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For Papa











Poor clown! What endless, impossible pain there is in the merriment of the buffoon! What a dreadful job laughter is!


VICTOR HUGO, Choses vues
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EVERYTHING SEEMED NORMAL, BUT it was not. A moonless night, embroidered with pale stars, cloaked two figures in the vast courtyard of the palace. Sidi moved slowly along paths dotted with lanterns, bordered by trees – orange, almond, doum palms. I kept close, slightly bowed, a touch obsequious, as required when escorting the king. Night-flowering jasmine infused the humid July air. Sidi held his aching belly with both hands, letting out occasional groans. The invisible beast gnawing at his bowels barely gave him a moment’s respite, and he was finding it harder to stand up straight. It was painful to watch him suffer, but I refrained from showing it. I forced myself to crack a few jokes – that was my job, to make my master laugh. Sidi was not in the mood. He scarcely listened, his face a knot of wrinkles which looked as if they had grown deeper all at once.


Everything seemed normal, but nothing is normal when the lion is on its knees and its claws have become useless splinters of wood; when the dying fire in its eyes inspires more pity than fear; when its gaze has turned inwards to the depths of its defeated body; when the roars of yesterday are no more than faint echoes of a life burned at both ends, heavy with every kind of excess: bitter regrets, un-acknowledged defeats, resounding half-victories, great joys and sorrows, sacrifices and misgivings, too – a tumult through which angels and demons dance to the Grim Reaper’s tune.


Everything seemed normal, but I could feel a tightness in my chest. I prayed, day and night, that God would free my master of his illness and, if needed, inflict me with it on his behalf. I was willing to take on his sickness, the spasms in his guts, the shooting pain in his sides. Had I not been the king’s devoted servant for thirty-five years, his enduringly resourceful entertainer, his appointed theologian – despite his role as Commander of the Faithful? His literary consultant, too: his only fount of knowledge when it came to the dazzling world of poetry, a witness to the days when the Arabs waged war in verse, when grammarians argued for months about intonation and declensions, about a trifling accent; an era when mathematical and astrological equations were the closest we came to religion . . . blissful times that now felt as though they had never existed.


Everything seemed normal, but your humble servant knew otherwise. I, Mohamed ben Mohamed – the scum of Marrakesh’s rancid effluence, the least likely man ever to have rubbed shoulders with the elite, an escapee from the deepest sewers of humanity – I was there on that July evening, a few steps behind my moribund master, my head still reverberating with the doctor’s dire verdict: “In two or three days we’ll all be orphans.”


Sidi’s attention was grabbed by an unusual light in the gift room: a vast storeroom where thousands of presents, the residue of the king’s innumerable parties, were piled up, still in their original wrapping paper.


“Come,” the king said. “Let’s go and see what’s up.”


“It’s late, Sidi. The night is chilly. We should go back.”


“Not before I catch the fiend who’s robbing me before I’m even in my grave,” he grumbled, pushing ahead.


“Someone must be cleaning, Sidi, that’s all.”


“At this time of night?”


I didn’t reply. The king seemed bent on getting to the bottom of the matter.


When you walk through the palace at night, you would be wrong to imagine that you are alone. Dozens of spying eyes follow you, watching your every move. I know what I’m talking about. For decades, I’ve lived behind these walls glinting with mosaics, in these gardens studded with fountains that gurgle the same song at each twist in the path. It seemed incredible to me that someone would be foolish enough to steal from the very heart of the royal household. Yet we all knew the king was a shadow of his former self, and as a result some presumed they had the right to attempt the most foolish things.


We limped our way towards the northern wing of the palace, climbed some steps, headed down a long, vaulted corridor only used by the staff and saw the door to Ali Baba’s cave ajar. Sidi gave it a gentle nudge, peered through the gap and stood still. Then he silently set foot inside. I slipped in behind him. The scene that met our eyes was enlightening to say the least, and would have been unthinkable only weeks previously. The hem of his djellaba held up to form a bundle, an old slave was busy scooping up precious caskets, felt-lined coffers and objects of all kinds. He must have been hard of hearing not to have noticed our arrival, but when Sidi cleared his throat, the man spun round and nearly passed out at the sight of the king standing right there before him. Petrified, shaking, the slave appeared to be trying to speak, yet no sound would leave his mouth. His ebony skin turned purple, its shininess exaggerated by the sweat streaming down his forehead in a sheen of terror. Given Sidi’s reputation, I didn’t give the brazen idiot much of a chance. If he was lucky, the fearsome fire slaves in charge of punishments would send him packing with a hundred lashes. Proper whips, too, made from plaited oxtail, dipped in ice-cold water. One crack of these whips was retribution enough. I didn’t dare think of the alternative. But the king was unpredictable. No-one could guess how he would react. He could crush a man for a trifle just as he could forgive the most serious of offences.


