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SAARA


The city seemed to have lost its way; the population blind and bewildered, the roads no longer certain where they led. Life had a new rhythm, in which people walked with their heads bowed, talked without looking at each other, struggled to name unnameable things. They’d say, ‘Nothing’s like it was before,’ without being able to explain what they meant by ‘nothing’ or ‘before’. They tried to distract themselves with pastimes, pleasures, prayers, but they couldn’t stop glancing towards the mountain. Up there, they knew, outlandish things were happening.

I’d always thought I was different, but I was plagued by the same unease. Part of me longed to escape, to flee to some crass megalopolis like my sister had. It wasn’t that I believed the nonsense about the mountain being possessed by jinns, the spectres of the night. I knew my disquiet came from inside me. I worried that happiness was slipping from my grasp; that all that surrounded me—stones, wind, sky, sun, moon and stars—was preparing to enter a period of mourning. I worried that the faces of those I loved were fading from my mind; that soon I’d have nothing but memories and fleeting encounters. My hands, it seemed, had forgotten how to grasp happiness. My heart could no longer be stirred.

I knew no remedy for such pain, so I tried to ignore it. I told myself the future might bring brighter things. I walked down the street as before; smiling at people, kissing acquaintances, spouting silly nonsense at the top of my voice. I cultivated nonchalance, but it was impossible not to notice the silences. Fear crouched behind people’s eyes, caught in their throats when they tried to speak. Heads turned incessantly towards the mountain, ears listened out for the cries. I turned my own head in the other direction.

They said the spectre that lived up there and emitted those monstrous cries was very powerful, that the jinns of a new era were starting to surround us, threatening our way of life: our loves, our beliefs, our fields, our water, even our prayers. Soon the jinns would come down from the high peaks and flood into our valley. No one dared walk the stony paths that led out of the city. They said animals that ventured up there never returned, that the wells had dried up, the trees were stunted and creaked with pain, the lizards had grown giant, that the jackals had sprouted wings and pointed teeth, even that the raindrops that fell so rarely up there were as salty as tears.

I knew this communal terror to be the senseless chatter of primitive brains. Because we couldn’t explain our troubles—the sky that forgot to rain, the ever more frequent sandstorms, the dried up oases, the children born deformed, even the soaring prices—we attributed them to monsters, to alien forces, to the mountain.

Still, the city of Atar no longer felt like home. My love for the place hadn’t changed; it was more that something inside me had withered. Perhaps I’d just exhausted my ability to stifle my sadness.

There was a time when I’d vowed to tear down the walls that separated me from my dreams. I did have dreams. But they got buried beneath lies, betrayals, false smiles and beautiful, smooth bodies. Once the hope in me was crushed, I decided to dedicate myself to sensation-seeking, to the pleasures of the flesh. I embraced the moment, savoured those ephemeral joys that ignite with one breath and go out again with the next. A nice word for me would be courtesan. Another word might be slut. As a rule, though, I did choose my lovers.



To return to the fears of the people of my town: perhaps they were felt so deeply because we had no way of measuring the weight of the burden we carried. We couldn’t see what was ahead of us: the mountain concealed whatever horrors were lurking at its peaks. It sat there: calm, placid, imposing, silent. In the mornings, it wore its brightest colours; in the afternoons, it draped itself in soft, burnished robes. There were no signs of torment written on its stones. Yet at nightfall we did hear screams. There was something deeper at the root of our anxiety too; something I wasn’t sure I understood. I determined to clear my mind of negative thoughts, to get on with life.

That was harder to do than before. People were hiding away, behind closed doors and prejudice. The men no longer fooled around in public; the stares in the street were getting nastier; those spiteful women, the kind who concealed their feelings and their failures behind sharp words, were raising their voices louder. Everywhere, doors were banging shut. But that wasn’t what was blocking me.

No, I knew where I was going, or at least I thought I did. I’d wriggled free years ago of their rules, their wagging fingers. Freedom had chosen me, but it had enslaved me too: I had no father, no mother, no gossiping cousins. I was left alone when I was very young, and that solitude had shaped me: assembled me, disassembled me, melted me down.

