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Translator’s Note


 



 

Leaving Tangier is about leaving home: emigrating, going into exile, taking leave of one’s country, one’s friends and family, even one’s senses. The many ties that bind the characters in Leaving Tangier to what they have left behind tug on their heartstrings in different ways, some of which evoke geographical, historical, or cultural references to a world that may well be unfamiliar to an English reader. I have provided endnotes to illuminate the meaning of such allusions, and an asterisk by a word in the text means that the term is explained in these notes at the end of the book. 




  








 



 

My Cameroonian friend Flaubert says ‘Here I am!’ when he’s leaving and ‘We’re together!’ to say goodbye. A way to ward off bad luck. In this novel, those who leave aren’t planning to return, and when they leave someone, it’s for good. Flaubert, who studied a few pages of Madame Bovary in school, has promised to read this entire book as soon as summer vacation begins, when he goes home.





  





Toutia


 



 

IN TANGIER, in the winter, the Café Hafa* becomes an observatory for dreams and their aftermath. Cats from the cemetery, the terraces, and the chief communal bread oven of the Marshan district gather round the café as if to watch the play unfolding there in silence, and fooling nobody. Long pipes of kif pass from table to table while glasses of mint tea grow cold, enticing bees that eventually tumble in, a matter of indifference to customers long since lost to the limbo of hashish and tinselled reverie. In the back of one room, two men meticulously prepare the key that opens the gates of departure, selecting leaves, then chopping them swiftly and efficiently. Neither man looks up. Leaning back against the wall, customers sit on mats and stare at the horizon as if seeking to read their fate. They look at the sea, at the clouds that blend into the mountains, and they wait for the twinkling lights of Spain to appear. They watch them without seeing them, and sometimes, even when the lights are lost in fog and bad weather, they see them anyway. 

Everyone is quiet. Everyone listens. Perhaps she will show up this evening. She’ll talk to them, sing them the song of the drowned man who became a sea star suspended over the straits. They have agreed never to speak her name: that would destroy her, and provoke a whole series of further misfortunes. So the men watch one another and say nothing. Each one enters his dream and clenches his fists. Only the waiters and the tea master, who owns the café, remain outside the circle, preparing and serving their fare with discretion, coming and going from terrace to terrace without disturbing anyone’s dream. The customers know one another but do not converse. Most of them come from the same neighbourhood and have just enough to pay for the tea and a few pipes of kif. Some have a slate on which they keep track of their debt. As if by agreement, they keep still. Especially at this hour and at this delicate moment, when their whole being is caught up in the distance, studying the slightest ripple of the waves or the sound of an old boat coming home to the harbour. Sometimes, hearing the echo of a cry for help, they look at one another without turning a hair. 

Yes, she might appear, and reveal a few of her secrets. Conditions are favourable: a clear, almost white sky, reflected in a limpid sea transformed into a pool of light. Silence in the café; silence on all faces. Perhaps the precious moment has arrived … at last she will speak! 

Occasionally the men do allude to her, especially when the sea has tossed up the bodies of a few drowned souls. She has acquired more riches, they say, and surely owes us a favour! They have nicknamed her Toutia, a word that means nothing, but to them she is a spider that can feast on human flesh yet will sometimes warn them, in the guise of a beneficent voice, that tonight is not the night, that they must put off their voyage for a while. 

Like children, they believe in this story that comforts them and lulls them to sleep as they lean back against the rough wall. In the tall glasses of cold tea, the green mint has been tarnished black. The bees have all drowned at the bottom. The men no longer sip this tea now steeped into bitterness. With a spoon they fish the bees out one by one, placing them on the table and exclaiming, ‘Poor little drowned things, victims of their own greediness!’


 



 

As if in an absurd and persistent dream, Azel sees his naked body among other naked bodies swollen by seawater, his face distorted by salt and longing, his skin burnt by the sun, split open across the chest as if there had been fighting before the boat went down. Azel sees his body more and more clearly, in a blue and white fishing boat heading ever so slowly to the centre of the sea, for Azel has decided that this sea has a centre and that this centre is a green circle, a cemetery where the current catches hold of corpses, taking them to the bottom to lay them out on a bank of seaweed. He knows that there, in this specific circle, a fluid boundary exists, a kind of separation between the sea and the ocean, the calm, smooth waters of the Mediterranean and the fierce surge of the Atlantic. He holds his nose, because staring so hard at these images has filled his nostrils with the odour of death, a suffocating, clinging, nauseating stench. When he closes his eyes, death begins to dance around the table where he sits almost every day to watch the sunset and count the first lights scintillating across the way, on the coast of Spain. His friends join him, to play cards in silence. Even if some of them share his obsession with leaving the country someday, they know, having heard this one night in Toutia’s voice, that they must not give in to the siren call of sadness. 

Azel says not a word about either his plan or his dream. People sense that he is unhappy, on edge, and they say he is bewitched by love for a married woman. They believe he has flings with foreign women and suspect that he wants their help to leave Morocco. He denies this, of course, preferring to laugh about it. But the idea of sailing away, of mounting a green-painted horse and crossing the sea of the straits, that idea of becoming a transparent shadow visible only by day, an image scudding at top speed across the waves – that idea never leaves him now. He keeps it to himself, doesn’t mention it to his sister, Kenza, still less to his mother, who’s upset because he’s losing weight and smoking too much.

