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            To my sisters, May and Hind, the clan.

            To Hakima, the best of friends.

            To the #Horslaloivi
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            Q: If your house was burning down, what would you take with you?

            A: I’d take the fire.

             

            Jean Cocteau

             

            Anyone who believes that nostalgia for our origins sings within us is mistaken; it is lost, and anyone who leaves is expelled, struck off the list, their civil status revoked. We have no rights, no role, no memory. And if we travel to this place that we left before, we cannot use any form of the verb ‘to return’. There is no return for us […] He who leaves the South becomes a deserter.

             

            Erri De Luca,

            quoted in Frescoes by Giuseppe Caccavale viii
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ix
            Dramatis Personae

         

         Mathilde Belhaj: Born in Alsace in 1926, she met Amine Belhaj in 1944 while his regiment was stationed in her village. She married him in 1945 and, one year later, joined him in Meknes, Morocco. After three years at the family house in the medina, they moved to a remote farm where Mathilde gave birth to two children, first Aïcha and then Selim. While her husband worked furiously to make the farm a success, she turned her home into a clinic to care for the health of the peasants from the surrounding area. She learned the Arabic and Berber languages and, despite many difficulties and her opposition to certain traditions, particularly those concerning the status of women, she grew to love Morocco.

          

         Amine Belhaj: Born in 1917, the eldest son of Kadour Belhaj, an interpreter in the colonial army, and Mouilala, Amine became head of the family after his father’s death in 1939. He inherited Kadour’s lands but, when the Second World War broke out, chose to enrol in a Spahi regiment. Along with his aide-de-camp, Mourad, he was sent to a POW camp in Germany, but managed to escape. In 1944 he met Mathilde, and they were married at a church in Alsace in 1945. In the 1950s, while Morocco was in turmoil, he devoted himself to the farm, which he dreamed of turning into a prosperous, modern business. He developed new varieties of olive and xcitrus fruit trees and, after years of setbacks, his partnership with the Hungarian doctor Dragan Palosi finally enabled him to start making a profit and to become part of the bourgeoisie in Meknes.

          

         Aïcha Belhaj: Born in 1947, Aïcha is Mathilde and Amine’s only daughter. She attended a convent school, where she fin­ished top of the class. In the late 1960s she went to Strasbourg to study medicine before returning, in the following decade, to live in Rabat, where she became a gynaecologist. She married Mehdi Daoud, a brilliant economist and senior civil servant.

          

         Selim Belhaj: Born in 1951, Selim is Mathilde and Amine’s only son. Spoiled by his mother, he went to a colonial school. In the summer of 1968 he joined a hippie community in Essaouira. After spending time in Ibiza, he moved to New York City in 1973 and became a professional photographer.

          

         Selma Belhaj: Born in 1937, Selma is the sister of Amine and Omar. Cosseted by her mother, this radiantly beautiful girl was jealously watched by her brothers. An inattentive student, she frequently played truant from school, and in the spring of 1955 she met the young French pilot Alain Crozières and became pregnant by him. To avoid scandal and dishonour, Amine forced her to marry his former aide-de-camp, Mourad. In 1956 she gave birth to her daughter, Sabah. In the late 1960s she had a relationship with her nephew Selim, and her husband died in an accident. She then decided to move to Rabat.xi

          

         Mehdi Daoud: Born in Fes in 1945, he was the son of Mohamed Daoud, who worked for French people, and of Farida, a violent morphine addict. After a brilliant academic career at the colonial school, he finished top in the national exams for financial inspection. He then moved to Rabat, turning his back on his family and his childhood. A committed communist as a young man, he earned the nickname Karl Marx, but ended up accepting a position at the Ministry of Industry in the early 1970s. In 1972 he married Aïcha Belhaj.

          

         Mia Daoud: Born in 1974, she is the eldest daughter of Mehdi and Aïcha.xii
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            Prologue

         

         One night in November 2021, I lost my sense of taste and smell. There was a woman sleeping in my bed. I licked her shoulder, buried my nose in her neck. I moved my face down between her legs. I couldn’t taste anything. The woman began to stir. She pulled me towards her, murmuring my name: ‘Mia.’ She wanted to make love, but I was terrified. I turned my back on her. I closed my eyes and pulled the sheet over my face. The sheet didn’t smell of anything either.

         Next came the fever. I lay in my bed shaking, as if I had malaria. Nothing seemed able to warm me up. I covered myself with duvets and blankets, but my teeth wouldn’t stop chattering. I lay there, bedridden, for days, alone in my apartment. Nobody came to see me and I didn’t answer the phone. The few people who called me must have assumed I was busy writing. I kept coughing, and one night I thought I was going to die. I felt like I couldn’t suck enough air into my lungs. Around three in the morning I thought about calling an ambulance, but shame held me back. The shame of opening the door to them in my filthy pyjamas, of letting them into an apartment that had not been cleaned or aired for days. I didn’t die. The fever abated. I ended up calling back the people who had left me messages. My editor. My mother. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ they asked. I told them it was nothing. ‘Just tired, that’s all.’

         xivIn the days that followed, I tried to start work again. I would wake at dawn and sit at my desk. And wait. I could stay there for hours without doing anything, staring at the open Word document. I found it impossible to concentrate on my novel. Sometimes I would take a deep breath, slap myself on the cheek and try to focus on the chapter I’d been working on. But soon my mind would start to wander, my thoughts growing blurry. Images would appear one after another, vague ideas bubbling up before vanishing with a pop. I couldn’t gather my thoughts, or rather I didn’t have any thoughts to gather. I would read the same page five or six times without being able to retain a word of it. As if it were written in a foreign language: the alphabet was familiar, but the vocabulary meant nothing to me. I felt lost, overwhelmed.

         I’m the kind of person who always makes lists, but during this period it became an obsession. I would write to-do lists on a notepad in an attempt to clear my head, to simplify my life, but it just made things worse. I would stare at the list and start crying. I didn’t know where to start: what book to read, what chapter to write. I was paralysed with indecision – should I do my laundry or clean the apartment? – and ended up just lying in my dirty sheets for days on end. I stopped going to the supermarket because I would freeze in front of every shelf, unable to choose. I felt like I was drowning. Sometimes I would realise that a whole day had passed without me managing to decide to get undressed and take a shower.

         Everything seemed insurmountable. I would watch TV for hours, the shutters closed, my phone turned off. I couldn’t follow the plots of the shows I watched, but it passed the time and distracted me from my anxiety. I would roll joints in the xvmiddle of the afternoon and eat standing up in the kitchen: bland ready-meals that I covered with mustard or Tabasco. There was a metallic taste in my mouth that reminded me of licking out certain women, although I couldn’t recall their names or their faces. I slept, but not the way I used to sleep. It was like I’d been smoking opium: I was simultaneously comatose and agitated, and every time I woke up I felt even more exhausted.