We had further proof of it that evening.


“Hurry up,” he said to the thief. “Get on with it, and scarper! If the guards catch you, you’ll end up with a noose around your neck.”


The slave did not know which way to turn, unsure whether to believe his master or not. As he remained rooted to the spot, I leaned over, rummaged through his upturned djellaba, removed what seemed to be an expensive watch case and slipped it into my hood.


“At least have the decency to share some of your spoils, fat arse. Now get a move on before Sidi changes his mind!”


Noticing the beginnings of a smile on my master’s weary face, I added, “Consider yourself lucky that Sidi’s in a good mood this evening. As a matter of fact, if I were you, I’d ask him for another favour.”


The slave stared at me in disbelief. The king had begun to smile now.


“I don’t know. Request a transport licence of some kind,” I said. “A franchise to sustain you in your dotage?”


“What kind of franchise?” The king chuckled.


I leaned towards the slave and whispered, “A railway franchise.”


“A railway franchise, Your Majesty,” the poor man stuttered.


The king guffawed, reawakening the pain in his sides, but it didn’t stop him. He laughed on and it was as if a cloud of butterflies had taken flight.


“I think an airline franchise might suit our man better,” I said, grinning. Then I turned to the slave. “Go on, get out of here, you’ve earned your treasure.”


We watched him stagger away, a trickle of urine in his wake.


Sidi remained a while longer in that vast storeroom weighed down by a mountain of gifts he had never had the time nor the inclination to unwrap. This abundance brought him no pleasure at all. We both knew he had no need for any of it where he was heading. Letting the slave walk free, however, had cheered him no end.


“Come,” he said, his voice calm. “Let’s go.”
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EVERYONE IN THE ROYAL palace had been pretending for weeks. A heaviness had replaced the usual hustle and bustle. Silence swept through every courtyard, down every corridor, into the drawing-rooms and kitchens. Only muffled echoes and whisperings escaped here and there. The guards’ loud footsteps had once reassured us, but now they tiptoed about. The slaves who used to proclaim “Long life to His Majesty” at every possible opportunity had also fallen quiet. The constant toing and froing of high-ranking officials and ministers did not bode well – and nor did the presence of the crown prince and other members of the royal family. They, too, were pretending. Just like the muezzin of the palace mosque, whose melancholic voice had been drowned out by his shriller colleagues in town. Sitting at table, we did our best to eat, to talk as we always had, to comment on the escalating violence in the daily news, to laugh about this and that.


Sidi’s favourite granddaughter, Sofia, was far more skilled at eliciting a smile from him than I. She regularly stole my limelight, shamelessly stepped on my toes. I’m embarrassed to admit it, but even at the age of seventy, I was often jealous of the snickering, carefree little blonde child. I’d catch the king staring at her pink cheeks and bouncy, golden hair, her hazelnut eyes nearly swallowed by her spoiled pout. “My snowy pearl,” he’d say, his face aglow, marvelling the way only a dark-skinned Bedouin could marvel at an alien, Northern beauty like hers. To him, she was a miracle, this child with milky-white skin, who at the age of eight already spoke the strange languages of her many governesses, a confusion that went straight over my head. She and I fought with ill-matched weapons. I deployed all the tricks I could muster to counter her ability to charm my master, and he took a wicked delight in this secret rivalry. Luckily, I am not one to give up on things. I’ve walked the back corridors of power long enough to know the codes and the myriad tactics required to survive. I’ve always had to compete to earn my crust. I wasn’t going to be unseated by a snotty-nosed brat like her.


No, I did not like Sofia. But in the palace, as elsewhere, royal blood remained sacred. So I just smiled like everyone else and extolled the remarkable qualities the Heavens had conferred on His Majesty’s angel: her beauty, first and foremost; her playfulness, too; her startling sense of humour and intelligence, of course, and the sort of brains the Good Lord, in His great mercy, only ever grants the blue-blooded. What a hypocrite, I hear you say. Of course, but I was no different from the rest of the flies swarming about that noble household.


