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THE WEDDING





Prologue




A Family Reunion



France’s ‘next president’ – one of the eight contenders still in the running – was known to enjoy music, but very few people had anticipated that the Socialist candidate’s melomania would fuel such heated debate behind the scenes during the campaign. Every time he caught a word in a conversation that reminded him of a song, Idder Chaouch would start humming it, regardless of his audience – family members or strangers, kissable babies in the crowd, loud-mouthed lawyers in his staff, smug-faced journalists, off-key political opponents, close friends or envious allies awaiting his downfall – no matter who they were, he would hum in front of them; and when he was in a good mood – that is, almost every day – it got worse: he couldn’t resist the impulse of singing the lyrics out loud, in his beautiful, unpretentious voice, clear and smooth like the skin on top of his hands.


Before entering the rat race to the highest office, Chaouch had served as the mayor of Grogny. In this once monotonous and sad suburban ethnic neighbourhood, Mayor Chaouch, over the course of his two terms, had planted trees and designed gardens and reduced crime and the public debt. He’d also created music schools that were free for underprivileged kids and built an auditorium that resembled a triumphal arch when seen from the motorway leading to Roissy Airport.


A reporter mentioned this Napoleonic symbolism during a photo-op: was it intentional? Chaouch didn’t back away from the question, he didn’t confront it either, he just chanted the chorus of the three fairies at the beginning of The Magic Flute:


‘Triumph! Triumph! Triumph! Sie ist vollbracht, die Heldentat!’


How could anyone doubt that Chaouch would make a great president? He knew Mozart’s operas by heart! And of course he was not only charming but handsome: you wouldn’t have guessed at first glance that he was in his late forties. He had full lips, strong and youthful curly hair, shining brown eyes. His smile spread pleasantly across his oval face, and he was starting to wrinkle at the temples, though even these wrinkles deepened the laughter in his eyes instead of dimming it.


As a young man he had ranked first in the crazily selective Ecole Nationale d’Administration; but he hadn’t chosen the boring and prestigious administrative career that lay ahead of him. It was the first time that this had happened since the School had been created two centuries earlier (incidentally, by Napoleon). Young Chaouch had needed to stretch his eager legs beyond the limits of his native hexagon. Instead of pursuing a path paved with gold in the back alleys of the French State, he had taken off to the New World, and for a few years in the nineties he taught economics at the Harvard Kennedy School. He had a wicked sense of humour. Everyone loved him there – students, professors, baristas, piano tuners. He was a man of many gifts, blessed with a brilliant mind, although his most distinctive trait was his generous and spontaneous and egalitarian way of dealing with people – from the uncomplicated likes of Papageno to the Prince Taminos of this world.


His senior advisers, however, as well as his Queen of the Night, regarded all this singing business – a living proof of his joyful nature – as a liability: it made him look eccentric, funny, unpresidential, not to mention dangerously un-Gallic, given that many of the songs in his repertoire happened to be opera tunes in Italian or German, jazz standards and pop hits sung in American English. No one had ever won a French election by showing that they mastered the langue de Shakespeare. Quite the contrary; French politicians were fiercely proud of speaking English with a pronounced accent – well aware that ninety per cent of their constituency would mock them lovingly for doing so, and that politics in its age of relative powerlessness also lies in the art of being made fun of in a likeable way.


Chaouch didn’t partake in any of this cynical wisdom. Still, he was being ridiculed by his many detractors; and music – of all hazards – was becoming his Achilles heel. Right-wing magazines started to call him the songster candidate. They deemed him a fraud, an entertainer, a glittering icon – they even called him a pop star! Somebody had to take action. His spin doctors didn’t know how to emphasize how serious this deceptively petty matter was. So Madame Chaouch stepped in. They had a five-minute talk after lunch; Chaouch promised he would curb his lyrical enthusiasm.