         I avoided going out. But I couldn’t stop people worrying about me. I would leave their messages unanswered, but they didn’t give up. Finally, at Christmas, I agreed to eat dinner at my sister Inès’s apartment. It was a nightmare. I tried so hard to be cheerful. I drank champagne and – for a moment – I even felt happy to be there, to watch the children tear open their presents with their little hands and squeal with joy at the sight of a doll or a plastic lorry. And then I felt myself disappearing. As if I’d been dragged to the depths of a pond by a crocodile who was going to let me rot in the mire before devouring me. I couldn’t follow the conversations around me. It’s like there was a delay between the words emerging from people’s mouths and reaching my ears, and all I could manage by way of an answer was a goofy smile. It must be like this when you’re very old. The others sit you in an armchair in the corner of the room and the party goes on around you: people laugh, they argue, and from time to time someone wipes the drool from your lips. ‘She’s tired,’ my mother said, and I nodded. Just tired, that’s all.

         After that, I stayed at home. The outside world ceased to exist. This was not an unfamiliar feeling to me. I often isolate myself like that when I’m writing a novel – in my apartment xvior a house in the country – and I lose all notion of time. But I wasn’t writing. I couldn’t find the words. I just stared at the blank page as if petrified. I had suffered from writer’s block before; my inspiration had dried up and I’d been through fits of rage and despair. But this was different. The words churned around my head: I could think them, choose between them, but I couldn’t write them down or speak them aloud. One night, I woke with a start. I’d had an idea for my novel. I grabbed a blank page and a pen from my bedside table and scribbled down ideas for a scene. Mehdi in prison and a bar of chocolate. The next morning, when I woke, I looked for my notes. The sheet was lying at the foot of my bed. I tried to read what I’d written, but it made no sense. They weren’t even letters, just a mess of random lines, some vertical, some horizontal. I burst out laughing. I was going mad.

         In March 2022, I decided to call a doctor. The woman who answered was a secretary. She was eating as she spoke. She offered me a choice of different dates and times, and I panicked. I couldn’t understand what she was saying. I asked her to repeat it. My forehead was damp with sweat. I felt as if the woman could see me and was going to make fun of me. I hung up. I tried again a couple of times, then finally managed to book an appointment online with a GP in my neighbourhood. The doctor’s office was on the first floor of an apartment building on Rue d’Amsterdam. I’d noted down the entry code for the door on the palm of my hand, and I stared at it throughout the journey there. It was all that mattered to me. I climbed the stairs. The door was half-open. I pushed it and went inside. Three people were seated in the waiting room, all wearing masks. I sat by the wall, to the right of the xviibathroom. Across from me, a woman with very beautiful eyes was looking at a poster about the dangers of smoking. I wanted to pull her mask down, to see her face. Through years of observation, I have noticed that people are always uglier than you imagine them to be. You can’t trust the beauty of a pair of eyes.

         A woman about five feet tall came out of the office, holding a prescription to her chest. I heard my name. ‘Mia Daoud?’ A very tall man came along the corridor. He signalled for me to follow him and I stared anxiously at his massive back, his grimy white coat. My mother would never have worn a coat like that, with a torn pocket. He sat behind his desk and told me to take a seat. He never glanced at me for more than half a second at a time, and I started to imagine that there was something about me that disturbed him. He wrote down my date of birth and my address, then asked what I did for a living.

         I’m a writer.

         He turned from his screen to look at me.

         ‘Ah, yes, I thought I recognised your name. Didn’t you win a prize?’

         I nodded. I was sweating inside my winter jacket, but didn’t want to take it off.

         ‘So what brings you here?’

         I tried to explain. I kept repeating the word ‘tired’. I told him about crying in the supermarket and about the day when I forgot the code to my own apartment building. He didn’t seem worried. He was probably the kind of person who thinks all artists are a bit crazy.

         ‘You’re depressed.’

         xviiiI couldn’t argue with that. Of course I was depressed, but not to the point of losing my memory or my sense of direction. He advised me to book an appointment with a psychologist he knew.

         ‘He’s very quick and effective. A miracle-worker.’

         
            *

         

         The psychologist worked remotely. One Monday morning, I saw his face appear on the screen of my phone. Several times, during the hours before this appointment, I had thought about cancelling it. But now I was here, lying on my bed, staring at the face of a stranger on a screen. I had spent a long time debating what to tell him, but in the end I didn’t say much at all. I mentioned my novel, the difficulties I was experiencing with writing, my faltering memory, my father’s death, and he started to nod. ‘Let me stop you there for a second.’ He tried to explain something to me about dissociation and repression. He compared me to those fruits you sometimes find on cakes, those little round fruits whose name I can’t remember. ‘It’s very important that you continue to see me.’ He seemed so sure of himself. I booked an appointment for the following week. I had to pay in advance: a hundred and forty euros. I made the bank transfer, but I didn’t keep the appointment. I blocked his number.

         Back then, I was watching a TV series about a man with a brain tumour. I became convinced that this was what was wrong with me. The GP had made a very serious mistake. The psychologist had completely missed the point. I talked to my best friend Hakim about this on the phone. I never hide anything from him. I knew he wouldn’t make fun of me. He gave me the number of a man who had taught him neurology when xixhe was a student in Paris. ‘He’s a brilliant doctor and a very good teacher too.’

         I liked him straight away. The moment I first saw him in the hospital corridor, I knew I could trust him. He was looking around like a lost child at a fairground. I have often noticed this kind of behaviour among people with extremely sharp minds. They play at being lost, as if they are right there in front of you and at the same time miles away. I sat down in his light-filled office and he stared at me. His eyes were beautiful and distant, as blue as the sky in my homeland. He struck me as honest and humane. He listened attentively while I spoke, glancing down to take notes then looking up at me again with those blue eyes of his. I really liked the way he showed interest in me: sometimes he would repeat the ends of my sentences – ‘being there without being there’ – and sometimes he would start them. He asked me questions.

         ‘Do you take drugs?’

         I told him I smoked joints occasionally. He didn’t look up from his notepad.

         ‘That’s all?’

         I didn’t want to tell him the truth. I had only known him for a few minutes, yet I hated the idea of disappointing him.

         ‘I took cocaine for a few years.’

         ‘It destroys the neurons. Did you know that?’

         Then he went through a questionnaire. He wanted to know if I remembered what I’d eaten the previous night, what I’d watched on television. He asked me if I was having language problems.

         ‘Do you sometimes get mixed up between words? Are there times when you can’t think of a particular word? And, if so, do you tend to forget common nouns or proper nouns?’

         xxHe listened to my heart.

         While he was examining me, I felt compelled to make conversation. I was afraid he would think I was a lunatic or a hypochondriac. I really wanted him to take me seriously. I told him that my mother was a doctor, that it was a profession I admired.

         ‘There’s nothing worse for a writer, you know … If I lose my memory, if I lose my language, I’m finished.’

         He smiled and sat down behind his desk.

         ‘A few days ago I saw a patient who was a glass-blower. He had the same symptoms as you. Difficulties with language and attention. For him, though, a second’s inattention would leave him with third-degree burns on his hand or his whole workshop on fire.’ He fixed me with his beautiful blue eyes. ‘Have you ever heard of brain fog?’

         I shook my head. And yet I felt immediately that those two words described perfectly what I had been experiencing. Often, during the previous months, I had felt as if I was walking through the same thick mist that we used to get in Rabat, those mornings when my mother would turn on the car’s headlights and we would see, in the middle of a roundabout, the ghostly figures of white wax policemen.