The evenings, however, were mine and mine alone. As soon as the little terror had gone to bed, I had my master to myself and I was, once more, the centre of his world. He looked at me in admiration, gladly listened and waited for me to come up with a bon mot, a subtle gibe, maybe a scholarly parallel between a contemporary affair and one that had occurred in the days of the Umayyad Caliphate. I would sprinkle my conversation with juicy anecdotes, twists and a dose of jeopardy. I would give free rein to my fantasies, catch up on the time I’d lost to the blonde whippersnapper that day. Rid of her poisonous meddling, back in the comfort of my official role, I embraced artifice, but did my darnedest to make it sound plausible. I melded reality and fiction, let myself be carried along as if in a daydream. I became the magician again, a unique being whom no-one other than the king could afford to employ. I pulled forgotten lives from my hat, stories that had been languishing in my head and the clouds above: wondrous tales crafted with meticulous words and elaborate imagery, teased to life by my poetic musings, picked by my trembling hand and fashioned into a bouquet that I respectfully offered my master.


You see, the ultimate aim of my strange existence is to make the king happy. I live for that. Nothing gives me as much joy and satisfaction as seeing Sidi’s face light up.


Mine is a strange fate. I, Mohamed ben Mohamed, the slum kid, was born without any particular talent other than the capacity to remember everything I hear. The Heavens endowed me with a prodigious memory, quite unlike that of any other two-legged creature: I absorb the slightest word that skims past my ears, literally everything, and I mean absolutely everything. I can still describe, in great detail, and with devilish accuracy, a superficial conversation I had with a casual acquaintance fifty years ago. As for the books I’ve read – and I’ve read quite a few – I can recite them all, down to the last comma, prefaces included. Believe it or not, God decided to bestow this startling ability on me and, while some might well call it a gift – and it is, to a certain extent – I will spare you an account of the tremendous time and energy I’ve had to expend to shed all the resentment I’ve accumulated, since I recall the bad as well as the good. Bitter, persistent grudges are the burden of those who can’t forget, for there is more than an element of forgetting to forgiveness. Otherwise it’s hard, if not impossible, isn’t it? When you scrape at an old wound, when you jab at a particular memory, all compassion is erased. The idea of letting past grievances go, or starting afresh, is just wishful thinking. But that’s a different story. I want to tell you only about the benefits of this memory of mine, and how it launched my meteoric rise to the highest echelons of power. It made me the person I am today, the foremost courtier of the mightiest man in the kingdom. I must say, without wanting to boast, that my master appreciates me a lot more than the rabble of musicians, storytellers and simpering sycophants who make up the rest of the court. I’m the scholar who draws the cleverest minds to the palace – all erudite conversations hinge around me. You see, I owe everything to this perfect recall of mine, which I instinctively knew I had to make careful use of from an early age. The study of the Qur’an, or the Hadiths as reported by the Prophet’s companions, was child’s play for me. Learning a thousand verses to master Arabic grammar was no sweat at all, even though my peers at the Ben Youssef Madrasa struggled. As for poetry, there isn’t a single poet whose work I don’t know inside out. It’s just the way it is and that’s that. Even if I try to free my mind of all the nonsense filling it, I can’t. Nothing works. The many drawers that make up my brain snap shut the moment I pull them open, refusing to yield their contents. So, in spite of myself, I hold on to both the useful and the useless, the essential and the inessential – a curdling of information that would clog anyone else’s mind, but that my head (though small in size) manages to accommodate. I only have to tug on a thread to loosen the past, to let it unravel in front of me, and it shoves the present away with all the self-importance and conceit of an ancestor bossing his descendants around. So, there you are: I wanted to make all this clear, so you understand how a man of my humble origins managed to enter a world as ruthless as the royal court and become the king’s favourite.


This astonishing story is mine. I didn’t choose it; I didn’t try to dodge it, either. I just let things happen, like most people.


It all began with a rather unlikely friendship. Ben Brahim would not have been the kind of companion I’d normally have chosen. For a start, he was a good ten years older than me, and his marked fondness for alcohol, and handsome young men, challenged my puritanical upbringing. My sexual preferences could not have been more conventional, and the idea of not being able to control my urges disgusted me. Socialising with such an individual ran, so to speak, against my nature. All the more so as our friendship could have been misconstrued. Slander, of course, is a national sport in this country, and consorting with Ben Brahim laid me open to all sorts of gossip. But this man – and I weigh my words carefully – was without question the greatest poet our country has ever seen.