But at the end of that same day, he was attending a campaign event in Lyon, meeting with the left-leaning president of the General Council of the region. The public conference was televised. Ten minutes after the beginning of his speech, someone shouted something in the audience. Chaouch loved hecklers and being able to free himself from the dullness of a monologue about fiscal reform; besides, he enjoyed exercising his wit with improvised sparring partners. But this particular partner had attacked him for his Algerian background, and was advising him to run for president of Araby instead. The use of this old-fashioned and improper term was more than enough to trigger the melodic function in the candidate’s mischievous brain:


‘Well . . . I am the sheik of Araby . . . your love belongs to me . . .’


The crowd burst out laughing, they cheered and they applauded, and Chaouch got back to his five-point plan to make the tax system more equitable, and to improve solidarity.


One might say he had his own brand of wisdom. Who knows, this may even have been a strategy from the start – lulling the enemy to sleep; singing his way to the top of the world. For he was definitely getting there. And he knew it better than his advisers, better than the pollsters, better than anyone – well, almost anyone.


At the candidate’s request, an American big-data expert had been hired to provide the Paris-based staff with the most recent black magic from the tech industries. She wanted to work from Chicago where she was based, but Chaouch didn’t like working with people he couldn’t touch. He wanted to see real human beings, to hear actual voices, unmediated by echoey conference lines; he needed hands to high-five, smiles to reward with his own, shoulders to pat enthusiastically.


Sari Essman possessed such shoulders, in abundance, so to speak: she was indeed an accomplished Crossfitter, albeit of the nerdy kind; her rippling upper body contrasted powerfully with her pale, glassy-eyed and thick-spectacled mousy face. Still in her early thirties, she was making a fortune foreseeing and nudging the outcomes of national elections all over the world. Her methods were disquietingly accurate; she had offered her services to the previous US Democratic presidential campaign, and was now determined to help crown the ‘French Obama’, as the American media had dubbed Chaouch – and she was working pro bono this time, firstly because French campaigns were cash poor compared to American ones, and also because she had heard the left-wing candidate sing her long-forgotten favourite tune in a leaked video on YouTube.


Usually Sari Essman was not prone to sentimentality; in her free time she participated in those heroic Crossfit contests, where she squatted and deadlifted and snatched boulders and sprinted miles while carrying her own body weight and did endless series of muscle-ups – that wicked exercise involving two rings simply floating in the air, a bionic pull-up of sorts. She hadn’t managed to make the top rankings yet – most of her competitors were full-time She-Hulks, while she was coding and analysing data and meeting with important people in between her daily workouts.


This unexpected trip to the South of France made her miss a regional event in her beloved blizzard-bound home state. But early spring in Petite Camargue made up for the loss – the place was lovely: vineyards and poppy fields surrounded by majestic lines of cypresses; blooming fruit trees everywhere; and Camargue horses playfully racing alongside the black SUVs of the motorcade. Chaouch had decided to spend a whole weekend in this poverty-stricken region where the extreme right party registered its highest scores. Many people living in these small towns were seasonal workers – unemployment rates grew faster here than anywhere in France. Sari Essman had studied the numbers on the plane – by now she and her data probably understood the département better than its own representatives.


The first time she saw the candidate, he was delivering a speech in the outskirts of a small village, in front of a leery crowd that was ostensibly divided into two groups. Chaouch’s campaign manager told her that the locals stood on the left, while on the right she could see the Arabs from nearby housing projects. Could she, really? Sari Essman’s ethnic radar was no good at differentiating these olive-skinned, dark-haired, bushy-browed villagers. Like all Americans, she could identify a light-coloured black person in a fraction of a second; but these Mediterranean folks all had the same strong noses, the same eye colour, they all folded their arms in the same mistrustful manner. It reminded her, she said, of Freud’s narcissism of minor differences, but the campaign manager wasn’t well versed in psychoanalysis.


‘The more you look alike, the more virulently you hate each other,’ Sari explained.


He sighed and stared at her. She wore classic black trousers and a long-sleeved pearl-coloured blouse, but her unusual physique had earned her more sneers during these couple of hours in France than she had ever received in Chicago.