         ‘I saw my first cases in July 2020,’ the doctor went on. ‘Patients who were in despair because they no longer recognised themselves. I treated engineers who suddenly couldn’t tie their laces any more. Politicians and doctors who fell to pieces whenever they had to make a decision. Imagine that each personality is a sort of harmonious ball,’ he said, tracing a circle in the air with his hands. ‘Suddenly the ball shatters into a thousand pieces and the patient can’t put them back xxitogether again. It’s as if they’re running after themselves, never able to catch up, overwhelmed by everything that’s going on around them.’

         With a piece of paper and a pen, the neurologist explained how the Covid virus attacks the human brain. Whenever he used a difficult word, he would apologise and attempt to translate it into layman’s language. Some of his images were so clear and poetic that they made me envious. I tried to draw him into what for me was more familiar terrain: emotions, literature. This man studied the brain – memory, language – the very stuff of my own work. I wanted to talk with him about Proust and Perec, and when I did, he smiled.

         ‘Ah, yes, but that’s something else. You know the brain is a highly complex machine.’

         He asked me about my medical history.

         ‘On your mother’s side of the family?’

         ‘Blindness, madness, dementia.’

         ‘And on your father’s?’

         ‘Cancer.’

         That was all I knew. My family tree was obscure, its branches hidden. The doctor prescribed a PET scan of my brain and advised me to be patient.

         ‘But what if I’ve lost all my memories?’

         ‘No, no, your memories are there, buried somewhere. From observation, I would say that the more you use your brain, the more you deluge it with information, the more difficult it becomes to access your memories. It’s emotion that will help you rediscover them. Fear, for example, is a very powerful marker.’ As I stood in the corridor outside his office, he put his hand on my shoulder and, in a voice that suddenly sounded xxiishy, hesitant, he added: ‘You mentioned Proust earlier. If I could give you one piece of advice, mademoiselle, it would be this: find your madeleine.’
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         At five o’clock, Mehdi stood up. He placed some files in his bag, put on his coat and left his office. He walked through the corridor, paying no attention to the astonished faces of his colleagues. Najat, one of his senior managers, caught up with him as he was about to leave the building. She was holding an accounts book and she waved it in front of Mehdi’s face.

         ‘Monsieur le Président, you—’

         Mehdi cut her off. ‘See you on Monday, Najat.’

         ‘See you on Monday, Président.’

         He hurtled down the stairs – the lift was still out of order – and found himself on Rue de Reims. Shivering with cold, he shoved his hands into his coat pockets. He had no idea where he’d left his car. He tried to concentrate, but all that came to mind were columns of figures, green-and-blue graphs, names of clients. The street watchman came running; he wore faded overalls and a baseball cap pulled down over his forehead. ‘The R12?’ he asked. Mehdi nodded, and the man escorted him to his car. ‘I washed it, Président,’ he said, holding out his hand. Mehdi slipped him some cash, then sat behind the wheel. The car smelled of rotten fruit and stale tobacco. He rummaged through the pile of papers that covered the passenger seat and found an orange covered with mould. He picked up a copy of Le Monde dated 8 March 1980. A headline on the front page read: ‘Arabs Attacked’. Somewhere in France a group of racists 4had ambushed some students outside a secondary school. The eighth of March. So it had been six days since he had last gone home. Working constantly, locked in his office, he had lost all track of time. For six days he had been surviving on tuna sandwiches and croissants. For six nights he had been sleeping on the short, narrow divan under the window. One night, frustrated by these cramped, uncomfortable sleeping arrangements, he had kicked out at the armrest and broken it.

         He tried to start the engine, but it just made coughing noises. The watchman knocked on the window. ‘It needs to warm up,’ he explained, and Mehdi had to force himself to calm down to avoid yelling at the man that he didn’t need his idiotic advice, thank you very much. Miraculously, though, the car started and he set off towards Rabat. There were trucks coming from the port, and he could see smoke pouring from the factory chimneys up ahead. Some schoolgirls in uniform crossed the road, laughing, and one of them waved at him. He let himself drift into thoughts of her smile as the traffic grew ever more congested. Although he had been working in Casablanca for more than six months, this city remained a mystery to him. Sometimes he felt afraid that he would get lost in its vast labyrinth of streets, that he would never find his way again. At a red light, two teenage boys appeared out of nowhere and poured soapy water all over the windscreen. ‘Go away!’ Mehdi shouted, but the boys, grinning, started wiping the glass with yellow cloths. Behind him, other drivers honked their horns impatiently. Some overtook him. Mehdi handed over the last coins he could find in his car.

         Yes, this city frightened him. Casablanca and its two million inhabitants. The foreigners had left: the Spaniards from 5Maârif, the Italians from Belvédère, even the French aid workers who’d believed in the future of young Moroccans. Every day peasant families would arrive at the bus station. Casablanca, where the French word for slum – bidonville – had originated, was growing so fast that it seemed as if a new alley full of shanties appeared every night, and gangs of beggars accumulated around the doorways of the city’s clubs and restaurants. Carriages drawn by emaciated horses creaked past luxury apartment buildings. Young women with bloodshot eyes, high on hashish, were stabbed by the beach in La Corniche. The buildings could never be high or white or modern enough to conceal the city’s poverty. There were so many patches of wasteland in Casablanca that Mehdi couldn’t tell if the city was eating into the countryside or if the countryside was colonising the city. Gaunt cows wandered between skyscrapers, and a cockerel strode proudly in the backyard of an upmarket clinic, waking the patients at dawn every morning. Further off, in the neighbourhoods where police cars patrolled with their headlights off, boys with thick curly hair composed forbidden songs. Cassette tapes were passed from hand to hand, full of fiery sermons or rock songs. The city resisted, like a living organism fighting off a disease. It resisted the silence, the repression, the orderliness that the people at the top wished to impose on it, as if they were strapping a woman’s torso into a corset. The white city thrilled and disturbed Mehdi in equal measure. He was sickened by the smells of iodine and refuse that lingered constantly in the air, by the way even the wind here seemed slimy and dirty, and yet at the same time he could no longer live without it. Sometimes he thought that all it would take was a single 6spark and the whole place would explode into riots, as it had in 1965. All the ingredients were present: drought, inflation, the costly Saharan war. The country was on its knees, worn down by poverty and unkept promises. The time of utopias and optimism seemed impossibly distant now. The Marxists – the real ones – were in prison, while politicians of all stripes called for realism, pragmatism, compromise.

         At another red light, Mehdi got the attention of a taxi driver. ‘I’m trying to find the motorway to Rabat …’

         ‘It’s right in front of you!’ shouted the taxi driver, before laughing his head off.

         At the top of the next hill, Mehdi merged onto the motorway, pushing his old R12 as fast as it would go. This was the country’s first motorway, and the bourgeoisie saw it as a sign that Morocco had finally entered the modern world. Mehdi had argued about this with a former colleague at the Ministry of Industry – a man with oily skin and a constantly half-open mouth who kept repeating in his nasal voice what he had read in palace-funded newspapers: ‘We must invest in infrastructure.’ Mehdi had retorted that education was the priority. ‘Eighty per cent of our population is illiterate. You want motorways all over the country, I want people to be able to read the road signs.’ Maybe he shouldn’t have spoken to the man like that, in the peremptory tone he took whenever he was annoyed. Aïcha often warned him about it. ‘You talk too much, Mehdi. You hurt people’s feelings, and it will come back to bite you one day.’