How can I tell you about the beginnings of our friendship without first mentioning my father, Mohamed, a barber by profession? He was also a musician, a storyteller and a most delightful man. There were few with his qualities, which is why he ended up working at the court of Pasha El Glaoui, who ruled over the southern part of the country at the time of the French protectorate. The pasha’s role, as the occupiers’ puppet, was to “pacify and civilise” whole stretches of this bountiful realm of ours. Now, to get back to our alcoholic, homosexual and penniless poet, he joined the court in order to guarantee both his financial survival and protection for his antics. Come evening, he would saunter off to bars frequented by soldiers, drink until he was paralytic, and sniff out sensitive souls willing to spend the night with him. Like some nocturnal hunter, he prowled our Muslim lands in a drunken stupor, combing the city’s underworld for hidden pleasures. In exchange, he recited poems night and day to the glory of his benefactor and shield: His Excellency the pasha. I first came across Ben Brahim in the palace where my father worked as I’d often eat my meals in the kitchens – such was the master’s generosity towards his servants’ offspring. I was a young student and the poet’s eloquence and distinction immediately intrigued me. Actually, if I’m totally honest, Ben Brahim noticed me because of the shapely buttocks with which Mother Nature had blessed me, but he quickly understood that I wasn’t that way inclined. He didn’t give up, though, and he carried on eyeing me up as our friendship grew – it became a source of great amusement between us. But he soon got distracted by my mind, by my uncommon ability to recite long-winded poems in one fell swoop, without a moment’s hesitation. We’d prolong our conversations, walk the streets and parks of the city, and visit bars at nightfall. I loved to escort him and let myself be swept along by his rhetorical flights of fancy, imbibing his words as if they were some kind of celestial nectar. I had to run to keep up with his escapades in the real world, too, as much as my imagination would allow, and I committed every one of his utterances to memory. While Ben Brahim drank wine, I drank mint tea without sugar. A lot of wine and a lot of tea, sweetened by his colourful, flowery phrases. The more he drank, the more he recited poems from lost eras, from far-off worlds. I was the sole audience for this rush of swirling quatrains, as intricate as they were bawdy and perplexing, brimming with parody and repressed emotion. They were moments of grace, generously handed to me because, even when he was blind drunk, Ben Brahim knew I understood their meaning, that I relished his metaphors buoyed by ethereal rhythm, his images unconstrained by the tethers of language. They lifted me up and I twirled inside his mind as much as my own, the two of us, in unison. The more uninhibited he became, the more he abandoned all thought of eulogising his protector, and the fat stipend that went with his position. Instead, he sung of forbidden love in all its forms, glorifying wine and the freedom it brought us. I say “us” as this is how I shared in his drunkenness.


A sort of mercenary bond grew between us. How can I describe it without appearing to be a crook? I recalled the poems he recited during his carousing, and the next day, when he was sober in the pasha’s kitchens, I sold them back to him at a premium. Ben Brahim would cough up without batting an eyelid. Sometimes I would play hard to get when I spotted a gift from the pasha on his person – a shining watch, or something similar. I would hook a snippet of a quatrain on a stick and dangle it in front of his eyes, a poem I knew off by heart, but which he’d forgotten. It was a chunk of pure gold in my memory and I could see how he was drooling all over it.


“What did I recite to you yesterday evening?” he’d ask, his eyes glistening and anxious.


“A fabulous poem! A miracle of literature . . .”


“Repeat it!”


“I’m always a little ropey at this time in the morning.”


“How much?”


I tried to gauge his level of interest before setting my price.


“Five dirhams.”


“I haven’t got that much. I drank it all last night, as you know.”


“I like your watch,” I said, smiling.


“It’s a gift from the pasha,” he protested.


“Up to you.”


I recited a few lines to reel him in:


“Poetry, I’ve had enough, abandon me . . . leave, turn on your heels . . . Chase those who need you most. Shower them in pain, stifle them with the agony of knowledge.”


Ben Brahim removed his watch and handed it to me.


I can say today, even though I’m a little ashamed, that this man made me rich, in all senses of the word. I learned to live by observing his life – how to laugh, how to sing. I took his mischievousness as my benchmark, and found a way to outmanoeuvre my foes, to pick their flimsy arguments apart. Like him, I discovered I could shock without a twinge of remorse, grinning at the same time. One day – as he leaned on a counter in a bar, prayer beads in one hand and a glass of wine in the other – the poet was accosted by a man with a thick beard. He didn’t cross the threshold of the establishment, but shouted over at Ben Brahim in an accusing voice:
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