Sitting backstage, the campaign manager had introduced himself as Jean-Sébastien Vogel, and pronounced his name as if it were some sort of scandal not to know it already; he was a lean, cool-headed fifty-something Parisian politician, with an expensive blue suit, a shiny silk tie and no time to lose – he was to become France’s next prime minister if Chaouch won the election.


‘Listen,’ he said in English, with an odd accent that sounded more German than French, ‘I don’t really know what you’re doing here, but if you want to be useful there’s a very simple way: when you meet him later tonight, tell him that there’s nothing for us here, that we’ll lose in the South no matter what, and that we should move forward and up north ASAP. Got it?’


‘Pardon me, sir, but the race might be tighter than you think, and staying here . . .’


Vogel’s jaw was clenched; his nostrils flared.


‘It’s not an American election, you know. We don’t have big fundraisers or crazy ad budgets. It’s not all about the money here, mademoiselle. What’s your name, by the way?’


He brusquely stood up while she was still clearing her throat to answer.


An incident occurred towards the end of the event. The region was famous for its bullfights and hot tempers. A man and a woman started insulting each other – unsurprisingly, the bone of contention was the Islamic veil that some of the women in the Arab crowd were wearing. Chaouch wanted to address the issue, but the argument quickly turned into a brawl; security was on edge; Chaouch was asked to cut his speech short and leave the stage.


The whole delegation was driven to a four-star hotel in nearby Nîmes. Sari Essman was supposed to have dinner with the candidate, but he had instead locked himself in his suite as soon as they arrived. His wife and his daughter Jasmine were expected the following morning. In the hotel restaurant, much of the senior advisers’ conversation revolved around Jasmine’s boyfriend, an actor who was apparently popular enough to have drawn the attention of the national media when he announced his endorsement. Endorsement was too strong a word – he was merely an actor, after all. But the twelve to twenty-five year olds adored him, as did the eighteen to thirty year olds, and the latter – one fourth of whom was struck by unemployment nationwide – happened to be the main target of the extreme right party. Shallow as it seemed, you couldn’t neglect the influence of such support in this complex and unpredictable race. Or could you?


No consensus could be reached around the table about Fouad Nerrouche, who was either referred to as the boyfriend or the actor – and always in the same condescending tone. The candidate had talked to him several times, behind closed doors; he figured this southern escapade was the perfect time to ‘officially’ meet him. When one adviser mentioned the candidate’s vision of a photo-op with Fouad at lunch, the table wobbled. At last there was a consensus: it was the worst idea of the week! Fouad had the same Algerian origins as the candidate. In the South – in this South – it would be considered sheer provocation! Fouad would bring with him a nasty whiff of television hype and Parisian jet-set; the whole of France hated Paris and its success – why would this remote godforsaken town prove an exception? No, no, a lunch with Fouad would send the worst possible message. Big, big mistake.


When the cheese cart arrived, postures loosened and jokes began. It had been a long campaign; Chaouch was still the frontrunner; there was no reason not to open another bottle of this rather respectable local red wine.


Sari hadn’t done anything to conceal her surprise and discomfort; but nobody cared about her. Three out of the seven main advisers were women; Sari detected a hint of hostility from them, as well as a touch of mockery. When she returned to the table after leaving to take a phone call, she thought she heard the word steroid. Female empowerment had obviously not crossed the Atlantic draped in physical fitness; it was inevitable that they would look upon her with suspicion. Those sophisticated French liegewomen seemed super-thin; and they didn’t care too much for outsiders, especially foreign outsiders, and certainly not a month away from the first round of the election – you didn’t want one of the vipers embedded in the press pool to churn out articles about Chaouch calling in American muscle for help so close to the finish line.


The bodyguard who knocked at Sari’s door raised his eyebrows when she appeared in the doorframe – she was wearing a Superman T-shirt, moulding her impressive chest and revealing bulging biceps and forearms that would most likely defeat his own in an arm wrestle.


‘Wait, what time is it?’ she asked in French.