         The sky was darkening and purple clouds were massing above the ocean. Night would fall soon, and Mehdi was sleepy. He yawned, forced his eyes wide open, slapped his 7own cheeks. He was in a strange state, simultaneously exhausted by lack of sleep and overexcited by all the work he’d accomplished and the ambition that was devouring him. He would go to bed as soon as the match was over. He’d have a few beers with his friends, but he wouldn’t invite them to stay for dinner. His desires at that moment were simple: to take a long shower, to sleep in clean sheets, and to drink coffee that did not taste burned.

         The motorway didn’t go all the way to the capital, so he had to join the coastal road. Mehdi turned on the radio. As he’d expected, the journalists were debating the Africa Cup match between Morocco’s team, the Atlas Lions, and Algeria’s Fennec Foxes. Three months ago, in December 1979, Morocco had suffered a humiliating 5–1 defeat to Algeria at the Stade de Casablanca, sending the fifty thousand supporters in the stands mad with rage and disappointment. People had protested in the streets afterwards, carrying a coffin bearing the epitaph: ‘Here lies football’. On the radio, the commentators were calling for vengeance. Tonight, the Morocco team had to save the nation’s honour. They needed to win, not only for the glory and joy of their supporters, but for the country, which was fighting, in the south, for its territory in the Sahara. ‘What a bunch of idiots,’ cursed Mehdi. The journalists repeated hollow phrases that they had learned by heart, fanning the flames of hate against the opposing team. Mehdi found such behaviour disgusting: whipping crowds into a frenzy, expecting athletes to act like soldiers, to play as if they were going to war. He couldn’t stand those fanatical football supporters who regarded their opponents as the enemy. Besides, the journalists omitted to mention that, the day after that disastrous match in 81979, the Algerian footballers had visited Casablanca’s medina to buy souvenirs for their families, and the vendors had greeted them warmly, refusing to take their money.

         There was nothing nationalistic about Mehdi’s passion for football. Of course he loved his team and tonight he would pray for Zaki’s Lions, but he also loved Zico’s Brazil, and he had wept real tears when Cruyff’s Dutch team had lost in the 1974 World Cup final. Football made him want to travel the world, and in his wildest dreams he imagined himself singing along with the fans in the Bombonera or the Maracanã. Ultimately, what mattered to him was not the nationality of the team or the name of the club, but the quality of the football. He loved el jogo bonito, and he felt a childlike joy when a player – almost any player – started running across the pitch, the ball glued to his foot, when he swerved and danced, when the whole stadium swelled with pride as if it were one man’s chest. Mehdi believed absolutely in the great football legends – in those stories of little boys raised in the muddy streets of a bidonville, a favela or a barrio – and sometimes he would imagine himself in their place, playing the game with their genius. The crowd roared for him. It chanted his name: ‘Mehdi! Mehdi!’ And in his dreams, he dribbled like a god. On a football pitch the script was never written in advance. Anything could happen. It could all change in a second, and nothing was over until the final whistle. Football – which he would sometimes pronounce like a Brazilian: futebol – was the sport of the poor, of the Third World, the only place where hysterical crowds would lovingly shout out the name of a Black man or a lower-class man.

         It was dark when he reached the centre of Rabat. The cafés were starting to fill with excited supporters, and on Avenue 9Mohammed V little boys were selling cigarettes and roasted peanuts. When Mehdi got home, he found Aïcha and Fatima folding curtains and placing them inside crates. The two women were standing opposite each other, holding the corners of the fabric in their hands, and they advanced, folded, then retreated, as if they were performing some old-fashioned dance, a sort of minuet. ‘Why don’t you let her take care of it?’ Mehdi said to his wife. ‘You’re eight months pregnant – you should be resting.’

         He placed his hand on the back of Aïcha’s neck and leaned down to kiss her, but she turned away irritably. ‘Not in front of the maid.’ Mehdi jumped over a box and tried to execute a dance step to make her laugh, but she seemed not to notice. He draped his coat over the back of a chair and went down to the basement, where the television was.

         Aïcha was angry with him, and her coldness towards Mehdi, her rejection of his attempts at tenderness, had nothing to do with the presence of Fatima. She resented his long absences while she was kept under house arrest by her pregnancy. She had begged her department head to let her keep working, but he had laughed in her face: ‘You can’t help women give birth when you’re seven months pregnant yourself!’ So Aïcha had been forced to accept her situation: stuck at home with her six-year-old daughter and with Fatima, whose belief in superstitions and old wives’ tales she found deeply irritating. In the past two days, Aïcha had embarked upon a major clean-up of the house, to keep her mind occupied. She’d had the master bedroom, where the infant’s crib would be set up, cleaned from top to bottom. She’d emptied the kitchen cupboards, rearranged the books in the library in 10alphabetical order, and today she’d been overcome by an urge to take down and wash the curtains, stained yellow by tobacco smoke and dust. ‘You know what this means?’ Fatima said, picking up a crate. ‘You’re going to give birth soon. You’re making your nest, you see. I know you’re highly educated and all that, but I’m telling you: when a woman starts tidying, it means the baby’s coming.’

         Aïcha sighed. ‘I’m going to Mia’s room.’ And she went upstairs.

         
            *

         

         Mehdi closed the living room door. He took off his jacket, his tie, his burgundy Church’s, and lay on the sofa. Aïcha’s tantrums were starting to get on his nerves. It was hardly his fault that women were the ones who got pregnant, was it? Besides, hadn’t he spent two years running round in circles, with never a word of complaint? His friends called that time his ‘wilderness years’. After leaving his post as chief of staff at the Ministry of Industry, and managing the Football Federation until 1976, Mehdi had found himself unemployed. For weeks he had waited to be assigned a position befitting of his intelligence, his political knowledge and his capacity for hard work. But nothing happened. He could have asked his influential friends in government circles for help, but Mehdi was proud of his refusal to play the old feudalism game. He wanted to be given a job purely for his own qualities. And miraculously, in the summer of 1979, without Mehdi ever being able to guess who might have spoken up on his behalf to the king, His Majesty had made him the president of the Crédit Commercial du Maroc, an obscure credit organisation specialising in real estate and tourism. That July, brimming 11with enthusiasm, he had turned up to his new offices in Casablanca. At first, parking his car outside a building on Rue de Reims, he thought he must have got the wrong address. ‘A hovel,’ he told his wife later. The offices occupied two floors that had previously belonged to some French families. In the entrance hall, which smelled of cooking oil and bleach, Mehdi was greeted by Farid, a tubby man sent by the palace to assist him in his new post. Farid had very dark skin and a boxer’s face. He looked as if someone had smashed his nose into the shape of a pear before using a blunt instrument to slice his upper lip in half. From the rumours that circulated and from Farid’s own insinuations, Mehdi understood that his new assistant had grown up at the royal palace, a child running through the corridors of power. Some claimed his mother was a cook there, and his father a prince’s chauffeur. Mehdi didn’t want to know the details. He was suspicious of this mysterious, affable man, who struck him as far shrewder than he appeared. He had a courtier’s intelligence, moulded by form and custom, capable of taking into account not only the ancestral laws of the Makhzen but also the tastes, habits and moods of men in power. ‘I am here to help you,’ he said to Mehdi, who heard: ‘I am here to spy on you.’

