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Prologue


For some years now, Naïma has been feeling a new kind of pain: one that arrives like clockwork with her hangovers. It is not just the splitting headache, the furred tongue, the churning, malfunctioning stomach. These days, when she opens her eyes after a night’s drinking (she has to space them out a little, she could not bear this torment to be weekly, let alone twice-weekly), the first words that come to her are:


I can’t do this.


For a while, she wondered about the precise nature of this un-equivocal surrender. ‘This’ might be her inability to deal with the shame she feels about her behaviour the previous night (you talk too loudly, you make shit up, you always have to be the centre of attention, you act like a slut), or her remorse at having drunk too much, at not knowing when to stop (you’re the one who was shouting ‘Hey, come on, guys, we can’t go home yet!’). It might even refer to the physical pain she feels crushing her . . . And then she realized.


The days she is hungover lay bare the overwhelming challenge of simply being alive, one that she usually succeeds in ignoring through sheer force of will.


I can’t do this.


Any of this. Getting up every morning. Eating three meals a day. Falling in love. Falling out of love. Brushing my teeth. Thinking. Moving. Breathing. Laughing.


There are times when she can’t hide it, and the words slip out while she’s working at the gallery.


‘How are you feeling?’


‘I can’t do this.’


Kamel and Élise laugh or shrug. They don’t understand. Naïma watches them move around the exhibition space, their actions barely slowed by last night’s excesses, exempt from this revelation crushing her: everyday life is a high-level discipline from which she has been disqualified.


Because she can do nothing, it’s vital that hangover days be completely empty. Empty of the good things that would inevitably be ruined, and of the bad things that, meeting no resistance, would destroy everything within.


The only thing she can tolerate on days when she’s hungover are plates of pasta with butter and salt, in comforting quantities: a taste that is bland, almost non-existent. And box sets.


Critics have been raving lately that we have witnessed an extraordinary transformation. That television drama has been raised to the level of art. That it is glorious.


Maybe. But Naïma can’t shake the idea that the real reason for the invention of box sets lies in hangover Sundays that need to be filled without leaving the house.


The day after is always a miracle. When the courage to live returns. The feeling that she can do something. It’s like being reborn. It’s probably because such days exist that she carries on drinking.


There is the day after a bender – despair.


And the day after the day after – bliss.


The alternation between the two creates a fragile dissonance in which Naïma’s life is mired.


This particular morning, she has been holding out for the morning that follows, like the old tale about Monsieur Séguin’s goat holding out for sunrise:


Occasionally, Monsieur Seguin’s kid goat looked up at the twinkling stars in the clear sky and said to herself:


‘Oh dear, I hope I can last till morning . . .’


Then, as her vacant eyes are staring into the blackness of her coffee, which reflects the ceiling light, a second thought slips in after the brutal, parasitic, habitual first (‘I can’t do this’). It is a deflection more or less perpendicular to the first.


At first, the thought flits by so quickly that Naïma cannot quite perceive it. But later, she begins to make out the words more clearly:


‘. . . know what your daughters get up to in the cities . . .’


Where does it come from, this fragment that runs back and forth inside her head?


She sets off for work. Through the day, other words cluster around this initial fragment.


‘wearing trousers’


‘drinking alcohol’


‘behaving like whores’


‘What do you think they get up to when they say they’re studying?’


And while Naïma is desperately trying to work out what connects her to this scene (was she present when the words were said? Is it something she heard on television?), the only image she can bring to the surface of her febrile brain is the furious face of her father, Hamid, brows knitted, lips tightly pursed to stop himself from roaring.


‘Your daughters who go around wearing trousers.’


‘behaving like whores’


‘they’ve forgotten where they come from’


Hamid’s face, twisted into a rictus of fury, is superimposed over the prints by a Swedish photographer that hang on the gallery walls all around Naïma, and every time she turns her head she sees him, floating halfway up the wall, in the anti-reflective glass protecting the photographs.


‘It was Mohamed who said it, at Fatiha’s wedding,’ her sister tells her that night. ‘Don’t you remember?’


‘Was he talking about us?’


‘Not you. You were too young; you were probably still at secondary school. He was talking about me and our cousins. But the funniest thing . . .’


Myriem starts to laugh and the sound of her giggling merges with the strange, static crackles of the long-distance call.


‘What?’


‘The funniest thing is that he was completely shitfaced, and there he was trying to give us a lecture about Islamic morality. You really don’t remember?’