Even Azel has come to believe in the story of she who will appear and help them to cross, one by one, that distance separating them from life, the good life, or death. 




  





Al Afia


 



 

WHENEVER AZEL LEAVES that sea-green circle of silent and lonely reverie, he feels cold and shivers slightly, no matter what the season. Instinctively, he turns away from the night, refusing to enter it. He walks in the city, speaking to no one, imagining that he is a tailor, a special kind of couturier, sewing the narrow lanes to the wide avenues with white thread, as in that story his mother used to tell him when he had trouble falling asleep. He wants to find out if Tangier is a man’s djellaba* or a bride’s caftan, but the city has grown so much that his quest becomes hopeless. 


 



 

One February night in 1995, Azel decided to abandon his sewing, convinced that Tangier was no longer a garment but one of those synthetic wool blankets brought back from Belgium by émigrés. The city was hidden beneath a fabric that trapped warmth without dispelling humidity. Tangier no longer had any shape, any centre; instead, it had lopsided public squares from which cars had dislodged the peasant women who once came from Fahs to sell their fruits and vegetables. 

The city was changing, and its walls were cracking.

Azel stopped at the Whisky à Gogo, a bar run by a couple of Germans on the rue du Prince-Héritier. He hesitated an instant before pushing open the door. He was one of those men who believe everything that happens to them is written in the order of things, perhaps not in the great celestial Book, but written somewhere. What must happen, happens. He had very little freedom. He’d learned this at his mother’s knee, yet he occasionally struggled against determinism through action, finding pleasure in changing his routines simply to defy the tyranny of fate. That night, pausing for a moment at the door, he had a presentiment, a sort of crazy desire to rush towards his destiny. 

The place was strangely calm. A bleached blonde was serving the men drinking at the bar. One of the two German guys was at the cash register. He never smiled.

In the dark room, men were alone with their whisky bottles. Everything was sinister and murky. Azel stopped short when he saw a stocky man drinking a lemonade at the bar. His back was turned, a back as wide as a flagstone, with a thick neck. Azel recognized him and thought, Mala pata! Bad luck: it was the caïd, the local gang leader, fearsome and powerful, a man of few words and no heart. People called him Al Afia, ‘the fire.’ A well-known passeur, he smuggled boatloads of illegal emigrants so determined to sneak across the straits – to ‘burn up’ the ocean – that they would set fire to their identification papers, hoping to avoid being sent home again if they were arrested. 

Al Afia didn’t burden himself with feelings. That man from the Rif Mountains* had always been a smuggler. As a child, he’d accompanied his uncle on nights when boats arrived in Al-Hoceima to pick up merchandise. His job had been to keep watch, proudly handling the binoculars with expertise, like an army commander scanning the horizon. He’d hardly known his father, who had died in a truck accident. The uncle had taken the boy under his wing and made him a trusted lieutenant, so when this protector had disappeared in turn, Al Afia had naturally taken his place. He was the only one who understood how everything worked, knew the right people to see about a problem, had contacts in Europe whose phone numbers he’d memorized, remembered families who needed help because the father, uncle, or brother was in prison. Al Afia was not afraid of anyone and cared only about his business. People said he knew so many secrets that he was a walking strongbox. This was the man at whom Azel, primed by a few beers, now began shouting, calling onlookers to witness. 

‘Look at that fat belly, a crook’s belly, and that neck, it really shows how bad this man is – he buys everyone, of course, this country is one huge marketplace, wheeling and dealing day and night, everybody’s for sale, all you need is a little power, something to cash in on, and it doesn’t take much, just the price of a few bottles of whisky, an evening with a whore, but for the big jobs, that can cost you, money changes hands, so if you want me to look the other way, let me know the time and place, no sweat, my brother, you want a signature, a little scribble at the bottom of the page, no problem, come see me, or if you’re too busy, send your driver, the one-eyed guy, he won’t notice a thing, and that’s it, my friends, that’s Morocco, where some folks slave like maniacs, working because they’ve decided to be honest, those fellows, they labour in the shadows, no one sees them, no one talks about them when in fact they should get medals, because the country functions thanks to their integrity, and then there are the others, swarming everywhere, in all the ministries, because in our beloved country, corruption is the very air we breathe, yes, we stink of corruption, it’s on our faces, in our heads, buried in our hearts – in your hearts, anyway – and if you don’t believe me, ask old Crook’s Belly over there, old baldy, the armored safe, the strongbox of secrets, the one sipping a lemonade because monsieur is a good Muslim, he doesn’t drink alcohol, he goes often to Mecca, oh yes, he’s a hajji* – and I’m an astronaut! I’m in a rocket, I’m escaping into space, don’t want to live anymore on this earth, in this country, it’s all fake, everyone’s cutting some deal, well, I refuse to do that, I studied law in a nation that knows nothing of the Law even while it’s pretending to demand respect for our laws, what a joke, here you have to respect the powerful, that’s all, but for the rest, you’re on your fucking own… As for you, Mohammed Oughali, you’re nothing but a thief, a faggot – a zamel … an attaye …’ 

Azel was shouting louder and louder. One of the cops at the bar, outstandingly drunk, went over to whisper in Al Afia’s ear: ‘Leave him to me, we’ll charge him with threatening our national security … securi-titty…’ 

Al Afia’s thugs would obey his slightest signal, and he had to shut this little loudmouth up. He glanced at him. Two bruisers grabbed Azel and tossed him outside, punching him savagely.

