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        In memory of Anne and Atika, whose freedom is a constant inspiration.
      

            
                

            

            
        To my beloved mother.
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The damnation of this word: miscegenation. Let us write it in giant letters on the page.

            Édouard Glissant, Poetic Intention

            
                

            

            But his blood would not be quiet, let him save it. It would not be either one or the other and let his body save itself. Because the black blood drove him first to the negro cabin. And then the white blood drove him out of there, as it was the black blood which snatched up the pistol and the white blood which would not let him fire it.

            William Faulkner, Light in August
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         The first time Mathilde visited the farm, she thought: It’s too remote. The isolation made her anxious. He didn’t have a car back then, in 1947, so they crossed the fifteen miles from Meknes on an old cart, driven by a Gypsy. Amine paid no attention to the discomfort of the wooden bench, nor to the dust that made his wife cough. He had eyes only for the landscape. He was eager to reach the estate that his father had left him.

         In 1935, after years spent working as a translator in the colonial army, Kadour Belhaj had purchased these hectares of stony ground. He’d told his son how he hoped to turn it into a flourishing farm that would feed generations of Belhaj children. Amine remembered his father’s gaze, his unwavering voice as he described his plans for the farm. Acres of vines, he’d explained, and whole hectares given over to cereals. They would build a house on the sunniest part of the hill, surround­ed by fruit trees. The driveway would be lined with almond trees. Kadour was proud that this land would one day belong to his son. ‘Our land!’ He uttered these words not in the way of nationalists or colonists – in the name of moral principles or an ideal – but simply as a landowner who was happy to own land. Old Belhaj wanted to be buried here, he wanted his chil­dren to be buried here; he wanted this land to nurture him and to be his last resting place. But he died in 1939, while his son was training with the Spahi Regiment, proudly wearing the burnous and the sirwal. Before leaving for the front, Amine – the eldest son, and now the head of the family – rented the land to a Frenchman born in Algeria.

         When Mathilde asked what he had died of, this father-in-law she’d never met, Amine touched his belly and silently nodded. Later, Mathilde found out what had happened. After returning from Verdun, Kadour Belhaj suffered with chronic stomach pains that no Moroccan healer or European doctor was able to allay. So this man, who boasted of his love of reason, his education, his talent for foreign languages, dragged himself, weighed down by shame and despair, to a basement occupied by a chouafa. The sorceress tried to convince him that he was bewitched, that some powerful enemy was responsible for his suffering. She handed him a sheet of paper folded in four, containing some saffron-yellow powder. That evening he drank the remedy, diluted in water, and he died a few hours later in terrible pain. The family didn’t like to talk about it. They were ashamed of the father’s naivety and of the circumstances of his death, for the venerable officer had emptied his bowels on the patio of the house, his white djellaba soaked with shit.

         This day in April 1947, Amine smiled at Mathilde and told the driver to speed up. The Gypsy rubbed his dirty bare feet together and whipped the mule even harder. Mathilde flinched. The man’s violence towards the animal revolted her. He clicked his tongue – ‘Ra!’ – and brought the lash down on the mule’s skeletal rump. It was spring and Mathilde was two months ­pregnant. The fields were covered in marigolds, mallows and starflowers. A cool breeze shook the sunflowers. On both sides of the road they saw the houses of French colonists, who had been here for twenty or thirty years and whose plantations stretched gently down to the horizon. Most of them had come from Algeria and the authorities had granted them the best and biggest plots of land. Reaching out with one hand while using the other as a visor to shield his eyes from the midday sun, Amine contemplated the vast expanse. Then he pointed to a line of cypresses that encircled the estate of Roger Mariani, who’d made his fortune as a winemaker and pig farmer. From the road they couldn’t see the house, or even the acres of vines, but Mathilde had no difficulty imagining the wealth of this farmer, a wealth that filled her with hope for her own future. The serenely beautiful landscape reminded her of an engrav­ing hung above the piano at her music teacher’s house in Mul­house. She remembered this man telling her: ‘It’s in Tuscany, ma­demoiselle. Perhaps one day you will go to Italy.’

         The mule came to a halt and started eating the grass that grew by the side of the road. The animal had no intention of climbing the slope that faced them, strewn with large white stones. The driver stood up in a fury and began showering the mule with insults and lashes. Mathilde felt tears well behind her eyelids. Trying to hold them back, she pressed herself against her husband, who was irritated by her sensitivity.

         ‘What’s the matter with you?’ Amine said.

         ‘Tell him to stop hitting that poor mule.’

         Mathilde put her hand on the Gypsy’s shoulder and looked at him, like a child seeking to appease an angry parent. But the driver grew even more violent. He spat on the ground, raised his arm and said: ‘You want a good whipping too?’