When she patiently, fiercely racks her brain, Naïma unearths fragmentary images: Fatiha’s pink and white dress of shiny synthetic material, the marquee in the municipal gardens for the reception, the portrait of President Mitterrand hanging in the registry office (he’s too old for that, she had thought), the lyrics of Michel Delpech’s ‘Le Loir-et-Cher’, her mother’s flushed face (Clarisse blushes from the eyebrows down, something that has always amused her children), her father’s pained expression, and Mohamed’s remarks – she can picture him now, staggering through the crowd of guests in the middle of the afternoon, wearing a beige suit that made him look old.


What do you think your daughters get up to in the cities? They claim they’re going there to study. But just look at them: they’re wearing trousers, they’re smoking, drinking, behaving like whores. They’ve forgotten where they come from.


It’s been years since she saw Mohamed at a family dinner. She never made the connection between her uncle’s absence and this scene now resurfacing in her memory. She simply assumed that he had finally embarked on adult life. For a long time, he had carried on living in his parents’ apartment, an overgrown teenager with his headphones, his dayglo tracksuits and his cynical lack of employment. The death of his father, Ali, gave Mohamed an excellent excuse to hang around for a little longer. His mother and sisters addressed him by the first syllable of his name, drawing it out endlessly, shouting it from room to room, or through the kitchen window if he was loitering on the benches by the playground.


‘Moooooooooo!’


Naïma remembers that, when she was little, Mohamed would sometimes come and spend weekends with them.


‘His heart’s been broken,’ Clarisse used to tell her daughters with the quasi-clinical compassion of those who have lived a love story so long and so untroubled it seems to have blotted out even the memory of what it means to be broken-hearted.


With his garish clothes and his Converse high-tops, Mo had always seemed faintly ridiculous to Naïma and her sisters as he traipsed through their parents’ huge garden or sat beneath the arbour with his older brother. Thinking back now – and with no way of knowing what she’s making up now to compensate for the memories that have faded and what she made up back then out of spite at being excluded from grown-up conversations – Mohamed was miserable for a lot of reasons that had nothing to do with a broken heart. She thinks she remembers hearing him talking about a misspent youth, marked by cans of beer in stairwells and small-time dope dealing. She thinks she remembers him saying he should never have dropped out of school – unless that was Hamid or Clarisse, speaking with the benefit of hindsight. He also told his brother that living in a cité in the 1980s was completely different from what Hamid had experienced, how it wasn’t fair to blame him for not seeing any way out. She thinks she saw him crying under the dark flowers of the clematis, while Hamid and Clarisse murmured reassuring words, but she can’t be certain about any of it. It’s been years since she thought about Mohamed (sometimes, she silently runs through the list of her uncles and aunts just to make sure she hasn’t forgotten anyone, and sometimes she does forget, and that upsets her). From what Naïma remembers, Mohamed was always sad. At what point did he decide that his sadness was as vast as a vanished country and a lost religion?


Her dayglo uncle’s words go round and round inside her head like the grating music of a merry-go-round set up just under her window.


Has she forgotten where she comes from?


When Mohamed says these words, he’s talking about Algeria. He is angry with Naïma’s sisters and their cousins for forgetting a country they have never known. Not that he ever knew it, either, having been born in a cité in Pont-Féron. What was there for him to forget?


If I were writing Naïma’s story, it wouldn’t begin with Algeria. Naïma’s birth in Normandy. That’s where I would begin. With Hamid and Clarisse’s four daughters playing in the garden. With the streets of Alençon. With holidays in Cotentin.


And yet, if Naïma is to be believed, Algeria was always present, somewhere in the background. It was the sum of different parts: her first name, her dark complexion, her black hair, the Sundays spent with Yema. This is an Algeria she has never forgotten, since she has carried it within her, and on her face. If someone were to tell her that what she is talking about has nothing to do with Algeria, that these are simply distinguishing factors of North African immigration in France, of which she represents the second generation (as though immigration were a never-ending process, as though she herself were still migrating), and that Algeria, meanwhile, is a country that physically exists on the far side of the Mediterranean, Naïma might pause for a moment before acknowledging that yes, it is true that, for her, the other Algeria, the country, did not exist until much later, not until the year she turned twenty-nine.


The journey was a necessary part of that. She would have to watch from the deck of a ferry for Algiers to appear, for the country to re-emerge from the silence that cloaked it more completely than the thickest fog.


