


Tears came to my eyes. I’d walked so far. I never would’ve thought it possible to cover so much ground in one night.


‘Don’t cry, my child,’ the woman said. ‘It’s over now. You’re safe. I saw you collapsing, just as the sun rose.’


‘I thought I was dying,’ I murmured.


‘I thought you were an apparition sent by a djinn!’ She had a smile as sweet as a rainy season morning.


‘I must have looked like a djinn,’ I said.


‘Your cheeks were all streaked with tears. Djinns don’t cry.’


‘I walked for a long time. I was carrying the weight of the world.’


‘Yes. A tam tam.’


‘A drum. Our drum!’ Despite my weakness, I instinctively raised my voice. I glanced around me.


‘It’s just there, my child,’ the woman said. She pointed at the rezzam, thrown into a corner of the hut. It was on a mat, between a grubby cushion and a crude water jug. It did not look out of place in that humble setting. It did not shine in the midst of the rags around it. In spite of myself, I was amazed. The sacred drum of the great tribe sat, placid and sheepish, in a peasant’s hut. It did not cry. It did not protest.


‘You’re carrying an old drum with you?’ the woman asked me.


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘it’s an old drum, but it’s worth all the drums on earth.’


‘I understand,’ she said. ‘Some things don’t have a price.’


I was suddenly afraid of giving myself away. I summoned all my strength and stood up. ‘I must leave,’ I said. A shiver ran through my body. Flashes of light exploded like fireworks inside my head.


‘No, no, you must rest,’ the woman said. She took me by the shoulders. ‘You’re not well. I can’t let you leave now. You can go later. The sand storm is over, but now it looks like rain. You must’ve had a very hard night.’


‘I wandered off the path and lost my caravan,’ I lied. Remembering the drum, I added ‘I’m a griotte3.’


The woman didn’t seem especially impressed.


‘I guessed as much when I saw the drum. Which family are you from?’


I gave a name, one I’d heard somewhere.


‘I don’t know that name, but no griot has ever come to this oasis. I’m glad you ended up here. You can stay and rest for as long as you need to.’


I wanted to shower the woman with thanks again, to kiss her hands and feet, to pray out loud for her life to be long, but tiredness invaded my whole being. My eyes no longer obeyed me; I sank into a deep sleep.


I had a disturbing dream. I was at the bottom of a well, holding a baby in my arms. I was crying to the world, ‘Let us live! At least let him live!’ No one was listening. My only witnesses were a cold patch of unforgiving sky and the smooth walls of the well that threatened to cave in on us. The water had reached my stomach and was still rising. The baby was crying. I hugged him and shouted over and over for help, but no one came.


I woke with a start. Daylight now fully occupied the house. A light smoke floated on the air. The woman had her hand on my forehead and was murmuring an incantation. A thick, dirty burnous4 had been draped over me. A man stood with his back to me, stirring something on a small stove.


‘You were shouting, my child,’ said the woman. ‘You were terrified. Repeat after me: bismillah rahman rahim.’


I repeated the sacred words for expelling demons. I tried to throw the burnous aside, but the woman stopped me with a quick gesture, her eyes flicking towards the man, still absorbed in his task. I realised that underneath the burnous I was practically naked. The bottom of my veil had torn off, and my dress exposed my stomach and breasts. I curled myself into a ball.


The man turned round and put a plate down on the mat. He began to throw scraps of meat on to it as he removed them from the fire. He did not cast a single glance in my direction. He was around forty, with an earthy complexion, a small white beard and the beginnings of a bald patch on his head. He wore a faded blue boubou5. His torso showed through a torn shirt. He had a mark on his forehead and a sneer on his lips. I disliked him immediately. I’ve always felt that men who don’t look at women are hiding something, that their indifference is a disguise for something unpleasant. But despite my misgivings, we enjoyed an excellent méchoui6. Afterwards, the man served us tea. I felt stronger again, and allowed myself to feel a little hope. The omens were good. I’d survived the white sands, the reg and the wind, and, on the outskirts of the city, I’d found a kind heart. My whole body ached, but I wasn’t dead. Soon I could be on my way again, to search for my little lost soul.


‘May God shower his blessings on you,’ I said. ‘May he fill your cupboards and your hearts, may he remove hunger and thirst from your lives.’


‘We did no more than our duty – welcoming a guest.’