‘You’re crazy, busting your ass to piss off the boss – anyone would think you wanted to wind up like your pal!’


 



 

Azel’s first cousin, Noureddine, had been more than a friend – he’d been like a brother to him. Azel had hoped that one day his sister Kenza might marry Noureddine, but their cousin had drowned during a night crossing when Al Afia’s men had overloaded a leaky tub. Twenty-four perished on an October night the Guardia Civil of Almería claimed was too stormy for any attempt at rescue.

Al Afia had flatly denied receiving any money – even though Azel had been right there when Noureddine had paid the smuggler twenty thousand dirhams. That man had more than one death on his conscience – but did he even have a conscience? His varied business interests were flourishing. He lived in a huge house in Ksar es-Seghir, on the Mediterranean coast, a kind of bunker where he piled up burlap bags stuffed with money. People said he had two wives, one Spanish, one Moroccan, who lived in the same house and whom no one had ever seen. Since kif trafficking wasn’t enough for him, every two weeks he filled some old boats with poor bastards who gave him everything they had to get to Spain. Al Afia was never around on the nights the boats left; one of his men – a chauffeur, bodyguard, burglar, never the same guy – would supervise the operation. Al Afia had his snitches, his informers, and his cops as well. He called them ‘my men.’ Every so often, taking great care not to alert the police in Tangier, the authorities in Rabat would send soldiers to stop the boats and arrest the passeurs, and that’s how a few of Al Afia’s henchmen landed in jail. As long as they were imprisoned in Tangier, Al Afia looked after them as though they were his own children, making sure they had a daily meal, supporting their families. He had his connections in the local prison, where he knew the warden and above all the guards, whom he tipped even when none of his pals were in residence there. 

He was a past master at corruption, expertly assessing every man’s character, needs, weaknesses, neglecting no aspect of anyone’s personality, and he had a finger in every pie. You’d have thought he had a doctorate in some outlandish science. Al Afia could read only numbers. For everything else, he had loyal and competent secretaries with whom he spoke a Riffian dialect of Berber and a few words of Spanish. Everyone considered him a generous man: ‘wears his heart on his sleeve’; ‘his house is yours’; ‘the dwelling of Goodness’; and so on. To one man he would offer a trip to Mecca; to another, a plot of land, or a foreign car (stolen, obviously); to yet another, a gold watch, telling him, ‘It’s a little something nice for your wife.’ He paid the medical expenses of his men and their families and night after night he offered drinks to everyone at the bar that had gradually become his headquarters. 




  





Azel and Al Afia


 



 

WAR HAD BEEN DECLARED between Azel and Al Afia a long time ago. Well before Noureddine’s death, Azel had decided to leave one night, and had already paid the passeur. At the last minute, however, the voyage had been cancelled, and Azel had never been reimbursed. He knew that by himself he could do nothing against that monster, a man so feared, so loved – or rather, protected – by those who lived off his generosity. Now and then, especially after a few beers, Azel would let off steam by insulting him, calling him every name in the book. Al Afia had pretended not to hear him until that night, when Azel addressed him by his real name and called him a zamel, a passive homosexual. The ultimate shame! A man so powerful, so good, lying on his belly to be sodomized! That was too much, the little jerk had gone too far. A serious lesson was in order: ‘You pathetic intellectual, hey, get this, you’re lucky no one here likes guys, otherwise you’d have gotten your ass ploughed a long time ago! You spit on your country, you badmouth it, but don’t worry – the police will see to it you wind up dissolving in acid…’ 


 



 

Azel had studied law. After passing his baccalaureate exam with distinction, he’d received a state scholarship, but his parents couldn’t pay the rest of his tuition. He’d been counting on his uncle, who practised law in the nearby town of Larache, to give him a job, but the uncle had had to close his office after some complicated business cost him most of his clientele. In fact, those clients had left him because he refused to do things the way everyone else did, which had earned him a bad reputation: ‘Don’t go to Maître El Ouali – he’s an honest man, you can’t make a deal with him, so he loses every case!’ Azel had realized that his future was compromised, and that without some kind of pull he’d never find work. Many others were in the same boat, so he’d joined a sit-in of unemployed university graduates outside the Parliament in Rabat. 