She didn’t understand the answer – she was still half-asleep and he didn’t articulate; his eyes were too busy voicing their own questions: what sort of chicken do they feed women in America? And what was he waiting for to go back to the gym on a daily basis?


Sari clumsily stepped back and scrambled around in the dark to fetch her glasses on top of the nightstand. She stumbled upon the alarm clock she had punched and bashed up after waking with a start, less than a minute earlier. It was still functioning and indicated 4.45 a.m.


‘What the hell?’ she mumbled.


‘Monsieur Chaouch wants to see you.’


She put on trainers and a tracksuit top and the bodyguard escorted her out. Then he drove her into the countryside, back in Petite Camargue. The roads were empty and the night was still thick, with no trace of red or orange in the star-spotted horizon. The car eventually passed an ornate wrought-iron gate, and parked in the muddy courtyard of what appeared to be a horse farm. As she stepped out, Sari smelled the odour of dung and thought: eight thousand kilometres east across the ocean to end up in the Wild West – well, a tiny version of it.


She suddenly saw dozens of torches, directed at the candidate smiling on top of a whitish-grey horse, with large limbs and a streak of blonde hair that made his clever-looking head appear as if it had been customized by some dimwitted Valley Girl.


‘Do you like riding?’ said Chaouch.


She nodded, even though the last horse she had encountered was a coughing pony in summer camp, some twenty years ago – the other kids had bullied her for days after she had fallen off the poor sick animal; the little pricks had even invented a game: who’s more awkward? Sari or . . . – filling the blank with anything mean that crossed their minds.


Dawn was now breaking. Bulky clouds prevented the ball of the sun from materializing above the lines of poplar trees; flaming colours still managed to find their way around the misty landscape where two horses and thirty looming and giant-stepping shadows marched together in the chilly air, at a very slow pace, among the loud and invisible early morning birds.


‘I’m very glad you came,’ Chaouch told his special guest.


Sari heard a toad croaking just below her; she hoped the horse would avoid stepping on it.


‘Sir, I’m afraid you’re not going to like what I have to say.’


‘Idder, please.’


Sari frowned; she sat up straight on the saddle and stroked the neck of the horse.


‘Well, Idder, you’re going to lose.’


‘You mean lose the election?’ Chaouch grinned.


‘Sir, I have scraped together all the past electoral results, precinct by precinct, census data, Google searches, Twitter feeds, press. And by the way, if you really want the “future to be now” you should think of making more public data readily available in France . . .’


The future is now was Chaouch’s campaign slogan. He encouraged her to go on.


‘I’m sorry to break it to you, sir – Idder – but having plugged your campaign strategy into my models from all that data, there’s little doubt that you’re going to lose. Your campaign manager told me about his advice to stay out of the South where most people hate you because of your curly hair. Well, from what I’ve seen he’s right, people hate you here, and you’ll never get close to a majority, and that’s what the bird’s eye view captures: depressingly low scores and depressing postcolonial hatred of Arabs. That’s the information your strategists have access to. However . . . that’s also where my scourging of fine-grained data and looking at changes beyond levels kick in. Don’t get me wrong: you’ll never get a majority here, but inching your way up a couple percentage points – from twenty per cent to twenty-three per cent – will make a difference. In five years, I’ll also be able to tell you who to target with what ad, when France finally starts collecting better individual-level data . . . but for now, I just have one thing to say: stay here, stay in the South.’


This piece of advice was to cause a formidable uproar later that day; but for the time being the two riders sat motionless on their mounts: the fireball had torn through the murk and the clouds, and was now burning right above the scrawny naked vines, so close it felt like the enormous face of a blushing beast that they might touch with their extended fingers if they were bold enough.


‘You know what I wanted this campaign to be?’ Chaouch said quietly, as he looked at the sunrise. ‘I wanted it to be like a family reunion.’


He paused. Sari could see the pink light illuminating his lovely face. He hadn’t shaved yet and his cheeks looked bluish.


‘And what are you going to do about it?’ Sari asked.


He smiled and trotted backwards, whistling the first notes of Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony. At the end of the famous opening crescendo he made the horse rear and waved at Sari:


‘Look! Over there!’