         Farid gave him a tour of the property. He introduced Mehdi to the managing director, Hicham Benomar, then took him upstairs to the president’s office. Mehdi struggled to conceal his disappointment. He stood in the doorway, brow furrowed, mouth slightly twisted, staring at the portrait of the king that hung from a nail on the piss-yellow wall. Behind the desk, two windows overlooked a noisy interior courtyard where housewives beat their rugs and the air smelled of 12cooking. How could he be expected to concentrate in a place like this? He turned to Farid and examined his expression, trying to work out whether this was a practical joke or, worse, a deliberate attempt to humiliate him. How could they treat him like this, after he had finished first in the financial inspection exams? All his classmates from that year were now directors of banks or prestigious institutions, and he imagined them in vast offices with magnificent views, pretty secretaries, a chauffeur in livery. Farid, though, remained impassive. They’re testing me, Mehdi thought. And, as always when he felt himself challenged, his chest swelled with pride, energy, rage. He was eight years old again, in his too-large glasses, with his bulging forehead, the only Moroccan boy at the colonial school. He was eight years old and determined to be the best pupil in his class. The other managers’ offices were on the same floor. ‘And what’s in this room?’ Mehdi asked. Farid opened the door and for a few seconds Mehdi observed the large, empty room: the dust balls on the floor and, on the window, the smear of a smashed fly. It was here that he decided to summon the fifteen employees of CCM for their first meeting. They came in slowly and gathered in front of their new boss, who stood with his back to the far wall. Benomar kept sneezing and eventually asked if someone could open the window. They all eyed Mehdi with a mixture of suspicion and boredom. Who was this man, with his thick beard and his sweat-drenched short-sleeved shirt?

         Traffic noise rose from the street below. In the distance Mehdi could hear children shouting happily in a playground. He cleared his throat, pressed his hands together in front of his mouth and took a deep breath. When he started to speak, a 13shiver ran through the assembled employees; instinctively they recoiled. The president’s voice, his cavernous voice, came as a shock. They were like children lost in a dark wood, petrified by the booming timbre of an ogre. Mehdi used sport metaphors – ‘We are a team’ – that made Hicham and certain others want to applaud. Together, they were going to ‘work up a sweat’, building a bright future for this country. Of course, he knew that times were hard. The International Monetary Fund had put in place a plan for economic stability, but debt and poverty were rising fast. ‘But we are not obliged to submit,’ he said, making a little movement with his hips, as though dribbling past an opponent on a football pitch. ‘We are not doomed to depend on rain or migrants or international charity.’ The new president of this small credit company wanted to give Morocco back its pride, to make it a modern nation, to cure it of its inferiority complex. He had long been convinced that his country could be a paradise, and not only for the tourists who came here to enjoy its miles of sun-soaked coastline, its majestic mountains and the legendary hospitality of its inhabitants. ‘We may not have oil, but we have tourism!’ he repeated several times, and Farid smiled delightedly. This was the purpose of CCM: to fund tomorrow’s great projects, the hotels with swimming pools, the golf courses and holiday clubs, but also the social housing programmes for people living in slums. In a country where access to property was reserved for the elite, Mehdi dreamed of the emergence of a middle class who would buy their own home and car, who would educate their children in schools worthy of the name. ‘Be bold!’ he bellowed, and Farid looked over his own shoulder. ‘Stop being docile!’ he roared, and Farid applauded.

         14Once again, the room was plunged into silence. The employees were lost for words, their heads spinning. Some of them half-heartedly clapped, while others just nodded. Mehdi observed the surprised expressions on their faces, as if they were trying to understand whether all this was real or just so many words – words that some of them found a little too complicated to grasp. Najat Goumine, the only woman on the management team, took a step forward and raised her hand, like a polite student. She asked if this meant she wouldn’t be able to take the holiday she’d asked for yesterday. She had promised her children she would take them to the south of Morocco. A man in a shirt so transparent that his dark nipples were visible through the fabric asked the president about wages. Mehdi stiffened. ‘We’ll talk about that later.’

         In the days that followed, he locked himself in his office and barely spoke to the others. Folders piled up on his desk. The floor was carpeted with sheets of paper. He had croissants and coffee delivered in the morning, and he smoked so much that his tongue was soon covered with a yellowish film. Then one afternoon he left his office, his eyes red from fatigue and cigarette smoke, and he gathered his employees in the large room again. He paced around silently as they watched in alarm. Then he told them what he had discovered. His voice was hoarse, his throat sore. ‘I carefully read every file. I went through everything I could find on the client accounts, and it’s clear to me that – to say the least – this company has been mismanaged for years.’ Some people tensed up, braced for a reprimand. Others nodded or smiled, ready to call out: ‘I’ve been saying that for ages!’ But Mehdi went on: ‘The clients aren’t paying on time, and credit has been granted without any 15guarantees. If we go on like this, the company will be bankrupt in six months.’ He placed his hand against the wall and slapped it three times. ‘That’s why we’re going to turn this into a computer room.’ The employees were speechless. Some of them, including Najat, thought they were doomed. This fanatical new president wanted to invest in machines so he could get rid of people, so he could fire them all as soon as possible.

         In January 1980, a team from IBM came to install mainframes in the room on the third floor, and all CCM’s employees had to take classes to learn how to use them. Mehdi hired eager young executives from all over Morocco. ‘The management teams of other banks are made up solely of bourgeois types from Fes,’ he told Hicham Benomar. ‘I want people from every class and region. I want our team here to mirror Moroccan society.’ He swiftly promoted Najat, who had a knack for working with computers. Every employee was given the task of digitising their clients’ credit files. This was time-consuming, painstaking work. Sometimes a computer would spend the whole night crunching numbers to determine whether a client’s account was up to date. Once that was done, Mehdi told each manager to meet with their clients and remind them of their obligations. He advised them based on his experience working in the tax office. ‘The first thing they’ll do is tell you about all their friends in high places. If that doesn’t work, they’ll start crying over some sick mother or a kid in a private school or whatever. And if you still haven’t given in, they’ll try to slip you an envelope. And I’m warning you now: accepting bribes is a sackable offence.’

         That winter, the team united around Mehdi. Unlike their previous boss, who used to turn up at eleven in the morning 16and often didn’t reappear after lunch, Mehdi was an extremely hard worker. He seemed to live for his job. He would often spend fourteen hours a day in his office or in the computer room. He was polite to everyone, and although he never spoke about his private life he knew the names and the family situations of all his employees. He could be harsh sometimes, but he knew how to light a fire under his employees, how to get the best out of them. ‘You know, I think he might actually do it,’ Hicham said to Najat one day. ‘He might actually make CCM the top credit bank in the country.’

         
            *

         

         Fatima opened the door. She was carrying a tray with bottles of beer, bowls of black olives and steaming briouats. ‘Thank you, Fatima. Morocco are going to win tonight – just you wait and see!’ The maid nodded, as if Mehdi had given her an order or told her the kind of fact that only an educated man would know. Who was she to argue?

         At eight o’clock, Mehdi’s friends arrived: Abdellah, who still taught at the university in Rabat; Rachid, who worked with Aïcha at the hospital; and Hicham Benomar, CCM’s managing director.