A month later, when nothing had changed, he decided to leave the country, and headed back to Tangier on a bus. Riding along, he even imagined an accident that would put an end to his life and his impossible predicament. He saw himself dead, mourned by his mother and sister, missed by his friends: a victim of unemployment, of a carelessly negligent system – such a bright boy, well educated, sensitive, warmhearted, what a pity that he got on that damned bus with those bald tyres, driven by a diabetic who lost consciousness going around a curve… Poor Azel, he never had a chance to live, did everything he could to break free – just think, if he’d managed to set out for Spain, by now he’d be a brilliant lawyer or a university professor! 

Azel rubbed his eyes. He went up to the bus driver and asked him if he had diabetes.

‘Heaven forbid! Thank God, I’m as strong as a horse, and I place my life in God’s hands. Why do you ask?’

‘Just to know. The newspaper says that one in seven Moroccans has diabetes.’

‘Forget it – you shouldn’t believe what you read in the papers…’


 



 

Leaving the country. It was an obsession, a kind of madness that ate at him day and night: how could he get out, how could he escape this humiliation? Leaving, abandoning this land that wants nothing more to do with its children, turning your back on such a beautiful country to return one day, proudly, perhaps as a rich man: leaving to save your life, even as you risk losing it… He thought it all over and couldn’t understand how he’d reached such a point. The obsession quickly became a curse: he felt persecuted, damned, possessed by the will to survive, emerging from a tunnel only to run into a wall. Day by day, his energy, physical strength, and healthy body were deteriorating. Some of his friends found relief from despair by taking up religion and soon became regulars at the mosque. That had never tempted Azel, however; he was too fond of girls and drinking. Someone had contacted him, even offered him work and the chance to travel – a beardless man, who’d spoken in polished French about the future of Morocco, specifically ‘a Morocco returned to Islam, to righteousness, to integrity and justice.’ 

The man had a tic, blinking nervously while he chewed on his lower lip. Pretending to listen to him, Azel repressed a smile and imagined him running stark naked through the desert. That did it: the man seemed ridiculous. Azel paid no further attention to what he said. Azel had no use for that morality: most of his pleasures were forbidden by religion! He firmly refused the man’s offer and realized that the fellow was actually a recruiter for some very shady causes. Azel could have given in and made himself a bit of money, but he felt afraid, he had a presentiment, remembering a neighbour who’d joined a militant religious group only to vanish without a trace at a time when men were going off to Libya and on to Afghanistan to combat the atheism of the Russian Communists. 

Six months later, the recruiter had tried again, inviting Azel to dinner ‘just to talk.’ Azel couldn’t manage to take seriously this man who, in spite of his nervous twitches, was managing to attract some lost souls to religion. Azel was interested in his methods and the logic of his arguments, however, and he tried to learn who was behind this movement, but the recruiter was on to him. He anticipated Azel’s questions, which he answered with a knowing air, confiding in him as though he’d been an old friend.

‘I studied literature, I even defended a thesis at the Sorbonne. After my return to Morocco, I taught French literature, and then I worked as an inspector of schools. I travelled around the country, seeing what people like you don’t get to see, and I heard the voice of traditional, rural Morocco. No one brainwashed me, and no, I’m not some lunatic: I know what I’m doing and what I want. Our political parties have failed miserably because they haven’t learned to listen to what the people are telling them. They’ve missed the boat. I’m particularly angry at the Socialists, who believed in taking turns at the political trough, who played the power game without doing anything to bring about change. The king used them, and they went along with it.’ 

He paused and looked into Azel’s eyes. Placing a hand on his shoulder, he bit his lower lip – without blinking, this time – before continuing.

‘No one in power respects the message of Islam. They use it, but do not apply it. And our plan is precisely to do something different. We know what the people want: to live in dignity.’ 

When he stopped to blow his nose vigorously, as if to disguise his nervous tics, Azel began to stare at him and once more saw him naked, in a warehouse this time, being chased by a huge black man and yelling for help. Catching up with him, the colossus slapped him, laughing uproariously.

While the recruiter continued presenting his tedious arguments pieced together from every which where, Azel escaped into a daydream: he was now sitting on the terrace of one of the big cafés on the Plaza Mayor in Madrid. The weather was lovely, people were smiling; a German girl, a tourist, asked him for directions, and he was inviting her to have a drink… Suddenly, the recruiter’s voice grew louder, hustling him back to Tangier. 

‘It’s intolerable that a sick man who goes to a state hospital should be turned away because the hospital cannot take care of him. That is why we actively intervene wherever the state is ineffectual. Our solidarity is not selective. This country must be saved: there are too many compromises, injustices, too much corruption and inequality. I’m not claiming to fix every problem, but we don’t stand around with our arms crossed waiting for the government to serve its citizens. I’ve been enriched by French culture, the culture of law, of rights, the culture of justice and respect for others. I found things in Islam that share this enlightenment, in sacred Muslim texts as well as in those of the golden age of Arab culture. I would like you to open your eyes and give meaning to your life.’ 

Suspecting that Azel had little interest in his speech, he repeated that last sentence several times.