My mother left first. I was five years old. She turned her back on a violent husband and two daughters who, if the neighbours were to be believed, she loved very much. Probably she told herself the shouting and insults were no longer bearable, that marriage should not mean violence, that it was better to leave your loved ones than to wake up every day crying. I never believed the story that one old neighbour, Emma, always told. She said that on the day she left, my mother addressed the whole neighbourhood, saying, ‘I can’t look at his face any more; I loathe him. I reject everything to do with him, even our daughters. I don’t want them any more, little girls born from rape who look like him. I can’t bear to see anything that reminds me of the person I hate!’ I was sure she hadn’t said anything like that, but there was no denying she’d abandoned us. I couldn’t remember much about her face, only that she had a scar on her forehead. It was very visible, but it didn’t make her ugly. I also remembered the last night she spent with us: the crying in the bedroom, her screams, her running into the street half-naked, wailing, the neighbours crowding around her. That was the last time I saw her. She left under the protection of the neighbours. The next day, they made my father agree before the qadi to a divorce.

My sister and I stayed with him. He didn’t hit us at first, but he terrified us. Whenever he looked at us, we trembled and couldn’t speak. He addressed us in growls, repeated that our mother was filth and that we took after her. We left the house only to go to school, and sometimes he would follow us there, to make sure we didn’t stray. Then came his new wives. They didn’t like us, because our father showed no interest in us, except for one, whose name was Samia. She was very young. She taught us how to do our hair, to put on make-up, even to smile. She also taught us beautiful songs, and stood up for us when our father scolded us. But one day he raised his hand to her and she left. We heard them exchanging insults and blows through the night, Samia screaming, ‘How dare you hit me? You’re a monster and you always will be! Even your daughters, your own daughters, so pretty and nice…’ The rest was lost in the din. The next morning at dawn, she slammed the door and we never saw her again.

After that, our father became angrier and more violent. We put up with his hysterical rages and the occasional slap, but then he started really hitting us. We grew up quickly then. I felt I was becoming a woman, and I realised I was no longer prepared to put up with his constant aggression. I’d had enough of living in fear, and I couldn’t stand to see him touch my little sister. One day, when he rushed towards her for some mundane reason, I got between them and pushed him away as hard as I could. I didn’t realise my own strength: he hit the door frame and lost consciousness. My sister screamed, but I didn’t panic. I poured some water on his face. He opened his eyes and was shocked, I think, by what he saw: his eldest daughter with a look of defiance on her face, determined not to accept his tyranny.

I think his spirit was broken that day. He stopped opening the shop that adjoined our house, stopped going to the fields to pick mint and alfalfa. He sank into a kind of lethargy from which he never recovered. After a while he stopped speaking, then he stopped moving. We felt like orphans again, and soon we were: our father faded away soundlessly one morning, while I was trying to get him to drink some milk. I thought I saw a kind of plea in his eyes as they dimmed. I was able to tell him before he left us that we forgave him. In that moment, it seemed to me that he died happy.

We took charge. Rummaging around the house, I found a small stash of money. I decided to re-open the shop. I bought some stock from Ahmedou, the market wholesaler, just to cover the basic needs of people in our modest neighbourhood: tea, sugar, rice, sweets. In imitation of all good shopkeepers, I wrote the customary phrase above the door: ‘Credit is dead, peace and salvation to its soul.’ My sister found work as a cleaner at a guest house on the edge of town: she got up very early and didn’t get home until late. There was no rush of customers to my little shop, and I spent most of my time sitting behind the counter, chatting to the local girls. I discovered that men liked me: they often lingered while they shopped; some gave me compliments; some even wrote me poems. It made me smile, but it didn’t turn my head.

My sister and I led a quiet life. We were poor, but we usually had the essentials. Everything was going all right, or so I thought: we were almost happy—a little lonely, perhaps, but free of our torments, united and strong. Our mother’s absence didn’t weigh too heavily on us. We didn’t know what had become of her, and we no longer wanted to know. We told ourselves every night that if she really loved us, she’d have come back when our father died. Perhaps she had a new family, new children, now.