         The mood changed and so did the landscape. They came to the top of a shabby-looking hill. No flowers here, no cypresses, only a few stunted olive trees surviving amid the rocks and stones. The hill appeared hostile to life. We’re not in Tuscany any more, thought Mathilde. This was more like the Wild West. They got off the cart and walked to a small, charmless little building with a corrugated-iron roof. It wasn’t a house, just a series of small, dark, damp rooms. There was only one window, located high up to prevent vermin getting in, and it let through the barest hint of daylight. On the walls, Mathilde noticed large greenish stains caused by the recent rains. The former tenant had lived alone; his wife had gone back to live in Nîmes after losing a child, and he’d never bothered making the house more attractive. It was not a family home. Despite the warmth of the air, Mathilde felt chilled. When Amine told her his plans she was filled with anxiety.

         
            ***

         

         She had felt the same dismay when she first landed in Rabat, on 1 March 1946. Despite the desperately blue sky, despite the joy of seeing her husband again and the pride of having escaped her fate, she was afraid. It had taken her two days to get there. From Strasbourg to Paris, from Paris to Marseilles, then from Marseilles to Algiers, where she’d boarded an old Junkers and thought she was going to die. Sitting on a hard bench, among men with eyes wearied from years of war, she’d struggled not to scream. During the flight she wept, vomit­ed, prayed. In her mouth she tasted the mingled flavours of bile and salt. She was sad, not so much at the idea of dying above Africa as at appearing on the dock to meet the love of her life in a wrinkled, vomit-stained dress. At last she landed, safe and sound, and Amine was there, more handsome than ever, under a sky so profoundly blue that it looked as though it had been washed in the sea. Her husband kissed her on both cheeks, aware of the other passengers watching him. He seized her right arm in a way that was simultaneously sensual and threatening. He seemed to want to control her.

         They took a taxi and Mathilde was finally able to nestle close to Amine’s body, to feel his desire, his hunger for her. ‘We’re staying in the hotel tonight,’ he told the driver and, as if trying to defend his morality, added: ‘This is my wife. She just arrived.’ Rabat was a small city, white and solar, with an elegance that surprised Mathilde. She stared rapturously at the art deco facades of the buildings in the city centre and pressed her nose to the glass to get a better view of the pretty women who walked along the Cours Lyautey wearing gloves that matched their hats and shoes. Everywhere she looked she saw building sites, with men in rags waiting outside to ask for work. She saw some nuns walking beside two peasants, who carried bundles of sticks on their backs. A little girl, her hair cut like a boy’s, laughed as she rode a donkey led by a black man. For the first time in her life, Mathilde breathed the salty wind of the Atlantic. The light dimmed, it grew pink and velvet. She felt sleepy and she was just about to lean her head on her husband’s shoulder when he announced that they’d arrived.

         They didn’t leave their room for two days. Mathilde, norm­ally so curious about other people and the outside world, refused to open the shutters. She never wearied of Amine’s hands, his mouth, the smell of his skin, which – she understood now – was somehow connected with the air of this land. She was completely bewitched by him and begged him to stay inside her for as long as possible, even when they were falling asleep or talking.

         Mathilde’s mother said it was suffering and shame that brought back to us the memory of our animal condition. But nobody had ever told her about this pleasure. During the war, all those nights of desolation and sadness, Mathilde had made herself come in the freezing bed in her upstairs room. She would run up there whenever the air-raid sirens wailed, when­ever she heard the hum of an aeroplane, not for her survival but to quench her desire. Every time she was frightened, she went up to her bedroom. The door didn’t lock, but she didn’t care if anyone walked in on her. Besides, the others liked to gather in bunkers and basements; they wanted to die huddled together, like animals. She lay on her bed, and coming was the only way she could calm her fear, control it, gain some sort of power over the war. Lying on the dirty sheets, she thought about the men crossing plains all over the continent, armed with rifles, men who were missing women just like she was missing a man. And while she rubbed her clitoris she imagined the immensity of that unquenched desire, that hunger for love and possession that had seized the entire planet. The idea of this infinite lust plunged her into a state of ecstasy. She threw back her head and, eyes bulging, imagined legions of men run­ning to her, taking her, thanking her. For her, fear and pleasure were all mixed up, and in moments of danger this was always her first thought.

         After two days and two nights Amine almost had to drag her out of bed, half dead from hunger and thirst, before she would agree to eat lunch with him on the hotel terrace. Even there, her heart warmed by wine, she thought about how Amine would soon fill the space between her thighs. But her husband’s expression was serious now. Eating with his hands, he devoured half a chicken and tried to talk about the future. He didn’t go back up to the room with her and grew offended when she suggested that they take a nap. Several times he absented himself to make telephone calls. When she asked him who he was talking to or when they would leave Rabat and the hotel, his answers were vague. ‘Everything will be fine,’ he told her. ‘I’m going to arrange everything.’

         A week later, after an afternoon that Mathilde had spent alone, he returned to the room looking nervous and vexed. Mathilde covered him with caresses, she sat in his lap. He took a sip from the glass of beer she’d poured for him and said: ‘I have some bad news. We’re going to have to wait a few months before we can move into our house. I spoke to the tenant and he refuses to leave the farm before the end of the lease. I tried to find us an apartment in Meknes, but there are still lots of refugees here and there’s nothing to rent for a reasonable price.’

         Mathilde was bewildered. ‘So what will we do?’

         ‘We’ll live with my mother until it’s ready.’