It takes a long time for a country to re-emerge from silence, especially a country like Algeria. Its surface area is 2,381,741 square kilometres, making it the tenth largest country in the world, and the largest country in Africa and the Arab world. Eighty per cent of that area is taken up by the Sahara. This is something Naïma found out from Wikipedia, not from family stories, not from setting foot in the country. When you’re reduced to searching Wikipedia for information on the country you supposedly come from, maybe there is a problem. Maybe Mohamed was right. But this story does not begin with Algeria.


Or rather, it does, but it does not begin with Naïma. 







   

PART 1


Papa’s Algeria


‘What resulted was a complete disruption in which the only possible survival of the old order was fragmented, extenuated and anachronistic.’


Abdelmalek Sayad, The Suffering of the Immigrant


‘Papa’s Algeria is dead.’


Charles de Gaulle, 1959







   

On the pretext that, in a moment of anger, the Dey of Algiers had struck the French Consul with a fan – though it might have been a fly whisk; accounts of the incident differ – the French army began its conquest of Algeria in the first days of the summer of 1830, during a sweltering heatwave that would only get worse. If we believe that it was a fly whisk, then, in imagining the scene, we have to add to the blazing sun the drone of blue-black insects buzzing around the faces of the soldiers. If we opt for the fan, we have to acknowledge that this cruel, effeminate, Orientalist depiction of the Dey was no more than a flimsy excuse for a vast military undertaking – as was the blow to the Consul’s head, regardless of the weapon. Of the many pretexts used to justify a declaration of war, I have to admit that this one has a certain poetry I find charming – especially the version with the fan.


The conquest was conducted in several stages, since it meant waging war against a number of Algerias: first and foremost, the Regency of Algiers ruled by the Emir Abd al-Kader, then Kabylia and, half a century later, the Sahara – the Territoires du Sud as they are called in metropolitan France, a name at once mysterious and banal. From these multiple Algerias, the French create départements. They annex the territories. Incorporate them. In doing so, they know that they are fashioning a National History, an Official History, by which I mean a great bulging belly capable of ingesting vast tracts of land on the condition that they consent to being assigned a date of birth. When the newcomers become restless inside this great belly, the History of France pays them no more attention than might a man who hears his stomach rumbling. He knows that digestion can be a slow process. The History of France marches shoulder to shoulder with the Army of France. They move as one. History is Don Quixote with his dreams of greatness; the army is Sancho Panza, trotting alongside him, taking care of the dirty work.


The Algeria of the summer of 1830 is one of clans. It has multiple histories. But, when history becomes plural, it begins to flirt with myth and legend. Seen from metropolitan France, Algeria sounds like a tale from the Thousand and One Nights: the resistance of Abd al-Kader and his smala, the little village that appears to float above the desert, the battles with sabres, horses and men dressed in burnouses. It has a certain exotic charm, some Parisians cannot help but mutter as they fold their newspapers. They use the word ‘charm’; they mean it is not serious. The plural history of Algeria does not have the heft of the Official History, the one that unites. And so, French writers pen books that absorb Algeria and its histories, transforming them into a few brief pages in their history, one crafted such that it appears to proceed in an orderly fashion, punctuated by dates to be learned by rote, a history in which progress is made flesh, takes shape and shines forth. Then in 1930 comes the centenary anniversary of colonization, a ceremony of assimilation in which Arabs have only walk-on parts; they are a decorative backdrop like the colonnades of a bygone age, like Roman ruins or a forest of ancient, exotic trees.


And yet, already on both sides of the Mediterranean, voices are protesting that Algeria should not be a chapter in a book it has had no hand in writing. For the time being, it seems, these voices go unheard. Some happily accept the official version of events, they vie with each other in their praise of the civilizing mission running its course. Others remain silent because they imagine that History unfolds in a parallel universe to their own, a universe of kings and knights in which they have no place, no role to play.


For his part, Ali believes History has already been written, and, as it advances, is simply unfurled and revealed. All the actions he performs are not opportunities for change, but for revelation. Mektoub: ‘it is written’. He does not know quite where: in the clouds, perhaps, in the lines on his hand, in minuscule characters inside his body, perhaps in the eye of God. Ali is happy to believe in Mektoub, because he finds it easier not to have to make decisions about everything. He also believes in Mektoub because, just before his thirtieth birthday, riches were bestowed upon him almost by accident, and believing ‘it was written’ means that he doesn’t have to feel guilty about his good fortune.