‘I know, you’re like many of your comrades, obsessed by the idea of leaving, of fleeing this country. That’s not just the easy way out, it’s also the most dangerous. Europe doesn’t want us. Islam frightens them. Racism is everywhere. You think you’ll solve your problem by emigrating, but once you get out – if indeed you do reach a safe harbour – you’ll miss your culture, your religion, your country. We are against emigration, legal or clandestine, because our problems are things we have to solve here and now, without counting on others to fix them for us. Once more, I do not claim that religion is the answer to everything. No: religion, it gives you confidence, self-confidence, and that’s what opens doors for you.’

The man had his nervous tics under control, and Azel was listening more attentively to him, yet he still couldn’t stop wondering about the life he might have somewhere far away. Then he remembered his missing friend, Mohammed-Larbi… There was no point in talking to the recruiter about the fate of a man who had probably joined an Islamist organization. Azel felt like having a glass of wine, but the restaurant did not serve any to Moroccans. Besides, the recruiter would have taken it the wrong way. Azel wanted to provoke him, to tell him that religion should stay out of politics, that one should improve people’s living conditions without forcing them to hang around mosques. Then the recruiter offered him the chance to teach some law courses in a private school where he was the principal. Despite the meager salary, Azel was actually tempted to accept, but when the other man led him to understand that from time to time he would be sent on missions to the kind of countries where Moroccans didn’t need visas, Azel lost interest. It was Europe that had captured his heart, and his longing to emigrate there was simply overwhelming. 

When the two men said goodbye, they promised to keep in touch.

‘If you ever manage to slip into Spain,’ the recruiter added, ‘let me know: I’ll put you in contact with some reliable friends over there.’

Again, Azel had a vision of him naked: in a hammam, a Turkish bath, getting a massage.




  





Noureddine 


 



 

THE FOLLOWING NIGHT, Azel couldn’t sleep. Why was he so obsessed with leaving Morocco? Where had the idea come from, and why was it so tenacious, so violent? Afraid of his own thoughts, he wavered between that uncontrollable desire to leave and the recruiter’s proposals, which he couldn’t completely dismiss. Insomnia gave frightening intensity to these tortured ruminations. Careful not to disturb his sleeping family, he went out on the balcony, which overlooked the Marshan cemetery. A lovely silvery light shone so brightly that the sea seemed like a white mirror. Azel counted the tombs, looking for Noureddine’s grave. He couldn’t manage to picture what that superb body disfigured by saltwater must look like now. Azel had been the one to go identify the corpse of his cousin and friend. The other victims had been disfigured, perhaps even mangled by sharks, but Noureddine’s body, although bloated, had been untouched. All around them were weeping families; some of them hadn’t even known about the attempted crossing. Among the dead Azel had noticed two women and a child, covered with a white sheet, and it was then that the governor had swept into the morgue, furious in his distress. 

‘This is the last time! Hey you, cameraman, come over here and film these bodies! All Morocco must see this tragedy! It has to be in the evening papers – too bad if it spoils people’s appetites! We’ve had enough! Basta! We’re sick of it! This must stop. Morocco is losing its strength, its young people! Where’s the police chief? Get him here right away. We’re going to seal off the coasts!’ 


 



 

Azel had never forgotten even one detail of that scene, or the suffocating smells from those bodies nourished, only a few days before, by the dream of a better life. Nor would he ever forget Noureddine’s milk-white eyes, or his right hand clutching a key. As a child, Azel had been horribly afraid of death and everything about it. He could spot a corpse-washer at any distance, so anxious was he to avoid any handshaking or eating out of the same plate with them. He hated that cloying incense burned around dead bodies. He had always refused even to look at the face of someone who’d died. It was stronger than he was, an irrational fear, a phobia that haunted him. When he was ten years old, Azel had run to hide at a neighbour’s house on the day his own grandfather was buried, convinced that death was contagious and that its shadow would come carry him off at night under its cloak. The first time he ever forgot his fear was when he’d had to go claim Noureddine’s body. He’d handled all the administrative procedures to bring his friend home. Paralyzed by their son’s death, Noureddine’s parents had wept and refused to accept what had happened. Kenza, clothed all in white, was not allowed to attend the funeral: the women had to stay home, it was the custom. She screamed out her grief, weeping both for her cousin and for her fiancé, suffering over her own fate as well. Noureddine had been buried that same day, because of the advanced decomposition of the body. Azel’s efficiency had astonished everyone. The tolba, men learned in the Koran, had gathered in the front room, where they read silently from the Book and chanted a few prayers together. Before going on to the cemetery, the cortege stopped at the neighbourhood mosque, where a man with a strong, loud voice recited the Janâzatou
Rajoul, ‘the burial service for a man.’ The prayer was spoken in front of the body, well wrapped in its white shroud and adorned with a piece of green and black embroidery. A few minutes later, Noureddine was carried by Azel and three other friends to his grave. The tolba began the prayers of farewell; the body was placed in a narrow hole and quickly covered with earth, flat stones, and cement. It was all over very quickly. The family distributed bread and dried figs to some beggars and the tolba. Azel stood among the relatives to receive condolences. He was sobbing. When people urged him to set aside his anger, to follow the path of wisdom and patience, Azel took that as nothing more than a conventional formula, the kind trotted out on such occasions. He would never forget his friend! And he would never give up trying to avenge him in some way. 