         Mathilde leaped to her feet and burst out laughing. ‘You’re not serious?’ She seemed to find the situation ridiculous, hilari­ous. How could a man like Amine – a man capable of possessing her as he had last night – how could he make her believe that they were going to live with his mother?

         But Amine was not amused. He remained sitting, so he wouldn’t have to suffer the indignity of the height difference between him and his wife, and in a cold voice, eyes fixed to the terrazzo floor, said simply: ‘That’s how things are here.’

         She was to hear this phrase many times. It was at that precise instant that she understood she was a foreigner, a woman, a wife, a being at the mercy of others. Amine was on home soil here: he was the one who explained the rules, who decided the path they would follow, who traced the borders of modesty, shame and decorum. In Alsace, during the war, he’d been a foreigner, a man passing through, and he’d had to be discreet. When she met him in the autumn of 1944, she had been his guide and protector. Amine’s regiment was stationed in her village, a few miles from Mulhouse, and they’d had to wait there a few days before they received their orders to advance eastward. Of all the girls who surrounded the Jeep on the day of their arrival, Mathilde was the tallest. She had broad shoulders and muscular calves. Her eyes were as green as the water in the fountains of Meknes and they stared steadily at Amine. During the long week that he spent in the village, she went walking with him, introduced him to her friends and taught him several card games. He was a head shorter than her and he had the darkest skin imaginable. He was so handsome that she was afraid someone would steal him away from her. Afraid that he was an illusion. She’d never felt anything like that before. Not with her piano teacher when she was fourteen. Not with her cousin Alain, who put his hand under her dress and stole cherries for her by the Rhine. But now she was here, in his homeland, she felt bereft.

         
            ***

         

         Three days later they got in a truck. The driver had agreed to drive them to Meknes. Mathilde was bothered by the truck driver’s smell and by the poor state of the roads. Twice they had to pull up next to a ditch so she could vomit. Pale and exhausted, staring out at a landscape in which she could find no meaning or beauty, Mathilde was submerged by melan­choly. Please don’t let this country be hostile, she thought. Will this world ever be familiar to me? It was dark by the time they arrived in Meknes and a hard, cold rain was rattling the truck’s windscreen. ‘It’s too late to introduce you to my mother,’ Amine explained. ‘We’ll sleep at the hotel tonight.’

         The city appeared dark and hostile. Amine told her about the topography, which was based on the principles laid out by Marshal Lyautey at the start of the protectorate. A strict separ­ation between the medina, whose ancestral values had to be preserved, and the European town, a laboratory of modernity where the streets were named after French cities. The truck driver dropped them further down, on the left bank of the Boufakrane wadi, at the entrance to the indigenous town. Amine’s family lived there, in the Berrima quarter, opposite the Jewish mellah. They took a taxi to the other side of the river. The taxi moved up a long sloping road, passing sports fields and crossing a sort of buffer zone, a no-man’s-land that split the city in two, where construction was forbidden. Amine pointed out the Poublan Camp, the military base that over­looked the Arab city, monitoring it for the slightest signs of unrest.

         They found a suitable hotel and the receptionist examined their papers and their marriage certificate with bureaucratic thoroughness. There was almost a fight on the stairs lead­ing up to their room because the bellboy insisted on speak­ing Arabic to Amine, who obstinately replied in French. The boy shot dubious looks at Mathilde. He had to provide the authorities with a special paper to prove that he had the right to walk in the streets of the new town at night, so he resented the idea that Amine could sleep with the enemy and circulate freely. As soon as their suitcases were in the room, Amine put his hat and coat back on. ‘I’m going to see my family. I won’t be long.’ He left the room and slammed the door behind him before she had time to respond. She heard his footsteps hurt­ling downstairs.

         Mathilde sat on the bed, her knees pulled up to her chin. What was she doing here? She had only her own vanity to blame. She was the one who’d wanted an adventure, whose friends had been envious of her exotic life when she embarked with such bravado on this marriage. Right now, he might be betraying her, humili­ating her. Perhaps Amine had a mistress here? Perhaps he was even married! Hadn’t her father told her, grimacing and blush­ing slightly, that the men in this country were polygamous? Or perhaps he was playing cards in a bar around the corner, laugh­ing with his friends at how he’d managed to escape his dull wife. She started to cry. She felt ashamed at surrendering to panic like this, but it was dark outside and she didn’t know where she was. If Amine didn’t return she would be completely lost, with no money, no friends. She didn’t even know the name of the street where they were staying.

         By the time Amine came back, just before midnight, she was in a frenzy, her face red and blotchy. It took her a while to open the door and she was trembling; he thought something had happened to her. She threw herself into his arms and tried to explain her fears, her homesickness, the terrible dread that had overcome her. He didn’t understand, and his wife’s body, as it clung to him, seemed horribly heavy. He drew her to the bed and sat beside her. His neck was wet with tears. Mathilde calmed down, her breathing slowed. She sniffed several times and Amine took a handkerchief from his sleeve and handed it to her. He slowly stroked her back and said: ‘Don’t act like a little girl. You’re my wife now. Your life is here.’