‘You saved my life, and you gave me the smile of generous souls. I don’t even know who you are.’


‘My name is Rahma,’ said the woman. ‘My husband and I are from the Chella tribe. It’s an offshoot of the Ghassem.’


‘Wakhyertt!7 That’s good blood! I’m…’


I stopped myself. I’d been about to reveal my true affiliation. I was still afraid the tribe would pursue me.


I invented a new first name and repeated the surname I’d already given. It felt shameful to lie to someone so kind. My heart clenched with remorse, but I had no choice.


Rahma noticed my hesitation. The man did too. He lifted his eyes to me for the first time.


‘Wakhyertt,’ he said hesitantly.


‘I must leave,’ I said. ‘I must go to the city and look for my people.’


‘Won’t you stay a little longer?’


‘May God repay you a thousand times over for the kindness you’ve offered me. But I can’t stay. The others will be waiting.’


The woman got up. ‘Very well,’ she said, ‘but you’ll go on the back of a donkey this time. Mahmoud will take you to town. The road is long, and you’re still tired.’


She left the room. Her husband followed, in response to some imperceptible sign. She returned holding a long dress, drab but clean, a thick veil and a pair of old sandals.


‘I know you young people wear lighter, more colourful clothes now, but at least with this you can go into the city without shame.’


I thanked her again profusely, evoking the names of all the saints I knew.


The sun’s fury had abated by the time we took to the road. Clouds travelled with us, sometimes covering us with their flighty shadows.


‘Those are rain clouds.’ said Mahmoud. ‘We must get there before evening.’


We climbed a mountainside. I was amazed to see a green oasis unfolding below us. I’d noticed nothing when I arrived, blinded by the night, my tiredness, my distress. This vast expanse of green had been spread beneath my feet all the time, concealed between the dunes and the rock.


Palms snaked in a gracious blue arc along the length of the wadi8. The wind produced soft musical sounds as it caressed them. At the bottom, mountain and sand met, holding their little universe in a protective embrace. A glint up ahead suggested there was even a waterhole.


‘You have a very beautiful oasis,’ I said to Mahmoud.


‘Yes. If the rains come this year, the guetna, our date harvest, will be good. The palms haven’t got sick yet.’


‘The palm trees get sick?’


‘Yes, they get all sorts of illnesses and afflictions. A palm tree is just like a man.’


‘Do you have palm trees of your own?’


‘We used to, a long time ago. They were destroyed by drought and by an awful sickness called the bayoud. Now we just work for the owners who live in the cities. They only come here in summer.’


‘It must be good to live in an oasis, surrounded by all this green. Do a lot of people live here?’


‘Very few people live here outside the summer and the date harvest. There are no other businesses, as you can see. We have to go to the city for supplies. Our boss sometimes forgets to pay us for several months. And the work can be very hard.’


The donkey panted as it climbed the stony slope. Mahmoud led it by a short rope. He fell silent, concentrating on negotiating the narrow path. My thoughts returned to my camp, the scandal of my departure. How had Memed reacted? Had he taken my side? How could I expect him to understand when I’d abandoned him without a word? Would he be miserable, appear in public with his head bowed? My mother, I knew, would’ve cried at first, not for me but because of the shame I’d caused her, then she would’ve torn at her hair, then lapsed into an indignant silence, uttering not one word. She would be looking at people absently, as if she didn’t understand what they were saying. Her only fear would be that our secret might be revealed, our dishonour, as she called it when we were alone. Family honour meant more to her than her daughter’s happiness.


What did I care for tribe or honour? I’d cut the ties that bound me to the camp, left hesitation and remorse behind. I’d begun my quest to find the part of me they’d taken away, to reunite him with my loving arms.


We continued along the steep, rough path. Mahmoud chanted ancient poems in a low voice. The clouds gathered above us. It was as if they’d arranged a meeting to discuss bestowing their generosity upon the earth, I thought, then had to remind myself I’d left the old life behind. I should no longer be fantasising about clouds and greenery: rain from now on would not bring happiness but trouble, anxiety and memories. Still I couldn’t help recalling wonderful rainy seasons of the past: tents abandoned, shouts flying up to the sky, fear and hope written on faces, my mother singing old laments, nostalgic and happy, beneath our big, drooping tent.


Mahmoud took larger steps now, spurred on by the threat of rain. He glanced at the sky and muttered prayers.