         From Mia’s bedroom, where she was sorting through a pile of clothes, Aïcha could hear them laughing and talking. Her daughter lay on the bed, watching her. Aïcha picked up a pair of OshKosh dungarees that Mehdi had brought back from one of his business trips. ‘They’re too small for me,’ said Mia, who at six was by far the tallest child in her class. ‘Are you going to give this stuff to the poor?’

         ‘No, we’re going to keep it for your little brother or little sister,’ she said, softly stroking her belly.

         17Until this point, Mia hadn’t believed it was actually true. People kept telling her that she would soon have a brother or a sister, and her mother had explained that a baby was growing inside her belly, but Mia hadn’t taken it seriously. Last night, though, Aïcha had unbuttoned her blouse and taken Mia’s hand in hers. Then she had placed it on the distended skin of her belly, pressed it down lightly and said: ‘There, that’s the foot. Can you feel it? This baby seems really keen to meet you.’ Mia had quickly pulled her hand away. There was something inside her mother. A creature was growing there, a creature that only her mother could feel and with whom she already appeared to have a unique and tender relationship. Many times Mia had caught her mother talking to herself, and now she realised that it was to this baby that she had been speaking in that gentle voice, a peaceful smile upon her lips. Mia felt a sudden urge to start ripping up the pile of clothes on the bed. She didn’t want anybody else to wear them. She didn’t want this eager little baby to come into the world. Perhaps Aïcha sensed her daughter’s agitation, because she asked her to budge up against the wall so she could lie down beside her. The girl buried her face in her mother’s chest. Those soft, swollen breasts – as big as her grandmother Mathilde’s – were the only things she liked about this pregnancy. She breathed in her mother’s smell and the thought crossed her mind that, if she squeezed her mother hard enough, if she prayed with all her strength, she might be able to slip inside her again and kick out that other child. After a few minutes, though, Aïcha stood up. She put her hands on her belly, and as she looked down a terrifying grimace deformed her face.

         ‘Mummy, are you okay?’

         18‘Yes, sweetie, don’t worry. It’s nothing.’

         It must be the baby kicking again, thought Mia, with a surge of hate. Her mother kissed her cheek, pulled the pink duvet up to her chin and walked unsteadily to the door of the bedroom, one hand touching her right side. ‘Don’t come downstairs, Mia, okay? You know your father doesn’t like being bothered when he’s watching football.’

         Aïcha closed the door and stood there in the dark for a few minutes, leaning against the wall. The baby was coming. That damn maid had been right. It was only the thirty-seventh week but Aïcha had been putting herself under too much strain, ignoring the recommendations that she always gave her patients – no lifting heavy objects, get plenty of rest – so it would hardly be surprising if she gave birth early. She went down to the basement. The match had just started. Morocco must already have created a couple of chances, because she’d heard yells of excitement (‘Come on, come on!’) followed by groans of disappointment (‘How did he get caught offside there?’). The men stood up to greet her. Abdellah offered her his spot on the sofa, but she shook her head. ‘If I sit down, I’m not sure I’ll be able to get up again.’ She signalled to Mehdi, who grudgingly got up and asked her what the problem was.

         ‘I’m having contractions. I think it’s going to happen tonight.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘What do you mean, what do I mean? I’m in labour! We need to go to the hospital.’

         A bottle of Heineken in his hand, Mehdi turned to look at the television. For a few seconds he seemed completely absorbed by Labied’s run and shot, saved by the Algerian goalkeeper.

         19‘Don’t you understand what I’m saying?’ Aïcha asked.

         ‘Yes, yes, of course. We’ll go, don’t worry. But you always say yourself that it takes hours, so we can wait a little bit, can’t we?’ Mehdi turned to his friends. ‘Guys, listen … Tonight, Morocco are going to win and I am going to have a son.’ And he yelled: ‘Champagne!’

         Almost immediately, Fatima appeared on the stairs, holding a chilled bottle. Mehdi handed a coupe to Aïcha and said: ‘One glass can’t do any harm.’ Soon nobody seemed to remember she was there. Labied was shown a yellow card and the men on the sofa started to argue about the referee’s decision. Aïcha gripped the edge of the table, and when she felt the contraction coming she held her breath. Her belly hardened, all her muscles tensed and she had to bite her lip to stop herself crying out in pain. Mehdi was right, after all: labour lasted a long time, and she herself had often sent patients back home. ‘Go and walk around a bit,’ she would tell them. ‘Or go home and get some sleep. It’ll be a while yet.’

         She shivered at the idea that, a few hours from now, she would be lying with her legs spread in one of those labour wards that she hated so much. She had too much experience to believe the happy myths about childbirth. She had seen and heard too much to think that the joy of having a child could erase the crude horror of it all. She’d seen too many torn uteruses, too many chewed nipples, too much blood splattered on white coats and plastic clogs. It was all so raw in her mind. Babies were not born in roses, and all storks ever did was shit on the windscreen of her car while she was stuck at the hospital for hours on end. The longer she worked there, the greater Aïcha’s repugnance grew every time she had to 20enter the labour ward, where the women – sometimes four or five of them – were separated only by thin curtains. The smell in particular was unbearable, an odour that mingled shit, blood and fetid amniotic fluid. In summer, the temperature in the ward would rise to more than forty-five degrees. Even with the windows open and a small fan whirring the atmosphere was suffocating, and the women, their faces streaming with sweat, would sometimes faint in the middle of labour. The winters were almost worse, though, with their biting cold: Aïcha would have to wear a thick sweater under her white coat, and two pairs of socks. Some of the nurses wore woollen gloves. But what Aïcha found most exhausting, more than the smell or the filth or the lack of privacy, were the women’s screams. The moans, the wails, the bellows … It sounded like an abattoir in there. Some of them, half-crazed with pain, would call out, ‘Oh God, oh God’, as though they were about to come. Sometimes, especially at night, the labour ward would tip into madness. One patient bit a nurse, sinking her teeth into the woman’s breast. Another time it was a doctor who lost his head: he slapped a patient who had scratched him, before yelling furiously, ‘Is that how you cried out while he was fucking you?’

         Even amid this chaos, Aïcha always did her best to concentrate on her patients, terrified as she was by the idea of seeing one of them bleed out and die before she had even held her child. Aïcha was not the kind of doctor who liked to minimise the dangers or deny the severity of the pain. She wasn’t one of those who sneered: ‘What the hell is she complaining about? Nobody made her have a fifth kid!’ She knew there was nothing she could do to alleviate their suffering, so she simply 21told them to be brave, reminding them of the millions of women who had given birth before them. Her gentle words never helped, though, any more than her scientific explanations. These women, with their legs wide open, their feet in stirrups, their faces curdled into monstrous expressions, seemed to have lost all sense of restraint, all rationality. They wanted someone to take care of them and were outraged whenever the doctor dared leave them for a moment to look after another patient.

         Aïcha poured herself a second glass of champagne. I don’t want to go to hospital, she thought. She imagined herself dead, ripped open from vagina to anus. She saw puddles of blood on the lino floor and that viscous cord that connected all women back into the mists of time. Perhaps she could avoid this ordeal, find another way of bringing her child into the world? The alcohol was going to her head. She felt like talking but was too afraid. Mehdi would get angry if she interrupted them. Or, even worse, if she pretended to be interested in the match.