Silhouetted against a blurry grove, a herd of bulls had raised their massive heads and were now clearly bellowing to be part of the concert.


A few hours later, the candidate was sitting in the back of a tasteless fancy restaurant, protected by three folding-screens spangled with lilies. Fouad and Jasmine were late. In the main dining room, security officers whispered in their earpieces while scanning the ordinary diners; sometimes they sternly shook their heads, when one of the onlookers seemed on the verge of drawing out their smartphone to take a picture. Beyond the screens, the bordeaux carpet seemed a bit worn and fluffy. The nicest round table of the restaurant had been laid for five. A large windowpane overlooked a patio hosting an umbrella pine, a hibiscus and a waterless fountain. The walls were salmon-rose, covered with ivy and Virginia creeper. A group of heavily armed bodyguards watched the entrance of the garden, and sharpshooters were hiding on the roofs on top and around the building. The candidate had received too many threats; his security detail numbered as many units as that of the incumbent president.


Unaware of these precautions, Chaouch had taken off his tie and elevated small-talk to a mild, medium level; he was entertaining his American guest with anecdotes from his teaching years at Harvard – his enthusiasm was so genuine it sounded like it really was the first time he was telling them. But his wife, Esther, seemed to think otherwise. She kept glancing at her watch and smiled briskly whenever her name popped up in the conversation. She had a PhD in Ancient History, and was a prominent expert on Roman politics, but there were certain subjects on which she had great difficulty maintaining her scholarly cool: she and her daughter were the targets of persistent innuendos, presenting them as a couple of evil-minded Jews attempting to trick the candidate in the interests of their ‘tribe’. These rumours spanned ecumenically from the far left to the far right; the word the latter used to describe them was not Jews but Israelites, a throwback to the nineteen-thirties and the Vichy period.


‘Idder, you need to speak up about these attacks,’ she suddenly said, in French, as though out of the blue, while her husband was ordering a plate of asparagus and kidding around with the waitress in white livery.


‘Which attacks?’ he asked in English, so as not to exclude Sari.


‘Tu sais très bien de quoi je veux parler,’ Esther Chaouch replied. She raised her glass of white wine, but didn’t drink from it.


‘We’ll talk about it later,’ Chaouch offered. He put the palm of his hand on his wife’s bare wrist.


‘What do you mean, later? After the election? In five years?’ she asked defiantly, lowering her glass and staring at the windowpane. ‘Forget it. I guess fighting anti-semitism isn’t considered the best way to bring in new votes these days, huh?’


Sari thought it would be a good idea to use the toilet now, but a black suit removed one of the folding-screens to make way for the long-awaited young couple. Chaouch stood up and pinched his daughter’s chin. He then proceeded to give two kisses and a friendly handshake to Fouad, who was indeed startlingly good-looking, with big dark eyes and an actor’s smile that was remarkably neither toothy nor too aggressively fake.


‘You’re right on time!’ Chaouch exclaimed, jokingly. ‘Five more minutes and you’d have missed a passionate conversation on anti-semitism and freedom of speech.’


‘Oh, you think this is about freedom of speech?’ Esther asked, raising her glass again and shivering as if shifting one of the three screens had blown in a draught. She wore a beige cashmere-style shawl, with long sleeves that she rolled back down while her husband was introducing Sari to the newcomers and warning them that they would have to practise their English today.


Esther gulped down half of her wine and squinted her eyes to decipher the tiny inscriptions on the bottle. ‘Et on peut connaître la raison de votre retard?’ Chaouch twitched his finger and slightly bent his head. ‘Oh I’m sorry,’ continued the soon-to-be First Lady, remembering she was supposed to stick to English. ‘Was the traffic bad?’