Ali’s misfortune, perhaps (or so Naïma will later think when she tries to imagine her grandfather’s life), was that he had played no part in this reversal of fortune, he had seen his dreams fulfilled without needing to lift a finger. Magic had entered his life, and this kind of magic, and the habits it brings with it, are difficult to shrug off. Up in the mountains they say that fortune can split stones. This is what it did for Ali.


In the 1930s, Ali is a poor adolescent boy from Kabylia. Like most boys in his village, he is hesitating between breaking his back in small family fields dry as sand, tilling the lands of a colonist or some farmer richer than he is, or going down to the city, to Palestro, to work as a labourer. He has already tried the Bou-Medran mines: they don’t want him. The elderly Frenchman who interviews him lost his father in the 1871 Mokrani Revolt and doesn’t want natives working for him.


Having no profession, Ali does a little of everything. He is a sort of itinerant farmhand, a travelling labourer, and the money he brings in, together with what his father earns, is enough to feed the family. Ali even manages to save the small dowry he needs in order to marry. At nineteen, he marries one of his cousins, a young girl with a beautiful, melancholic face. This union brings him two daughters – a terrible disappointment, the family mutters by the bedside of the mother, who promptly dies of shame. A house without a mother is dark even when a lamp is lit, according to the Kabyle proverb. Young Ali endures this darkness as he does his poverty, telling himself that it is written, and that to God, who sees all, his existence has greater meaning than the splinters of grief it brings.


In the early 1940s, the family’s precarious financial situation crumbles further when Ali’s father dies in a rockslide while chasing a runaway goat. And so Ali enlists in the French army that is rising, phoenix-like, from the ashes, and joins the Allied battalions embarking on a reconquest of Europe. He is twenty-two. He leaves his mother to care for his brothers and sisters and his two young daughters.


When he comes home (this ellipsis in my story is the one that appears in Ali’s story, the one that Hamid and Naïma will encounter when they try to retrace his memories: no one will ever say anything but two words, ‘the war’, to account for these two years), Ali is faced with the same crippling poverty, which his military pension alleviates only a little.


The following spring, he takes his little brothers, Djamel and Hamza, to wash in the wadi swollen with the waters of the melting snow. The current is so strong they have to cling to rocks and tufts of grass on the riverbank to avoid being swept away. Djamel, the scrawniest of the three, is terrified. His brothers laugh, they mock his fears, playfully tug at his legs while Djamel sobs and prays, thinking that the current is pulling him under. And then:


‘Watch out!’


A dark mass is hurtling towards them. The sound of roaring water and clattering stones is joined by the creak of a strange craft jolting against the rocks as it plunges downstream. Djamel and Hamza scrabble out of the river; Ali does not move, but simply crouches behind the rock he is gripping. The object crashes into his chance barricade, judders to a halt, then once again begins to pitch. It rolls onto one side and seems about to be borne away by the current when Ali clambers onto his fortuitous bulwark and, crouching on the boulder, attempts to catch hold of this device being swept along by the current: a machine of baffling simplicity, a large, dark, wooden screw set into a heavy frame that the floodwaters have not yet pulled asunder.


‘Help me!’ Ali calls to his brothers.


In the family, what follows is always told like a fairy tale. In simple, spare phrases. A fluent, graceful account that demands a lyric simplicity: And so they took the oil press from the floodwaters, they mended it and set it in their garden. No matter that their meagre lands were barren; there were others to bring olives to make into oil. Soon, they were wealthy enough to buy olive groves of their own. Ali was able to remarry, and to marry off his brothers. His ageing mother died some years later, happy and at peace.


Ali does not have the arrogance to believe that his good fortune was merited, nor that he created the conditions for his wealth. He still believes that it was Mektoub, fate, that brought the oil press on the raging waters and, with it, everything that followed: the olive groves, the little shop on the hill, the regional wholesale business and – especially – the car and the apartment in the city, indisputable symbols of success. Similarly, Ali believes that when misfortune strikes, no one is to blame. Any more than they would be if the roiling floodwaters rose so high that they swept the oil press from his yard. And so, when, in the cafés of Palestro or Algiers, he hears men (some, not many) argue that employers are responsible for the poverty in which their workers and labourers are forced to live, that a different economic system is possible – one in which workers would have a right to share in the profits in almost equal proportions to the owner of the land or the machine – he simply smiles and says, ‘You have to be mad to defy the floodwaters.’ Mektoub. Life is made up of unchangeable acts of fate, not mutable historical actions.