         Two days later they moved into the house in Berrima. In the narrow streets of the old town, Mathilde kept a tight grip on her husband’s arm. She was afraid of losing him in this laby­rinth where shopkeepers crowded around you and vegetable vendors called out their wares. Behind the heavy, hobnailed front door, the family was waiting for her. Amine’s mother, Mouilala, stood in the middle of the patio, wearing an elegant silk kaftan, her hair covered with an emerald-green headscarf. She’d taken some old gold jewellery out of her cedar chest for the occasion: ankle bracelets, an engraved brooch, a neck­lace so heavy that it bent her scrawny neck forward. When Amine and Mathilde entered, she threw herself at her son and blessed him. She smiled at Mathilde, who took the old lady’s hands in hers and contemplated that beautiful brown face, those slightly reddened cheeks. ‘She says welcome,’ translated Selma, Amine’s little sister, who had just turned nine. She was standing in front of Omar, a thin and silent teenager who kept his hands behind his back and his eyes to the floor.

         
             

         

         Mathilde had to get used to this cramped and crowded life, to this house where the mattresses were infested with stink bugs and vermin, where there was no protection from the sounds of bodies and snoring. Her sister-in-law would enter her room without warning and jump on the bed, repeating the few words of French that she’d learned at school. At night Mathilde heard the cries of Jalil, the youngest brother, who was locked in a room upstairs, alone with a mirror that he never let out of his sight. He smoked a sebsi pipe all the time and the smell of cannabis spread through the corridors, leav­ing her dazed.

         All day long, hordes of bony cats paraded through the small courtyard, where a dusty banana tree struggled to stay alive. A well had been dug at the back of the patio, and the maid – a former slave – drew water from it for cleaning the house. Amine had told Mathilde that Yasmine came from Africa, maybe Ghana, and that Kadour Belhaj had bought the slave for his wife at the market in Marrakech.
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         In the letters she wrote to her sister, Mathilde always lied. She said that her life was like a novel by Karen Blixen or Alexandra David-Néel or Pearl Buck. In each missive she would invent adventures where she came in contact with the indigenous people, who were sometimes tender, sometimes superstitious. She described herself, wearing boots and a hat, haughtily riding an Arabian thoroughbred. She wanted Irène to be jealous, she wanted each word to be torture to her, she wanted her sister to die of envy, to be enraged. Mathilde wanted vengeance on this tall, strict, authoritarian sister who had always treated her like a child and often taken pleasure in publicly humiliating her. ‘Feather-brained Mathilde’, ‘shameless Mathilde’, Irène called her, without any love or indulgence. Mathilde had always felt misunderstood by her sister, a prisoner of her tyrannical affection.

         When she’d left for Morocco, when she’d left behind their village, their neighbours and the future that had been prom­ised to her, Mathilde’s first feeling had been one of triumph. To begin with, she wrote enthusiastic letters describing her life in the house in the medina. She emphasised the mysteriousness of Berrima’s alleys, exaggerated the filthiness of the streets, the noise, the stink of the donkeys transporting men and mer­chandise. One of the nuns at the school gave her a little book about Meknes, with reproductions of engravings by Delacroix. She put this book with its yellowed pages on a table and tried to steep herself in it. She memorised certain especially poetic passages by Pierre Loti and marvelled at the thought that the writer had slept only a few miles from there, that his eyes too had seen the walls and pools of the Agdal Basin.

         She told her sister about the embroiderers, the boiler­makers, the woodturners who sat cross-legged in their under­ground shops. She told her about the processions of guilds and associations in Place El-Hedim and the parade of seers and healers. In one of her letters she devoted almost a whole page to a description of a bonesetter’s shop that sold hyena skulls, dried crows, hedgehog feet and snake venom. She thought this would impress Irène and Georges, their father, and that they, upstairs in their bourgeois house, would envy her for having sacrificed boredom to adventure, comfort to exoticism.

         Everything in this landscape was unexpected, different from what she had known before. She would have needed new words, a whole vocabulary freed of the past, to express her feelings, the light so bright that you lived life through squinting eyes, to describe the awe she felt, day after day, when faced with so much mystery, so much beauty. Nothing here was familiar: not the colour of the trees or the sky, not even the taste that the wind left on her tongue and lips. Everything had changed.

         During the first months in Morocco, Mathilde spent a lot of time behind the little desk that her mother-in-law had put in their room. The old woman was touchingly deferential towards her. For the first time in her life, Mouilala was sharing her home with an educated woman; whenever she saw Mathilde bent over her brown writing paper, she felt an immense admiration for her daughter-in-law. She told her family to be quiet in the corridors and forbade Selma from running in the house. She also refused to let Mathilde spend her days in the kitchen because she believed it was not a suitable place for a European woman capable of reading newspapers and novels. So Mathilde stayed in her room and wrote. But it rarely gave her much pleasure because, each time she started describing a landscape or recount­ing a lived experience, she felt cramped by her own vocabulary. She kept bumping against the same dull, heavy words, and per­ceived in a vague way that language was a limitless playground whose vast panoramas frightened and overwhelmed her. There was so much to say, and she wished that she were Maupassant so she could describe the yellow that covered the walls of the medina, so she could bring to life the young boys who played in the streets or the women who glided past like ghosts, enveloped in their white haiks. She summoned an exotic vocabulary that she felt certain would please her father. She wrote about razzias, fellahs, djinns and multicoloured zellige tiles.