We had no fears. The people in the neighbourhood protected us, and praised us for being sensible and brave. At night, we slept peacefully, snuggled together. Then, one evening, when I’d kept the shop open late, the spectre came upon me that would stay with me forever. The door of the shop was slammed shut. I didn’t have time to scream: then confusion, fear, pain, my skin violated, rawness, the feeling of being ripped apart, my limbs scattered to the four corners, my skin stretched taut, hands choking me, others digging into me, my clothes in tatters, swords tearing at me, and the fear, the sense of contamination, of absolute abandonment, of terrible, painful solitude, that the world had delivered me to the clutches of something unspeakable. I died, and it was a shameful end: I was forced to watch what should have belonged to me alone dying inside me. I dragged myself home and wept silently all night. The next day, I didn’t know how to voice my pain, so I kept it to myself. I even hid it from my sister. I couldn’t tell the world that I’d become worthless, been brought low by thugs. I couldn’t prove it either. My attackers were well-brought up boys from some of the most respected families in town, whereas I… they’d just deny it, they’d find witnesses, I’d look like a spiteful girl trying to blackmail some rich kids. Who would dare take my side?

Our little shop remained closed for several days, then I sold off all the stock at a loss. Not long after that, my little sister left. She gave me no warning. I got a note one day from the owner of the guest house where she worked, saying, ‘I’ve met the man of my dreams. We’ve left together. Don’t be angry. I love you.’ Apparently I was not her sister for life. I’d never turned away from her when she had a fever, never slept without feeling her by my side. I’d faced our father, the terror of our childhoods, for her, sacrificed myself for her, slept on an empty stomach so she could eat her fill. None of that mattered. I was appalled by her desertion, felt betrayed, yet I never stopped thinking about her for a second. She’d left for love, but hadn’t I given her that? Could more than one love not co-exist?

To stop myself going crazy, all alone in a house that was now too big, I invited an elderly relative with no children to come and live with me. I also started spending time with Mina. She was older than me, always smiling, open and funny. I started going to her place in the evenings, trying to escape my boredom and distress. An endless stream of young people passed through Mina’s home; there were tea parties, music performances, dances, polite conversations and some that were more risqué. Suggestive glances were exchanged, poems were composed and recited. I was amazed to discover a whole side of life that had nothing to do with struggle, drudgery, abandonment, violence, or loss. Mina watched over me like an elder sister. She also sent me on errands—to buy bread or sweets, to pick up take-away food—and often asked me to make the tea. Sometimes she seemed to forget I wasn’t her maid, but I was happy to soak up the joyful atmosphere, to be surrounded by a zest for life I’d never known possible. Gradually, I learned a new language. It was made up of innuendo, irony, subtle suggestions that added nothing to the meanings of words but cloaked them in beautiful intrigue. I was filled with wonder at the new society I’d entered. I learned to apply my make-up, to dress and to speak just like the ‘better-bred people’.

One day, as I was about to go out, I found Hamza on my doorstep. Hamza was a close friend of Mina’s; a lover, perhaps, I wasn’t sure. He came from a rich family, was what people called ‘a good catch’. He wasn’t exactly handsome, but he was elegant and witty. I couldn’t decide whether I should invite him in, or whether that would be unacceptable. I asked him, shakily, ‘What are you doing here, Hamza?’

I sensed I’d used the wrong words, had sounded suspicious. That was no way to welcome a visitor. It struck me that perhaps Mina just wanted to see me and had sent Hamza to fetch me. But he spared no time in declaring his love for me. He said he’d been dreaming about me; that he wanted to love me, protect me, serve me, even marry me. While I was still reeling at this, he kissed me. Something flooded into me and froze my body and mind. I was unable to move to push him away. When I’d recovered my senses, I set off running towards Mina’s house, as if seeking her protection. Hamza came after me. When we arrived there together, I saw the surprise on my friend’s face turn to anger. I felt ashamed. It was as if I’d betrayed her, or stolen something from her. Hamza, far from being embarrassed, moved close to me and started whispering endearments, right there in front of her. Mina thought she saw false affection on my part, some sort of cruel game. She shouted, ‘Get out of here, man-stealing bitch!’ I protested, begged, she screamed at me again, and Hamza took my hand, saying, ‘Don’t mind her, let’s go!’ I didn’t want to go with him, didn’t want Mina to misunderstand, but she refused to hear me. I walked away in tears. When Hamza tried to kiss me again, I slapped his face.