As Jasmine couldn’t move an inch without a chauffeur and a police escort, the question was sarcastic. Fouad sat down in front of the window, facing the candidate. Sitting next to her mother, Jasmine feared she might notice her rosy cheeks and make further snide comments; Jasmine would then have a hard time holding back from describing the wild fuckfest that had caused their delay. Since things had become serious with Fouad, she spent most of her time provoking her mother, because her mother had once claimed that her newfound playboy was nothing less than a dowry hunter. Such allegations infuriated Jasmine, of course. They gave her the worst part in the drama; plus, come on, we don’t live in Balzac’s France any more, there is no dowry to be hunted! ‘You can call it fame if you wish,’ Esther Chaouch had replied. And they had never talked about it again; now Esther was cautiously avoiding the boyfriend’s looks, but she kept him under close observation, and didn’t miss any of his graceful hand gestures and timely chortles.


Chaouch was telling him about the singing bulls at the crack of dawn. Esther abruptly shifted the conversation back to the attacks.


‘Oh no, really, darling,’ Chaouch said, rubbing his hands at the thought of the meal that was arriving, ‘I know it’s frustrating but if I start replying to every one of these attacks, it’ll end up giving them credibility, and that’s the last thing we want, isn’t it?’


‘So instead you’ll let it spread, like a tumour?’


Jasmine stepped in. ‘The tumour’s already there.’


Chaouch backed up his daughter. ‘And the more we feed it with outraged condemnations and moral sentencing, the bigger it’ll grow. Now, we shall confront all this, but . . .’


‘But in the meantime they have a free pass, and they can spit on your family in front of the whole country?’


‘Well, that’s what a family reunion is all about. Fighting and spitting and letting the drunk uncles rant on whatever they need to rant on.’


‘What do you mean, a family reunion? Half of the country hates us – half of the country thinks you’re not even French! These people are not your uncles, they want you dead, for heaven’s sake!’


‘Listen, I’m running an economics-oriented campaign, and that’s why I’m in the lead. What this country needs is . . . jobs, growth . . . Let the bastards be bastards, nobody will listen to them any more when we’ve put an end to massive youth unemployment, trust me.’


Fouad nodded admiringly. He leaned towards his neighbour on the left and whispered: ‘So, you’re the expert, what do you think about the polls? Are they right? Are we going to win the election next month?’


Sari chuckled. ‘God only knows.’


Chaouch caught the phrase and sang gleefully: ‘God only knows what I’d be without you . . .’


Esther raised her eyebrows and poured some more wine into her glass. ‘I hate this place. We’re leaving this afternoon, right? What are you doing after lunch?’


A bustle in the main room made everyone turn their heads towards the folding-screens. A little girl appeared in the gap. She was all dressed up and carrying an envelope – pressing it jealously against her bullhorn-print top. The bodyguard let her in after checking there was no poison inside and that it was okay with the candidate. Chaouch opened his arms but the little girl stood silently, fiddling with the corner of the envelope and twisting her ankles.


‘Comment tu t’appelles, ma chérie? Don’t look at her, she’s intimidated, poor girl.’


She had long blonde pigtails and two blue ribbons on top of them. Chaouch went up to her and kissed her shiny domed forehead.


‘Tu me donnes l’enveloppe? C’est un cadeau?’


She still couldn’t utter a single word. Chaouch kneeled down in front of her and stared at her until she let out a burst of childish laughter. One of her teeth was missing on the left side of her upper row. She gave him the envelope and pranced out of the room.


Chaouch opened it and smiled. He handed it over to Sari, who didn’t smile. Nor did Fouad, nor did Jasmine – and when Esther finally read it she got up, fuming. Chaouch captured her wrist in his hands and asked her to calm down.


‘“Go back to your country, you Islamist son of a bitch?”’ Esther repeated it over and over, in French. ‘Listen, I’m not hungry any more, why don’t we leave this shit-hole?’


Jasmine groped for her boyfriend’s hand under the table. Behind them, the fountain was now spouting water, albeit jerkily.


Chaouch stood up and addressed the whole table.


‘I might as well tell you now that I’ve decided to stay in the South for a few more days.’ He gave a friendly look to Sari while his wife gaped at him. Then he winked at Fouad and added, with an imperceptible sadness in his voice: ‘No need to worry, I’ve already done the heavy lifting this morning and secured the bulls’ vote.’
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Krim: An Introduction



Community Centre, 3.30 p.m.