         But what she wanted was a way of expressing herself with no barriers or obstacles at all. To be able to say things as she saw them. To describe the kids with their heads shaved because of ringworm, all those boys who ran from street to street, yelling and playing, and who stopped when they saw her and – with dark eyes that seemed older than the boys themselves – observed her. One day she was stupid enough to hand a coin to a little boy, not even five years old, who wore shorts and a fez too big for his head. He was no taller than those jute bags filled with lentils or couscous that the grocer would leave outside their door, into which Mathilde always fantasised about plunging her arm. ‘Buy yourself a ball,’ she told him, all puffed up with pride and joy. But the little boy shouted and children appeared suddenly from all the neigh­bouring streets and swarmed around Mathilde like a cloud of insects. She heard them invoking the name of God, heard a few words in French, but she didn’t understand and in the end she had to run away, under the mocking stares of passers-by who thought: That’ll teach her to give away her money. She wished she could observe this beautiful world from afar, that she could be invisible. Her height, her whiteness, her status as a foreign woman all combined to keep her at a distance from the heart of things, from the silence that lets you know you are home. In the narrow streets she tasted the smell of leather, of firewood and fresh meat, the mingled odours of stagnant water and overripe pears, of donkey dung and sawdust. But she had no words for all this.

         When she was tired of writing or rereading novels that she knew by heart, Mathilde lay on the roof terrace where laundry was washed and meat hung to dry. She listened to the con­versations on the street, the songs of the women in those pri­vate labyrinths reserved for them. She watched them as they moved along walls that separated one terrace from another like tightrope walkers, sometimes almost falling and breaking their necks. The girls, the maids, the wives all shouted, danced, swapped secrets on those terraces of varying heights that they deserted only at night or at noon, when the heat of the sun grew too intense. Hidden by a small wall, Mathilde worked on her accent by repeating the few insults she’d learned, and the passers-by looked up and insulted her in return. ‘Lay atik typhus!’ they called. ‘May God give you typhus!’ They prob­ably thought it was a little boy making fun of them, some young rascal bored from trailing behind his mother’s skirts all day. Her ears were always pricked and she absorbed the local vocabulary with a speed that took everyone by surprise. ‘Just yesterday she didn’t understand a word!’ Mouilala exclaimed. From then on, people were more careful what they said in her presence.

         
             

         

         It was in the kitchen that Mathilde learned Arabic. In the end she insisted on being allowed in there and Mouilala let her sit and watch. The women winked at her, smiled at her, sang. First she learned how to say tomato, oil, water and bread. She learned hot, cold, the lexicon of spices, then words related to the climate: drought, rain, ice, hot wind, even sandstorm. With this vocabulary, she could also talk about the body, about love. Selma, who was learning French at school, acted as her inter­preter. Often, when she came downstairs for breakfast, Mathilde would find Selma asleep on a bench in the living room. She would scold Mouilala, who didn’t care about her daughter’s education, shrugging at bad reports, never encouraging her to work hard. She let Selma sleep as long as she wanted; she thought it cruel to wake her early just so she could go to school. Mathilde would try to convince Mouilala that education could provide her daughter with the means to gain her independ­ence, her freedom. But the old woman would only frown. Her expression, normally so affable, would darken, and she’d grow angry with the nassrania – the Nazarene – for preaching to her. ‘Why do you let her miss school? You’re endangering her future.’ What future was this Frenchwoman talking about? What did it matter if Selma spent her days at home, if she learned to stuff intestines and sew them back up instead of covering the pages of an exercise book with ink? Mouilala had had too many children, too many worries. She’d buried a hus­band and several babies. Selma was her gift, her respite, her last chance in life to be tender and indulgent.

         For her first Ramadan, Mathilde decided to fast too, and her husband was grateful for this show of respect for their rites. Every evening she drank the harira, although she didn’t like the taste, and every morning she was up before the sun to eat dates and drink sour milk. During the holy month Mouilala never left the kitchen, and Mathilde, with her gourmand’s desires and her weak will, found it hard to understand how anyone could deprive themselves of food while spending their days amid the aromas of tajines and baking bread. From dawn until dusk, the women rolled marzipan and dipped fried cakes in honey. They kneaded the fat-soaked pastry and stretched it out until it was as thin as parchment. Their hands had no fear of hot or cold and they would often place their palms on burn­ing metal. Fasting made them pale and Mathilde wondered how they could resist temptation, in this overheated kitchen where the smell of soup made your head spin. She herself could think of nothing, during these long days of abstinence, but what she would eat when night fell. She would lie on one of the damp benches in the living room, eyes closed, letting the saliva slosh around her mouth. She warded off headaches by imagining freshly baked bread, fried eggs with smoked meat, gazelle horns soaked in tea.