 



 

Azel smoked a cigarette out on the balcony, then tiptoed back to bed, where he began wondering once again about the abrupt disappearance of Mohammed-Larbi, the friend who had probably been lured into some Islamist group, although the young man’s father kept saying that was impossible. His son, he insisted, was a nonbeliever who did not observe Ramadan and often got drunk, in fact his drinking was a dreadful burden for the family and their neighbours. 

‘Exactly,’ a policeman had explained. ‘That’s just the type of guy who interests the Islamists. They’ve got ways of winning them over. And once he’s in, they give him a passport and some visas – counterfeit, obviously, but the recruit doesn’t know this, and they send him off to a Muslim country like Pakistan or Afghanistan for training, where another team takes over, a tougher bunch, and the goal becomes clearer: taking revolutionary action to cleanse Muslim countries of native and foreign infidels. The whole procedure takes from three to six months, because the brainwashing doesn’t start right away, they take their time and above all apply the most sophisticated techniques, they’re experts, well organized, cleverly set up, they don’t waste their efforts, we know that from men who’ve become disillusioned and escaped from them, guys who suddenly realized what was going on, but what can you do about all this? We’re vigilant, but these people play on religious faith, irrationality, weakness of character, whereas our sole advantage is spotting the fake documents. Their recruits don’t travel by airplane, however: they choose busy times in the ports, at night, and sometimes they slip a bill or two into the policeman’s or custom official’s hand and that’s that. I know, I shouldn’t be telling you this, but it’s the truth: the Islamists’ main ally is the corruption they claim to be fighting, because it’s thanks to baksheesh that they manage to slip past the border police. Your son will turn up one day, old man, and you won’t recognize him, he’ll have changed, so let us know, and you’ll be doing your country a great service…’ 

Mohammed-Larbi had been a restless youth, rebellious and, above all, desperate. During the riots in Beni Makada, a slum neighbourhood in Tangier targeted by the authorities during an anti-drugs campaign, he’d been arrested and had spent a few days in police custody. He was a quiet high-school student, but sometimes, enraged at the country’s predicament, he would insult the authorities and opposition figures alike, calling them all incompetents. Azel was convinced that he’d joined an Islamist group and was now in some sort of ‘liberation army.’ Although Azel had often called him a hothead, he’d liked Mohammed-Larbi, and was sorry he hadn’t spent more time with him in the days before he disappeared. 


 



 

Azel depended for support on his sister, who worked as a nurse in a clinic and for private patients as well, since the clinic didn’t pay very much. The boss was a surgeon – a short guy, very fussy, with that way skinflints have of always talking about money, whether it’s the price of tomatoes or a scanner – and he paid Kenza the minimum wage, telling her, ‘You’re learning the business.’ In one day he earned what his employees took home in a year, which didn’t prevent him from praying five times a day, visiting the holy places each spring, and making a pilgrimage every two years. Before each operation, he demanded payment in advance, in cash. He was as famous for his greed as for his surgical skills. People even said that for love of money he had betrayed his best friend. And yet he slept soundly, beaming with satisfaction. Kenza had no choice. She preferred her exhausting job to the unstable existence of her friend Samira, a colleague who had become a ‘hostess’ in what was essentially a prostitution ring. Samira went on trips with men she didn’t know, to parties where she took dangerous risks. Everything had been marvellous at first, glamorous and easy. People asked to dance with her, never to sleep with her. That suited her fine. But all that gradually fell apart. How many times had she come running to Kenza, terrified, badly beaten, raped! 

Azel had given up looking for work, at least in the ordinary way – a letter enclosing a résumé. He’d gotten nowhere like that. He’d looked all over the place, in the civil service as well as the business community, but he’d lacked the backbone to venture into that predatory world. All in all, Azel was a nice guy, not a tough guy. Poor boy! He had no idea he was on the wrong track. No one had warned him: after creating hell, bastards go to heaven! His obsession pursued him everywhere: the thought of leaving! He cherished it, clung to it. Meanwhile, he barely managed to keep going, trying to sell used cars, acting as an agent for a realtor, and he’d even waited patiently at the French consulate on behalf of a man who could afford to pay him two hundred dirhams for the five hours on line. Azel managed to earn a little money, enough to buy some contraband cigarettes, purchase name-brand clothing on credit… As for girls, his friend El Haj, a distant cousin of Noureddine’s, was the one who took care of slipping a hundred-dollar bill between their breasts. 