‘The rain’s about to come,’ he told me. ‘A good rain, I think. We need to find shelter.’


I could see no shelter anywhere. Mahmoud led us off the path, towards the side of the mountain.


I was worried. ‘Won’t we get lost if we go off the path?’ I asked.


‘No,’ he said, ‘the city is close, we’re up above it now and all roads lead down into it. It’s not far, but I know a cave that will shelter us if the rain comes.’


We heard loud rumbles. The sky turned red, the wind began to whistle. Mahmoud led the donkey and me towards the mountainside. I put my hands over my eyes, tried to tame the monsters threatening to rear up inside me. I hadn’t trembled in the dark night, the gaping jaws of the desert, the black wind of the reg. This was just a bit of rain, the last before I reached the edge of the unknown. It was not the drum taking its vengeance. The drum was nothing but some wood and a scrap of cow skin.


A gap in the rocks opened its arms to us and we entered the belly of the mountain. It was dark and cold. Mahmoud took a torch from the large pocket of his boubou and shone light into the cave. It was high and deep, as if made to protect and receive. I gave a loud shout to frighten off any beasts that might be lurking at the back, or to wake up the spirits sleeping there. The echo returned my voice to me. Mahmoud switched off the torch. I took it from him and turned it on again, pointing it into the cave as I moved forward. I was trembling with fear, but curious too. Mahmoud remained at the entrance, watching the rain.


I noticed odd markings traced in red pigment on the walls: drawings of strange animals, long-limbed beings, indecipherable arabesques. I was about to call to Mahmoud, but he seemed engrossed by the rain. He prayed loudly as he watched it fall. His voice was tuneless, like a stone hurtling down a mountainside. I caressed the coloured rock with my hands. I remembered what Memed had told me about men from long ago who wore animal skins and drew images on walls. They didn’t speak the language of humans and didn’t know God or his prophets. I was fascinated by the traces left by these ancient hands, long-gone, but their signs still there for me, greetings from the depths of time. They told me people had been here: a young woman like me, perhaps, lost like me, perhaps, who had loved and suffered like me. These monsters were what she saw and what she feared; that squiggle I didn’t know how to read was her joy, or her anxiety, or her fear, or even her name, yes, perhaps she’d written her name, or the name of her lover. It was inscribed there for eternity, in a language long dead.


The rain eased a little. I listened with pleasure to its pattering harmonies. I’d turned off the torch so as not to drain its fading batteries. My eyes had become accustomed to the dark. I gradually forgot the presence of Mahmoud, my dislocation, even the ancient cave artists I’d been communing with across time. I saw, dream-like, the figure of a child running naked over a white dune, with me chasing behind him, laughing. Then suddenly it was Mahmoud I saw. He was coming towards me, feeling his way in the dark. I stood still, stunned. His body collided with mine, his hands groped towards my breasts. I stepped back, thinking he must’ve got confused in the gloom; but he pushed himself up against me, a dark shadow contorting his face, a horrible leer forming on his mouth. I tried to shove him away, crying, ‘You’ve gone crazy, Mahmoud! I’m your guest, Rahma’s guest!’


He put his arms around me and tried to kiss me. I felt his hardness against me, his fetid mouth bite at my cheek. He breathed heavily, uttered incomprehensible words. I braced myself against the cave wall, then, in a sudden movement, I squirmed away from him and hit him in the face. He let go of me. I hurled myself towards the entrance of the cave. He came after me and caught me straightaway, pushed me down on to my back, collapsed with his full weight on top of me, still breathing heavily. I fumbled around with a trembling hand, grabbed a stone and struck it against him with all my strength. He cried out. His hands flew to his face. I felt his blood spilling on to my throat and breasts. I pushed him away as hard as I could and staggered outside. The drum was lying by the entrance to the cave. I grabbed it with both hands and ran. The rain continued to hammer down and the shadows of night had covered the earth again. I could see lights glimmering in the distance. It could only be the city. All routes led to it, the wicked Mahmoud had said.


Notes


1   Author’s note: Rezzam and tombol are names given to the tribal drum.


2  Translator’s note: a reg, or desert pavement, is a surface covered with interlocking pebble and cobble-sized rocks.


3  Translator’s note: griotte is the feminine form of griot, a West African wandering poet and musician who passes on oral storytelling traditions.
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