         Then, when they heard the call to prayer, the women set the table with a carafe of milk, hard-boiled eggs, the bowl of steaming soup, the dates that they would open with their finger­nails. Mouilala paid attention to everyone; she stuffed raïs with meat, adding chilli to the ones for her youngest son, who liked it when his tongue burned. She squeezed oranges for Amine, whose health was a source of worry to her. Stand­ing in the doorway of the living room, she would wait for the men – faces still creased after their nap – to break the bread, peel a boiled egg and lean back against a cushion before she would finally return to the kitchen and start eating. Mathilde could not understand this at all. ‘It’s slavery!’ she said. ‘She spends all day cooking and then she has to wait until you’ve eaten! I can’t believe it.’ Selma, sitting on the kitchen window­sill, laughed at this and Mathilde took offence.

         She roared out her anger at Amine and she did it again after Eid al-Adha, the feast that would give rise to a terrible argument. The first time, Mathilde remained silent, as if petri­fied by the spectacle of the butchers in their blood-­splattered aprons. From the roof terrace, she observed the silent alleys of the medina where these men moved, accompanied by young boys who came and went between the houses and the oven. Streams of hot, bubbling blood trickled from house to house. The smell of raw flesh filled the air and the woolly skins of sheep were hung from iron hooks on front doors. This would be a good day to murder someone, thought Mathilde. On the other terraces, in the domain of women, the activity was relent­less. They cut, gutted, flayed, quartered. They shut themselves in the kitchen to clean the entrails, removing the stink of shit from the intestines before stuffing them, sewing them back up and browning them for a long time in a spicy sauce. They had to separate the fat from the flesh and cook the animal’s head, because even the eyes would be eaten by the oldest son, who would poke his index finger into the sockets and pull out the glistening white balls. When she told Amine that it was a ‘feast of savages’, ‘a cruel rite’, when she told him that the raw meat and the blood made her want to throw up, her husband would raise his shaking hands above his head and the only reason he held back from smashing them against his wife’s mouth was that it was a sacred day and he had a duty to God to be calm and understanding.

         
            ***

         

         At the end of each letter Mathilde asked Irène to send her books. Adventure novels, short story collections set in cold, distant countries. She didn’t admit that she no longer went to the bookshop in the centre of the European town. She hated that neighbourhood – it was full of busybodies, the wives of colonists and soldiers – and she felt ready to kill somebody whenever she set foot in those streets, with all their bad memories. One day in September 1947, when she was seven months pregnant, she had found herself on the Avenue de la République, which most of the locals called simply ‘the Ave­nue’. It was hot and her legs were swollen. She was thinking about going to the Empire cinema or having a cold drink on the terrace of the Roi de la Bière. Just then, two young women pushed past her. The dark-haired one started laughing: ‘Look at her. She’s pregnant by an Arab!’ Mathilde turned around and grabbed the woman’s sleeve, but she yanked it free. If it hadn’t been for her big belly and the oppressive heat, Mathilde would have gone after her. She’d have stuffed those words back down her throat. She’d have returned all those blows that she’d received throughout her life. As an insolent little girl, as a lustful teenager, as a disobedient wife, she’d been slapped and bullied many times by angry men who wanted to turn her into a respectable woman. Those two young women would have paid for the life of domestication that Mathilde had endured.

         As strange as it may seem, it never crossed Mathilde’s mind that Irène or Georges might not believe her, and it certainly never occurred to her that they would one day come and visit. After finally moving to the farm, in the spring of 1949, she felt free to lie about her life as a landowner. She didn’t admit that she missed the bustle of the medina, that she now longed for the lack of privacy she’d once cursed. Often she wrote ‘I wish you could see me’ without realising that this was, in fact, a confession of her immense solitude. She was saddened by all these first times that interested nobody but her, by this hidden existence. What was the point of living, she thought, if not to be seen?

         Her letters ended with phrases such as ‘I love you’ or ‘I miss you’, but she never mentioned her homesickness. She didn’t surrender to the temptation to tell them that the flight of the storks, which arrived in Meknes at the start of winter, plunged her into a deep melancholy. Neither Amine nor any of the people on the farm shared her love of animals, and when one day she mentioned Minet, the cat she’d had as a child, in front of her husband, he rolled his eyes at her sentimental ity. She collected cats, which she tamed with milk-soaked bread, and when the Berber women looked at her resentfully, because they considered it a waste to give good bread to cats, she thought: These cats need love – they haven’t had any for so long.

         What good would it have done to tell Irène the truth? To admit that she spent her days working like crazy, with her two-year-old on her back? What poetry could she wring from her long nights spent sewing Aïcha clothes that looked new, or from the blistered thumb that this work gave her? In candlelight, sickened by the smell of the cheap wax, she cut patterns from old magazines and, with remarkable devotion, knitted little woollen knickers. Through the scorching month of August, she sat on the concrete floor dressed in overalls, and made a dress for her daughter. Nobody saw how beautiful it was, nobody noticed the delicacy of the gathered stitches, the little bows above the pockets, the red lining. It was killing her, people’s indifference to the beauty of things.