He kept coming back, but I refused to open the door. I wondered how to repair my relationship with Mina, who’d always supported me, who’d rescued me from the distress that sometimes threatened to suffocate me. She was slandering me all over town, calling me a sneaky little bitch, saying that behind my facade of innocence I hid the fangs and fingernails of a witch, that I’d stolen her best friend, her almost-fiancé. The injustice of it cut me to the quick. I spent my days licking my wounds. Then, one evening, I came home to find Hamza sitting on a mat, telling funny stories to my old cousin, who couldn’t stop laughing. He did have a sense of humour. It was his joie de vivre that finally won me over.

That was the beginning of an idyll that I thought would last. Hamza showered me with affection and gifts. He gave me fine silk scarves, dresses of a quality I’d never dreamed of, shoes, brand-name perfumes… he ushered me into an enchanted world. He furnished my entire house, paved the courtyard, insulated the walls, replaced the doors. My home grew around me until it was unrecognisable. I was a spoiled princess, Hamza the emir of my nights. But the dream soon faded: Hamza’s family intervened to stop his spending. There was no question for them of an alliance with a girl of no standing. They threatened to stop his allowance, to cut him off from the comforts he enjoyed, to strip him of their name and to curse him before God and man. His mother sent me a rude letter, to which I didn’t reply. I tried to keep hold of him, saying, ‘I’ll work, you’ll work, we’ll get married, we won’t need anyone, we may not be rich, but we’ll be happy, I’ll be the best wife there could be!’ I thought I could win him back from them, that my heart would mean more to him than money and a crusty old name. But he left: cringing, sheepish, unable to fight for his love, bowed beneath the weight of his family. I despised him, spat in his face when he came to apologise. I understood then that independence and freedom required integrity of both heart and mind. I vowed that I would always have both.

Those few months had given me a glimpse of a different life; one in which no one had to tighten their belt, or stay up late patching worn-out clothes, or worry about putting food on the table or the chill nights of approaching winter. My house was bigger, my nights were longer and quieter, and the senses Hamza had awakened in me refused to go to sleep in the evenings. I began to receive friends and lovers. I turned my own home into a fashionable hangout for all those who, in my too calm and too cautious city, craved spontaneity. I provided a haven for musicians and griots, rich gallants and penniless poets, married men hiding from their wives, young executives or businessmen passing through. I found I was a talented hostess, that I knew how to receive every kind of person, and also how to make time for myself. The reality, of course, was that I was a saleswoman. I sold an atmosphere, the promise of encounters and pleasure, and sometimes I also sold myself. I only offered my body for a high price. I clung to my pride, held my head high, believed in my unique charms. I found that, deep inside me, a confidence remained that meant I could refuse people who I found too coarse or prejudiced, too presumptuous that their well-filled pockets or well-fed bellies were enough to get them accepted, or too arrogant, flaunting their beauty while their brains and hearts were empty.

That was the reason I turned down Moustaff, the mayor. He was the most important man in town, part of the old local aristocracy. He was fat, with a thick beard and tousled hair. The dark glasses he always wore concealed a slight squint. He had a sharp voice and dressed in a voluminous boubou. He was entirely confident of his power over things and people. He had a near-monopoly over trade in the town, owning half the shops in the Central Market, several residencies and a large herd of cattle. He dominated local politics too, thanks to his money and connections. To him, there was no question I would open my door and my arms to him the minute he gave the signal. When he sent word one evening that he was coming to visit me, and therefore expected me to be alone, I reacted with anger. I screamed at his messenger, ‘Tell him that I, Saara, daughter of a poor family, person of no breeding, slut, am not available to see him. Tell him I want nothing to do with him. Tell him I don’t give a shit about his fortune or his name!’

Sometimes I found myself drawn to the quality of a voice, an eloquent turn of phrase, a smile. I chased after so many shadows; fleeting visions, passions that existed only in my mind. Time and again, I’d be enchanted by a gesture, the contours of a torso, the twinkle in an eye. Then it would dissipate like smoke. It didn’t take long for my lovers to bore me. They’d get jealous, start trying to tie me down. Sometimes they ended it; usually it was me.
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