Soon they would have to decide: who would stay behind, ‘nice and quiet’, at the community centre and who would leave for the town hall. The bride’s family was too large and not everyone could fit in, especially given the fact that the mayor wasn’t known for his patience in these situations. His predecessor (a left-wing independent) had quite simply banned Saturday weddings, to spare the town’s peaceful residents all the honking, Rai and flashy cars draped with Algerian flags. In spite of his right-leaning tendencies, the new mayor had lifted the ban, but threatened to reimpose it every time an overexcited tribe wreaked havoc in the house of the Republic.


First among those opting to stay put – right on her couscoussier, no less – was Aunt Zoulikha, fanning herself with that day’s Metro, which was missing its front page, bearing the headline: ELECTION OF THE CENTURY. Next to her sat old Ferhat wearing an improbable blue-green ushanka hat that made his ears sweat. One of his great-nephews had tried to reason with him, but every time he broached the subject, Ferhat dodged it by pinching the boy’s chin and babbling on about the latest polls in a soft, almost professorial voice no one recognized.


Everyone was acting a bit strange that afternoon: the bride’s party, it was rumoured, numbered in the hundreds, plus it was too hot outside for early May. The results of the first round of voting had turned la belle France into a pressure-cooker and it seemed that cousin Raouf was the only screw keeping the lid from blowing off. He sprayed himself with facial mist while tapping on his iPhone. Granny watched him, mystified, unable to comprehend this new species of men who lived their lives through screens. Following the Twitter feed of an obsessed pollster and the comments thread of a political site, Raouf lit cigarette after cigarette, keeping everyone abreast of the election forecasts that a colleague – a halal restaurant manager like him – posted on his Facebook page from London. Raouf, normally the paragon of elegance in his thousand-euro pinstriped suits, was dressed in the same t-shirt he’d worn the day before. Bearing the face of the smiling Socialist Party candidate, it was badly tucked in, perfectly visible beneath a blazer rolled up at the sleeves. With his agitated-businessman forearms thus exposed, it was as if the pulse of the nation throbbed in his veins.


Granny, who had told him off for not putting on a suit straight away, no longer had the strength or the desire to scold anyone for anything. She sat silently on her throne in Raouf’s gleaming Audi, air-conditioning on high with the passenger door open, half-listening to the Kabyle songs that made the other shiny cars hum. She swung one of her wiry legs out of the vehicle and swept her gaze across the car park where her sparse tribe vegetated. About eighty-five (nobody knew her real age), Granny enjoyed a special status in the family: everyone was terrified of her. A widow almost since time began, she had never been known to feel pity or tenderness or to have a nice word to say to any human being past the age of puberty. She stood amidst her frivolous and voluble daughters like the embodiment of reproach, fuelled by an extraordinary endurance that reeked of both a pact with the devil and the certainty that she would bury them all.


In the meantime the tech crew began their sound check in the reception hall and Granny returned to the cocoon-like silence of the Audi.


‘But why are you already here?’ the head crewman asked Raouf.


‘We needed a meeting point,’ Raouf replied without bothering to take off his earpiece. ‘Before going to the town hall. But we’ll leave soon; we’re just waiting for everyone to get here.’


The sound guy didn’t look convinced. He had a piece of lettuce stuck between his teeth, which were too big for his mouth, and he smelled of onions.


‘So, you’re the groom’s family? Well, if you don’t mind, you’d better stop that music coming from the cars. We’ve been told not to disturb the neighbourhood before nightfall. What’s with that woman over there on the pot?’


‘What about her?’


‘I thought you had a caterer?’


Raouf didn’t know what to say. He opened his hands sheepishly and turned towards Aunt Zoulikha, a venerable barrel of pink flesh, stoic and immaculate, breathing heavily beneath a chestnut tree whose budding foliage did little to protect her from the unseasonable heat.