         Amine was rarely mentioned in her letters. Her husband was a secondary character, a vague presence in the background. She wanted to give Irène the impression that their love was so passionate that it could not be shared or put into words. Her silence was thick with insinuation; she wanted her omissions to be seen as an act of modesty – or even delicacy – on her part. Because Irène, who had fallen in love and got married just before the war, to a German man with scoliosis, had been widowed after only three months. When Amine had arrived in the village, Irène had watched, sick with envy, as her sister’s body trembled in the African’s hands. Little Mathilde, her neck covered in black love bites.

         How could Mathilde admit that the man she’d met during the war was no longer the same? Weighed down by all his worries and humiliations, Amine had changed, his personality had darkened. How many times, walking with him in town, had she felt the oppressive stares of passers-by? The touch of his skin seemed to burn her then, and she was unable to pre­vent a frisson of disgust when she perceived her husband’s foreignness. It struck her that it would take a vast amount of love – more love than she imagined herself capable of feeling – to endure the contempt of others. It would require a solid, huge, unshakeable love to bear the shame she felt when French people called him tu instead of vous, when policemen asked to see his papers, when they apologised upon seeing his war medals or noting his perfect mastery of French. ‘But with you, my dear friend, it’s not the same.’ And Amine would smile. In public, he gave the impression that he had no problem with France after almost dying for its honour. But as soon as they were alone, Amine would shut himself away in silence and brood over his cowardice, his betrayal of his people. He went into the house, opened the cupboards and flung everything to the floor. Mathilde had a temper too: once, in the middle of an argument, when he yelled, ‘Shut up! You make me ashamed!’, she opened the fridge and picked up a bowl of overripe peaches, which she’d been planning to turn into jam, and threw them at Amine’s face, unaware that Aïcha was watching them and that she would never get over the sight of her father in that state, his hair and neck dripping with sticky juice.
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         Amine didn’t talk to her about work. The labourers, his anx­ieties, the price of wheat, weather forecasts. When family members visited the farm, they sat in the parlour and, after asking about his health three or four times, just sat there in silence and drank their tea. Mathilde found their company sickening; there was a baseness, a triviality to them that hurt her more than homesickness or loneliness. She wished she could talk about her feelings, her hopes, the anxieties that swarmed inside her meaninglessly, like all anxieties. Doesn’t he have an inner life at all? she wondered, watching Amine as he ate in silence, gazing vacantly at a tajine of chickpeas prepared by the maid, cooked in a fatty sauce that disgusted Mathilde. Amine was only interested in the farm and in work. Never in laughing, dancing, relaxing, talking. People didn’t talk here. Her husband was as dour as a Quaker. He spoke to her as if to a little girl who needed educating. She learned good manners at the same time as Aïcha, and she had to nod when Amine explained: ‘You can’t do that’ or ‘We can’t afford that.’ When she had come to Morocco, she’d still looked like a child, and she’d had to learn – in the space of a few months – to endure the loneliness of domestic life, to bear the brutality of a man and the foreignness of a country. She had gone from her father’s house to her husband’s house but she felt as if she had no more independence or authority than before. She could barely even exercise her domination over Tamo, the young maid, because Ito – Tamo’s mother – was always watching, and Mathilde didn’t dare raise her voice in front of her. She didn’t know how to be patient when teaching her daughter. She would switch from sweet hugs to hysterical anger in a second, with nothing in between. Some­times, watching Aïcha, the fact of her motherhood struck her as monstrous, cruel, inhuman. How could a child raise other children? Her young body had been torn open and out of it they had pulled an innocent victim that she didn’t know how to defend.

         When Amine had married her, Mathilde had only just turned twenty. At the time, this hadn’t worried him. In fact he found his wife’s youth charming, her big eyes thrilled and sur­prised by everything, her voice still fragile, her way of speak­ing mild and sweet like a little girl’s. He was twenty-eight, which wasn’t much older, but later he had to acknowledge that age had nothing to do with the unease that he sometimes felt when he looked at his wife. He was a man and he had been to war. He came from a country where God and honour were conflated, and he no longer had a father, which forced him into a certain gravity. What had charmed him when they were still in Europe now started to annoy him. Mathilde was capricious, frivolous. Amine was irritated by her thin skin, her lack of toughness. He didn’t have the time or the ability to console her. And her tears! How many tears had she shed since arriv­ing in Morocco? She wept at the slightest setback. She was constantly bursting into sobs and it exasperated him. ‘Stop crying. My mother lost children and became a widow at forty, and she’s cried less in her whole life than you have in the last week. Stop it, stop!’ It was in the nature of European women, he thought, to reject reality.

         She cried too much and she laughed too much. When they’d first met, they’d spent afternoons lying in the grass beside the Rhine. Mathilde would tell him about her dreams, and he encouraged her, without thinking about the consequences or the vanity of such conversations. She amused him. He’d never been able to laugh freely; he always covered his mouth when laughing, as if he considered happiness the most shameful and immodest of all the passions. In Meknes everything was dif­ferent: the few times he accompanied her to the Empire, he would leave the cinema in a bad mood, angry at his wife who’d giggled too much and tried to cover him with kisses.