         At half-time Fatima came to take away the empty beer bottles and the overflowing ashtrays. She brought in another bottle of champagne and Mehdi served his guests glasses of whisky. Rachid offered to examine Aïcha. They went up to the master bedroom, where Aïcha lay down and Rachid inserted his finger into her vagina. ‘A couple of centimetres. How long between contractions?’

         ‘Twenty minutes, maybe less.’

         ‘We’ve got time, then. Come on, the match is about to start again. I’m not as optimistic as your husband, I’m afraid. The Lions are too keyed up. I have a bad feeling about this …’

         22As Rachid went down to join the others, Aïcha picked up the phone to call Selma. Please let her be home. Please don’t let her be drunk, she prayed, and miraculously her aunt answered. ‘Is this a bad time?’ Aïcha asked. She could hear women laughing, Arab music. Selma was renowned for organising the best parties in the city at her apartment on Avenue de Témara. ‘Could you come here now? I need you to stay with Mia. We’ll be going to the hospital soon.’ The next second, she heard Selma cry out in a high-pitched voice: ‘The party’s over, people. Everybody out!’

         Aïcha went back to the basement. She sat in front of the television and asked for more champagne. She drank two or three coupes and smoked a few cigarettes. Time seemed to slow and she felt strangely calm. The room was blurry with smoke. From time to time Mehdi would look at her, and she would flash him a reassuring smile. He was convinced that the baby would be a boy, and the idea of having someone to watch football matches with made him so happy. He pretended to worry about the downsides of having a son – ‘They’re so much more boisterous than girls’ – but it was obvious that he dreamed of producing an heir.

         The Algerians clamoured for a penalty. All the men in the room leapt to their feet, arms out wide, yelling at the referee on the screen. Aïcha would never have dared say this, but she was hoping for a Morocco defeat. If they won, people would go out into the streets. The sound of car horns would fill the air. There would perhaps even be a celebrating crowd in their neighbourhood. She didn’t want her child to be born amid such agitation. She grabbed the bottle of champagne and poured the last drops into her glass. Please let them lose, she prayed. Please let them 23lose. And in the champagne-induced haze, she thought it would only be fair if her husband was disappointed, if he suffered too, as much as she was going to suffer.

         Aïcha’s forehead was slick with sweat. She couldn’t relax her hands. The contractions were coming closer together, growing more intense. She shivered, and then a memory came to her: the freezing chapel where she had prayed as a child, on her knees, her arms crossed. ‘Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb.’ She was about to call out to Rachid, but he was yelling, completely drunk, his face in his hands. Mehdi kicked the table.

         ‘What’s the matter?’ Aïcha asked weakly.

         ‘What, are you blind? The Algerians just scored. In stoppage time – can you believe it?’

         Just then, Selma appeared on the stairs.

         ‘Why aren’t you at the hospital? Don’t tell me they made you wait until the match was over!’
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         When her mother came back from the hospital, Mia announced: ‘This is the worst day of my life.’ Aïcha stood in the entrance hall, pale and smiling, the baby in her arms. Mia didn’t want to look at it. Aïcha insisted. She said Mia should sit on the sofa and hold her sister in her arms, but Mia refused. ‘It’s a monster. I don’t want to touch it.’

         In the days that followed, she refused to sleep or eat. Whenever her mother breastfed Inès, Mia clung to her legs and wept. She kept repeating, between sobs, that she didn’t have a mummy any more, that this baby, this monster, had stolen everything from her. Mia lay on the floor, her body twisted in pain. She swore that she was sick, that she wanted to throw up, and her mother made her drink spoonfuls of Vogalene. Fatima tried to console her. ‘It could have been worse,’ she kept saying. ‘You could have had a brother.’

         Nobody took her seriously. Mia was only six, and the adults mocked her as a drama queen. Selma burst out laughing when, in a sudden fit of rage, the little girl threw Aïcha’s driver’s licence and car keys into the toilet, along with the butterfly-shaped earrings that Mehdi had given her for Christmas. And as if to rub salt in her wounds, Inès turned out to be a perfect little baby.

         The birth had gone smoothly, almost painlessly. Whereas Aïcha’s memory of the birth of her first child was horrific, Inès’s entrance into the world was haloed with sweetness. The 25infant that was placed in her arms was calm, the round little body curled up against hers, absolutely trusting. Inès fed at regular intervals, she laughed when they gave her a lukewarm bath and she never cried. She was so silent, in fact, that Amine, during a visit to Rabat in the spring of 1980, became worried. ‘Is it normal that she never screams?’ As the weeks passed, Mia’s worst fears came true. That baby had kicked her out of the paradise where she had lived for six years, happy and loved. Inès had stolen her life.

         It was during this visit that something terrible happened. They were drinking aperitifs on the terrace, in the shade of the medlar tree, its branches sagging under the weight of fruit. Ever since arriving in Rabat, Mathilde had not been able to stop criticising the house. She made remarks about the noise from the street, the lack of privacy. She claimed that the woman next door was spying on them and that it wasn’t normal to live like this, all packed in so close together. At the farm, Mia could swim in a real pool instead of paddling in a plastic bowl, watched by the maid. ‘Don’t you think, Amine?’ Aïcha bit her lip. She was afraid that her husband would get angry. Mehdi was always arguing with his mother-in-law. He said she took up too much space, that she talked constantly despite having nothing to say. He insisted that she was racist because she had dared to criticise Moroccan music and because she had once said that she was disgusted by Eid al-Adha. He had even threatened not to let her take Mia to the farm any more: Mathilde was a bad driver and she taught her granddaughter rude words that no six-year-old should know.

         Amine shrugged. What bothered him were the girls’ names. When Mia was born, he had made his displeasure plain, asking 26why they couldn’t give her a real Moroccan name like Hind or Latifa. ‘But Inès? What even is that?’ Aïcha explained that Mia and Inès were names that were easy to pronounce in any language, something that would help the girls later in life. ‘Are you ashamed of being Arabs or something? You’re raising them to become foreigners, and one day they’ll turn their backs on you!’ he told his son-in-law. Amine had had too much to drink – the rosé went straight to his head – and, besides, everyone knew what was really bothering him. His son, Selim, had moved to New York – ‘a city of criminals and whores’ – and now wanted to be called Sam. At thirty years old, he still didn’t have a proper job – ‘Taking photographs is a hobby, not work!’ – or a wife or any children, and he had never shown the slightest interest in taking over the farm.

         Aïcha stood up. ‘I’m going to make dinner.’ She walked past the kitchen, where Fatima was working, and went upstairs. She wanted to lie down next to her baby. She would take Inès out of her cradle and lay her on the bed, their faces close together. She would breathe in the infant’s smell, which intoxicated her more than any man’s ever had. She knew now that nothing really mattered – nothing but the love she felt for her children. That love was so vast, so all-consuming, that it had amazed even her. Since becoming a mother her mind had been filled with her daughters, and she found it surprising that so much had been written about romantic love, about sex, that there were so many stories about men and women, when she was convinced that only one true form of love existed. She wished she could build a house without windows for her children, a house with walls as high and thick as possible. Walls that no one could ever scale or break, 27behind which her daughters would grow, safe from all harm, in a place where they could be themselves. Mehdi called her a she-wolf, a mother bear. He made fun of her, of the way she loved her children, the way they were always clinging to her. ‘They’ll eat you alive.’