  





El Haj


 



 

EL HAJ AND AZEL made a strange pair. They weren’t the same age, didn’t share the same interests. Fascinated by this young man’s story, El Haj wanted to help him. El Haj was as physically repulsive as Azel was attractive. Azel’s relationships with girls were episodic but straightforward: sex was the object, nothing else. To him, falling in love was a luxury, especially since there was nowhere to take a girl in Tangier, even just for a drink. You needed a car, money, a job. Everything that foreigners had and he did not, in this city that enticed and infuriated him. El Haj welcomed Azel warmly at his beautiful house on the Mountain. El Haj loved to party. Like certain men of the Rif, he had enjoyed a period of easy money and foolproof business schemes, but unlike his friends, he had abandoned that life to concentrate on enjoying himself. He was married, but had been unable to father children, and his wife spent part of each year in her native village in the Rif while he stayed on in his big house. Every two years, he took her on a pilgrimage to Mecca. She was satisfied with that and in return, she left him alone. In Tangier, he liked to organize dinners with friends, and would put Azel in charge of inviting girls. The real estate agent for whom Azel did small services had introduced him to a good network of girls who liked to have fun: drinking, dancing, and eventually, sex, as well as getting a few presents or – to put it bluntly – cash. This wasn’t wicked or sordid. Many girls were students of some kind, others said they were secretaries or had lost their jobs, while some were young divorcées who craved excitement but hadn’t much money, and there were girls brought along to the parties by their older sisters so they could join this life, young and naïve girls, pretty and pleasing, often from modest backgrounds but sometimes from well-off families, too. The network, which contained several categories of girls, was run by Khaddouj, the qawada, a procuress of about forty who found recruits in the hammam and through her friend Warda, a hairdresser. Thanks to the success of the cellphone (and especially to the fact that you could continue receiving calls for six months after your credit ran out), the girls were available at any hour of the day or night. Azel did not consider them prostitutes, but simply ‘social cases.’ That was El Haj’s favourite expression, and he had a whole theory on this subject. 

‘In our beloved country, there are only two reasons to go out with a woman: either you intend to marry her and are therefore a goner, or you want to make her your mistress, which means, can you afford her? Because they’re demanding, they want a furnished apartment, a monthly salary, gifts from time to time – which is normal, of course, but has nothing to do with what we ourselves want, because really, what are we looking for? We’re looking to enjoy ourselves with pretty little sweeties to whom you slip a few bills at the end of the evening: you’re not tied down, you’re not committed, you’ll never be two-timed, you’re having fun, they’re having fun, and what’s great is, you won’t ever see the same ones twice, it’s ideal for the libido, change – it’s the key to permanent desire, my friend! They’re cute, and besides, they’re all social cases. And us? We’re helping them! Plus above all, they’re really liberated, no taboos, no won’t-go-theres, they do everything and are more expert than European women, believe me, I wonder where they learn all that, you start thinking there must be a sex school where they show porno films! No, Moroccan women are superb, they’re beautiful, desirable, clean, and that’s important, they’re always at the hammam, they wax their legs and mounds, they drive me crazy, when I’m with them I forget my diabetes and everything else… They’re truly nice, they never mention money, they arrive like guests to enjoy a pleasant evening, they relax and let you know that not only are they available but they’ve come there only for you! And then, their skin, it’s the softest, the most voluptuous – can you imagine, when skin has the fragrance of cinnamon, amber, musk, every perfume you ever dreamed of, in no time you’re in heaven and you close your eyes so you’ll never fall back to earth, that’s why I like Moroccan women, they start with almost nothing and presto, they’re fabulous. Yes, my friend, we’re lucky, and I know, you don’t agree, you’re going to lecture me about poverty, exploitation, vice, morality, the status of women, justice, equality, privilege, even religion, I know what you’re going to tell me, but: let yourself live, and enjoy your youth…’ 

Many of those girls were in love with Azel, but he discouraged them, telling them the truth about his situation: ‘I’m twenty-four, I have a diploma but no money, job, or car. Yes, I’m a social case, too – just drifting, ready to do anything to get the hell out of here, leave this whole country behind except for some memories and a few postcards, so I’m not made for love, and you deserve better, you should have luxury, beauty, poetry… I already tried to burn up those eight or nine miles between us and Europe, but I got cheated – so I was luckier than my cousin Noureddine, who drowned only a few yards from Almería, can you imagine?’

The girls listened to him; some of them cried. They all came from families where loved ones had tried to leave the same way. Siham, the oldest, admitted that she’d made the crossing only to find the Guardia Civil waiting for them on the beach at dawn in camouflage, as if they’d been at war. She’d been arrested, interrogated, then sent back to Tangier – and a beating by the Moroccan police. Since then she’d come up with other ideas but still hoped to leave and get as far away as possible. She’d been disgusted by what she’d heard said about girls who tried to get a life by emigrating. 

‘When a man burns up the straits, they say he’ll find work; when it’s a woman, particularly if she’s pretty, right away she’s going to be a whore! There are well-known networks in the Gulf states, and if you can just get to Libya, where you don’t need a visa, things are all set up to move you on to Dubai or Abu Dhabi. You have to put up with being pawed by those fat slobs; some girls like that, or let’s say, they like what they can get for it. Me, if I ever get to emigrate, it’ll be to take care of my parents. My sister works for two families, in Milan, where old people are abandoned by their own children and grandchildren, so they turn to young women from the Maghreb – Moroccans, Tunisians, Algerians – who prepare their meals, accompany them to the hospital, take them out for walks, read to them, in short, give them what they need. It’s good work. It’s what I dream of doing. My sister is looking into how I could get a visa.’ 