         Mathilde wanted to go to the theatre, to listen to loud music, to dance in the parlour. She dreamed of pretty dresses, parties, tea dances, dinners under the palm trees. She wanted to go to the Saturday-night dance at the Café de France, to the Vallée Heureuse on Sundays, to invite friends over for tea. Sinking into nostalgia, she would remember parties that her parents had thrown. She was afraid that time would pass too quickly, that poverty and work would drag on forever, and that, when there was finally time to rest, she would be too old for pretty dresses and palm tree shade.

         One evening, just after they’d moved to the farm, Amine walked through the kitchen dressed in his Sunday best while Mathilde was feeding Aïcha. She looked up in shock at her husband, unsure whether to be excited or angry. ‘I’m going out,’ he said. ‘Some old friends from the garrison are in town.’ He was bending down to plant a kiss on Aïcha’s forehead when Mathilde stood up. She called out to Tamo, who was cleaning the courtyard, and handed her the child. In a confident voice, she asked: ‘Should I change or isn’t it necessary?’

         Amine was speechless. Then he mumbled something about it being a night out with friends, that it wasn’t suitable for a woman. ‘If it’s not suitable for me, I don’t see how it could be suitable for you.’ And without understanding what was happening, Amine let Mathilde follow him outside after leav­ing her jacket on the back of a kitchen chair and pinching her cheeks to give herself some colour.

         In the car Amine didn’t say a word. He just stared sullenly at the road as he drove, furious at Mathilde and at his own weakness. She chatted and smiled, acting as if she didn’t realise that she’d gone too far. She was sweet, mischievous, carefree, convinced as she was that if she could just remain light-­hearted, he would eventually start to relax. But his lips were still pursed when they arrived in town. Amine parked and hurried out of the car, walking quickly towards the café terrace. It was hard to tell whether he was hoping he might lose her in the streets of the European town or whether he simply wanted to avoid the humiliation of arriving on his wife’s arm.

         She caught up to him so quickly that he didn’t have time to provide an explanation to the other men. They stood up and shyly, deferentially, greeted Mathilde. Omar, her brother-­in-law, gestured to a chair next to his. All the men were dressed elegantly: they’d put on jackets, slicked back their hair. They ordered drinks from the jovial Greek who’d run this café for twenty years. It was one of the few unsegregated cafés in the city, where Arabs could drink alcohol at a table with Euro­peans, where women other than prostitutes could brighten the evenings. The terrace, on a street corner, was protected from public view by bushy bitter orange trees. Sitting there, you felt safe and sheltered from the world. Amine and his friends clinked glasses but they didn’t say much. There were long silences punctuated by quiet laughter or the telling of an anecdote. It was always like this, but Mathilde didn’t know that. She couldn’t believe that this was what Amine’s nights out with his friends were really like, those evenings that had caused her so much jealousy and concern. She thought it was her fault that the evening had been ruined. She wanted to tell a story to liven things up. The beer gave her courage and, in a timid voice, she talked about a memory from her native Alsace. She was trembling slightly, struggling to find the right words, and her story turned out to be boring. Nobody laughed. Amine stared at her with such contempt that she felt heartbroken. Never in her life had she felt so out of place.

         On the opposite pavement the streetlamp flickered and then died. The terrace, lit only by a few candles, suddenly appeared more charming and Mathilde calmed down as her presence was forgotten. She dreaded the moment when Amine would cut short the evening, end the awkward tension, when he would say: ‘Time to go.’ There was bound to be a scene afterwards: some shouting, a slap, her forehead crushed against a window. So she savoured the tranquil sounds of the city, she listened to the conversations around the table and she closed her eyes to better hear the music at the back of the café. She wanted it all to last a bit longer; she wasn’t ready to go home yet.

         The men relaxed. The alcohol did its work and they began speaking Arabic. Perhaps because they thought she wouldn’t be able to understand. A young waiter, his face covered with acne, placed a large plate of fruit on the table. Mathilde bit into a slice of peach, then into a crescent of watermelon. The juice dribbled on to her dress and stained it. She trapped a black pip between her thumb and her index finger and let it slide through the pressed flesh. It shot out like a bullet and hit the face of an obese man in a fez who was sweating in his frock coat. The man waved at it with his hand as if shooing away a fly. Mathilde picked up another pip and this time she aimed at a tall, very blonde man who’d put his feet up and was jabber­ing away enthusiastically. But she missed her target and the pip hit the back of a waiter’s neck, almost making him spill the plate he was carrying. Mathilde giggled, and in the hour that followed she machine-gunned the men around her, send­ing them into convulsions. It looked as if they’d caught some strange disease, like those tropical fevers that drive their suffer­ers wild with the urge to dance and have sex. The customers complained and the bar owner burned incense sticks to ward off this invasion of flies. But the attacks didn’t cease and soon all the men had headaches from the mixture of incense and alcohol. The terrace emptied, Mathilde said goodbye to the others, and as soon as they were home Amine slapped her. At least I had fun tonight, she thought.
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