         Aïcha went into the bedroom, dimly illuminated by a night light in the shape of a cat, and she put her hands to her mouth to stifle the cry that was rising up her throat. She ran out of the room, went back to the terrace and shot Mehdi a look of such terror that he instantly leapt to his feet, knocking over the bottle of rosé. ‘What is it?’ he demanded ‘Tell me – what’s wrong?’ Aïcha, dumbstruck, gestured towards the corridor and Mehdi rushed into it. In the bedroom, he stood and looked at the cradle. The baby’s body could not be seen. It was buried under a pile of cushions and folded blankets.

         Mehdi turned to his wife. He couldn’t understand why she had run away like that, why she had been such a coward. Why had she – the mother, the doctor – left it to him to find out if their baby was still alive? Mehdi grabbed the cushions, the duvet, the blankets, and tossed them out of the cradle. Inès appeared. He put his hand to the child’s chest and he could have wept with relief when he felt her breathe. She didn’t even seem to have noticed what had happened to her, and apparently she had not suffered, let alone suffocated. Her skin was cool and she was sleeping peacefully.

         Aïcha, who had been standing in the doorway, went into the room, and for a few minutes they both stood there, leaning over the cradle, admiring their baby. Then Aïcha put three fingers to the infant’s neck and took her pulse. All thoughts fled her mind. She felt Inès’s blood beat against her skin, and 28in the end Mehdi had to gently pull her away, whispering, ‘You’ll wake her’, before she would leave the bedroom.

         They went back to the terrace. Mathilde was standing, hands pressed together, waiting for them. And it was when she saw her mother’s anxious face that anger took possession of Aïcha. Mia was a murderer. Mia had tried to kill her sister. She had picked up everything she could find – cushions, duvet, blankets – and she had tried to smother Inès. Try as they might to remind Aïcha that her daughter was only six, try as they might to convince her that she hadn’t known what she was doing, she remained certain: Mia had wanted her sister dead.

         Fatima arrived with a mop. She cleaned up the puddle of rosé. ‘Where’s Mia?’ Mehdi asked her. ‘She’s sleeping,’ replied the maid, and as he headed for her bedroom Fatima grabbed his arm. ‘Please, Sidi, in God’s name, she’s just a little girl. Forgive her as God forgives us.’ But Mehdi wasn’t listening, and he shoved the maid against the wall. That night, Mia was dragged from her bed by Mehdi. And for the next five days her father’s handprint remained imprinted on her bottom, changing colour from purple to yellow before fading away.

         Mia’s hate, though, refused to fade, and she did not learn the lesson of that night. To her, it seemed that the more she hated her sister, the more the world gave her good reason to hate her. Over the years, Inès grew into a little girl of startling beauty. Everyone felt sorry for poor Mia, whose hair, at the time, was so frizzy that her parents kept it cut very short. Mia had inherited Mathilde’s tall stature and her broad shoulders, but her skin was as dark as the bark of the olive trees on the farm. With her slanting eyes and her aquiline nose, she looked like one of those Native American chiefs 29photographed by their white conquerors. Inès, by contrast, had softly curled hair, caramel skin and slender, muscular legs. But it was her eyes that sent people into raptures. They were bright, intelligent eyes, with ink-dark irises and long, long lashes. ‘Look at those eyes!’ everyone would say – friends, family, strangers in the street – before turning in confusion towards her older sister, who stood staring down at the ground. The kindest or the stupidest among them would, in an attempt to make her smile, pinch Mia’s cheek and say: ‘Your little sister is very pretty, isn’t she?’ Yes, Inès was pretty. As pretty as the dolls with porcelain faces that Mathilde had given them one day, before saying that they weren’t allowed to play with them.

         Nothing could soften Mia’s feelings towards her sister. She remained impassive when Inès started babbling and her first word was not ‘Mama’ but ‘Mia’. Inès would look up at her big sister through eyes transfixed with love, and you would have sworn that she was silently pleading to be forgiven. As soon as she was old enough to speak, she would always defend her sister. She didn’t denounce her when Mia abandoned her on a deserted road, miles from the farm, in the hope that she would get lost. She didn’t complain when her sister put black beetles on her plate or kicked her under the table. Inès said it was her own fault if she swallowed mouthfuls of water in the swimming pool, despite Mia’s attempts to drown her. ‘We were just playing,’ she always said. Whenever their father scolded her sister, Inès would throw herself in the way, shouting ‘Leave her alone!’ And Mehdi, furious, would snarl at Mia: ‘You don’t deserve to have such a good lawyer on your side.’ At the same time, he blamed Inès for her 30weakness, lamenting: ‘Even dogs learn to avoid people who don’t love them.’

         
            *

         

         Aïcha thought it was out of contempt for her sister that Mia started acting like a boy. From about ten years old, she flatly refused to wear skirts or let her hair grow long. Inès can wear dresses, she thought. She can have bows in her hair and frilly skirts. She can twirl around and make Mum and Granny smile.

         Inès knew all the songs from The Sound of Music by heart and was taking ballet classes at the Russian Cultural Institute on Avenue de la Victoire. Inès wanted so desperately to be like her mother that she would borrow her stilettoes and stuff clementines down the front of her dress and smear make-up all over her face. For Christmas in 1984 she asked for a doll, a carry cot and a table on which she could change the doll’s nappies. Mia, on the other hand, was proud of looking exactly like her father: she had the same bulging forehead, the same brown skin, the same long and slender fingers. She did everything she could to distance herself from the world of women. She despised the way they acted, the sound of their laughter, the things they liked. Their preoccupations struck her as banal – ‘Can you believe how much a kilo of potatoes costs now? Four dirhams! And it’s three for a kilo of carrots …’ – and their high-pitched voices pursued her through the house. She despised them for spending so much time in the kitchen, backs bent over countertops, their hair smelling of saffron. Mia preferred to watch football matches, sitting nuzzled next to Mehdi, and she concentrated hard to memorise the names of players and technical terms. At home, she was the only one to show any interest in the car that her father had just bought – a Jeep Cherokee, with 31a dog barrier at the back – and she asked him if one day he would take her hunting and show her how to fire a rifle. Mia wanted to console Mehdi. She nurtured the secret, unspeakable hope that she might eventually become her father’s son. She was hurt when she heard her parents’ friends say things like: ‘It’s a shame you only have girls. You should try for a boy!’ The idea that her mother would give birth to a male heir terrified her more than anything.

         
            *

         

         Aïcha and Mehdi often argued about their daughters’ education. Aïcha criticised him for spending so much time at work. ‘Why did you bother having a family if your career is all that matters to you?’ She begged her husband to do things with the children, to show more enthusiasm. But Mehdi didn’t like to play. He hated cards and board games. He never went with them on picnics because he thought it was ridiculous to sit on the grass to eat when you could be so much more comfortable at the dining table, being waited on by servants. In 1985, towards the end of summer, they spent their holidays at the farm and he agreed to teach Inès to swim. He tied a rope around the little girl’s waist and told her to dive into the pool. ‘Move your arms!’ he shouted while she thrashed around in the freezing water. ‘Kick your legs!’ as she did her best not to drown. When Inès reached the middle of the pool, where the water was deepest, she turned and saw that her father had let go of the rope and was sitting in an orange deckchair smoking a cigarette.
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