Three other aunts, stamping their feet in the tiny shadow of a poplar, began to speak about their unruly youngest sister, while Dounia, the mother of the groom, went from group to group dismayed that no one seemed to want to join the race to the town hall.


‘There’ll only be people from that family,’ she complained, waving her white veil and her mobile phone. ‘It’s a crying shame, wallah, you just don’t do that . . . And Fouad!’ she exclaimed suddenly, thinking of her other son, the middle child, who was coming down from Paris to be best man. ‘I can’t even get Fouad on the phone!’


Uncle Bouzid took off his hat to mop his bare skull. He sported a distinctive baldness, rippled and muscular, traversed from end to end by veins that, when bulging, generally announced an imminent fit of apoplexy.


‘Hey, calm down, Dounia. The thing at the town hall starts in an hour and Slim hasn’t even arrived yet! We’re all here, right? We’re all here an hour early, actually, so let’s keep cool, please! Cool!’ He stopped short of shouting before adding with a hint of a smile: ‘Do you think they’ll turn the groom’s mother away? This isn’t a nightclub, you know! Ha, ha. Sorry, it’s a private party. I mean, really. Go and say something to Rab, the poor girl’s all on her own.’


Rabia was indeed there too, talking as usual, this time on the phone to their youngest sister, whom nobody could be sure was coming. Almost all the Saint-Etienne family was there, in fact, not least Toufik the Helpful, his burly baby face crossed with its funny V-shaped unibrow – Toufik who, no doubt, would soon be picked on for no good reason but who for the time being kept on listening and smiling, completely out of sync with the other uncles, cousins and sons-in-law who chatted about car mechanics, the presidential election and horse-racing while occasionally shouting at their wives who shouted at their overexcited brats.


And then, right at the back, behind the gym where people would vote the following day, far from the Rai and the malicious gossip, stood Krim. Krim with his sleepy eyes, Krim with his compact, stubborn eyebrows verging on hostility, Krim with his bizarrely flattened cheekbones that everybody said made him look a little Chinese.


Leaning against an election billboard that now flaunted just two posters, he’d been rubbing a silver lighter against the fluorescent stripe of his tracksuit. When his mother, Rabia, came to ask him if he intended to go to the town hall, he stuffed the lighter in his pocket, shrugged his shoulders and looked away.


‘I dunno.’


‘What do you mean you dunno? What the hell are you doing hanging around here? Have you taken up hash again? Show me your eyes . . . You swore you’d stopped, so what’s this all about? Does it mean you can never be trusted? Look at me. Have you been smoking again?’


‘No, I haven’t.’


‘So you’re coming along, then?’


‘I just dunno. I. Don’t. Know.’


‘Well, if you don’t know, don’t come. What is it, you don’t want to show support for your cousin at his wedding? You don’t have a choice anyway! Do you really not give a damn about supporting him?’


‘What are you talking about?’ Krim snapped. ‘Support my cousin, as if we’re at war? And why are you being so pushy?’


Rabia looked up from her phone and dragged her son over to the changing rooms, which had been opened up by the building manager to store a stash of chairs. She went directly to the showers and raised her voice.


‘Krim, you’re not going to start jiving with me, are you? Not today, I’m warning you now.’


‘Just go away, and get your head checked. And nobody says jiving.’


‘What?’


‘Forget it.’


‘It’s all my fault: if I’d been a horrid mother you’d be kissing my feet. Reddem le rehl g’dunit, serves me right. Too kind, too stupid, as usual. Chai, that’ll teach me . . .’


She consulted her inbox for the tenth time in five minutes. She may have been only in her forties, but the mobile phone remained a mysterious object to her, to be handled fearfully, her fingers tense and perpendicular to the screen, her full focus trained on not missing a key. She again raised her curly finch-like head towards her son. All those years in municipal daycare centres looking after ‘cutie pies’ had prevented her eyes and voice from taking things seriously. Volatile, restless and naive, she resembled those little girls with disproportionately large dimples and eyes, those children who adored her almost despite themselves because she had never stopped being one of them.
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