When El Haj put on some music, Siham and the other girls got up to dance. Watching them, Azel felt moved, and wished he could take them one by one in his arms to hug them close. He was happy, but sensed the fragility of such emotions. That evening he made love with Siham.

‘Will you take me with you if you manage to leave the country?’ she asked him afterwards, and then admitted that she was hoping to marry a Frenchman or a Spaniard.

‘Me too,’ replied Azel.

Giggling, she corrected him: a Frenchwoman or a Spanish lady! Azel thought for a moment.

‘What does it matter,’ he said solemnly, ‘as long as I fulfill my dream…’

Siham sat on the edge of the bed and cried. He put his arms around her, wiped away her tears with the back of his hand, and hugged her tightly.

‘In this country, you don’t confess to a woman that you love her; it has something to do with sexual modesty, apparently. I, however, am telling you!’

‘You love me? Then say it again.’ 

‘It’s not easy.’

‘And what does it mean, to love me?’

‘That I love to be with you, I love to make love to you…’

‘But you can’t be thinking of spending your life with a girl who slept with you the first time you met, a girl who’s not a virgin anymore!’

‘You know, I don’t want to be like all the others here. Virginity, for me, it’s more of a problem than anything else. I don’t like to deflower a girl, it puts me in a panic, all that blood…’

‘Then tell me “I love you.”’

‘Some other time, when you won’t be expecting it.’

Siham lay down on her stomach and began to fondle Azel’s sex with her right hand.

‘Since you love me and aren’t telling me so, I’m going to tell you everything I think!’ 

And she rattled off all the words for ‘penis’ she knew from reading The Perfumed Garden, by Sheik Nefzaoui,* followed by all the words for ‘vagina,’ emphasizing the vowels and taking pleasure in this linguistic inventory. Then, when she felt Azel finally grow hard, she told him to penetrate her anally. 

In Arabic, her command had something pornographic about it, something exciting and at the same time unbearable. Azel lost his hard-on.

‘You’re teasing me! I won’t take you from either the front or behind.’

‘Too bad – at least give me a summery, see-through dress I’ll put on in the hot weather when it’s windy; I won’t wear panties and that way people will see my belly, my crotch, my buttocks, and all the men will keel over in front of me!’

Laughing, they got dressed again. Before they left the room, Azel summoned the courage to ask, ‘Why did you want me to take you from behind?’

‘Girls who want to hang on to their virginity let themselves be taken that way, so there’s no risk. That’s what I did for a while and I didn’t like it at first, it hurt, and then strangely enough I began to enjoy it. Ever since, I’ve liked to change pleasures now and then, but you, you didn’t seem crazy about it…’ 

‘No. When I was a kid, in my teens, I did it a few times with boys, never with girls. I don’t like it much. I’m sorry about what happened just now.’


 



 

El Haj had collapsed in the living room with a girl in each arm. He was snoring, and the half-naked girls were smiling broadly. Unwilling to wake him, Azel offered the girls, who had each received a hundred-dollar bill, a ride home in El Haj’s car.

Afterwards, Azel drove across the city in silence with Siham holding on to his arm. She felt like doing something madcap and impulsive, but Azel was in a gloomy mood, so in the end she went home. At around five in the morning, Azel found himself alone on the esplanade of the boulevard Pasteur, which offered a fairly clear view of the lights of Tarifa, directly across the straits. He took the harbour road, driving past the ruins of the Gran Teatro Cervantes, and decided that as soon as he became a Spanish citizen, he would come back to restore it. At the harbour entrance he was accosted by a policeman in a foul temper.

‘Hey, you! Where’re you going?’

‘To watch the boats leave!’

‘Get out, we’ve got enough problems with the Spanish and those Africans always skulking around…’

‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to burn up the straits, only watch the trucks get loaded on. I’ve got the right to envy those crates of merchandise! I’d like to be one of them – not be inside one, I’d suffocate – but be one, delivered to a warehouse in Europe, in a land of prosperity and freedom, yes, a simple, cheap pine box, an anonymous crate on which I’d like to have written in red letters: “Fragile,” and “This side up.”’ 

‘You’re nuts!’

‘Completely! Here, take some cigarettes.’ 

The policeman helped himself and asked Azel to just leave him alone.

‘Tell me frankly, come on, between ourselves, wouldn’t you like to take the place of one of those crates?’ 

‘Fuck off!’

‘Calm down, I’m joking.’

‘Go wherever you want, and if you find a good deal, come and get me. I’m fed up, too. But cut out that business about the crates. You know what my wife calls me? Sandok el khaoui: empty crate! All because I don’t earn enough to offer her everything she wants. Know what I get a month? Two thousand dirhams. I pay eight hundred in rent, and we live – we survive – on the rest. So beat it, stop bothering me!’ 


 



 

Azel walked along slowly, taking particular pleasure in the rumbling engines of the big trucks. He went over to them, breathing in the odours of diesel fuel as if he were sniffing a bouquet of roses. He ran his hand over a wheel, studying it and wondering how far away it could take him. He asked the two workmen loading the truck what merchandise they were carrying. Clothing, only designer goods: Boss, Klein, Zara, garments from Italy, Spain, everywhere but Morocco! 
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