Ali’s future (which, as I write, is already the distant past for Naïma) will never succeed in changing his world view. He will never be able to see his life story in terms of historical, political, sociological or even economic factors that might afford a glimpse of something bigger, the history of a colonized country, or even – not to ask too much – that of a peasant farmer in a colonial regime.


This is the reason why – to Naïma and to me – this part of the story seems like a series of quaint photographs (the oil press, the donkey, the mountain ridge, the burnouses, the olive groves, the floodwaters, the white houses clinging like ticks to steep slopes dotted with rocks and cedar trees) punctuated by proverbs; like picture postcards of Algeria that the old man might have slipped, here and there, into his infrequent accounts, which his children then retold, changing a few words here and there, and which his grandchildren’s imaginations later embroidered, extrapolated and redrew, so they could create a country and a history for their family.


This is one more reason why fiction and research are equally necessary: they are all that remains to fill the silences handed on with the vignettes from one generation to the next.







   

The expansion of the business run by Ali and his brothers is made easier by the fact that the neighbouring families on the mountain ridge do not know what to do with the tiny, fragmented plots of land left to them after years of colonial expropriations and seizures. The land has been parcelled out, broken up until there is nothing left. Into this land that once belonged to all, or was passed from one generation to the next without need for documents or words, the colonial authorities have driven wooden and metal stakes, their tops painted in bright colours, whose positions are determined by the metric system rather than by the requirements of subsistence. It is difficult to farm these tiny plots but to sell them to the French is unthinkable: to allow property to pass out of the family is a dishonour from which no one can recover. Hard times force these peasant farmers to expand the notion of family, first to distant cousins, then to the neighbouring villagers, to all those on the mountain ridge, and even to those on the ridges opposite. To everyone, in short, except the French. Many of the farmers not only agree to sell their parcels of land to Ali, they thank him for sparing them a more shameful sale, one that would see them definitively excluded from the community. Bless you, my son. Ali buys and consolidates. He amalgamates. He expands. By the early 1950s, he is a map-maker who can draw the boundaries of his own lands at will.


Ali and his brothers construct two new houses, flanking the old white cob-walled building. They move between the houses, the children sleep where they please, and in the evenings, when the families gather in the main room of the old house, they sometimes seem to forget the extensions they have built. They grow without growing apart. In the village, people greet them like dignitaries. Ali and his brothers can be spotted from quite a distance; they are tall and fat now, even Djamel whom the villagers used to compare to a scraggy goat. They look like giants of the mountain. Ali’s face, in particular, is an almost perfect circle. A moon.


‘If you’ve got money, flaunt it.’


This is something people say in the mountains and also down in the valley. It is a strange injunction because it means spending money in order to show that you have it: to prove you’re rich you have to become a little poorer. It would never occur to Ali or his brothers to put money aside, to ‘make it bear fruit’, for future generations, or even for a rainy day. Money is spent as soon as it is earned. Gradually they acquire glistening jowls, pot bellies, costly fabrics, the substantial heavy pieces of jewellery that fascinate Europeans, who keep them in cabinets and never wear them. Money in itself is nothing. When transformed into an accumulation of objects, it is everything.


Ali’s family tells a centuries-old story that demonstrates the wisdom of their approach, and the folly of the ‘saving’ urged on them by the French. They tell it as though it happened only yesterday, because in Ali’s house, as in those around it, people believe that the country of legend begins the moment you set foot outside the door, the moment you snuff out a lamp. It is the tale of Krim, a poor fellah, who dies stranded in the desert next to the sheepskin bloated with gold coins that he has just discovered. Money cannot be eaten. It cannot be drunk. It cannot be used to clothe the body, to protect against the bitter cold or the blazing sun. What manner of thing is money? What kind of master?


According to ancient Kabyle tradition, you should never quantify God’s generosity. You should never count the men at a meeting, the eggs in a clutch, the grains in an earthenware jar. In some parts of the mountains, it is even forbidden to say numbers aloud. On the day the French came to take a census of those living in the village, their questions were met with dumb mouths. ‘How many children do you have? How many still live with you? How many people sleep in this room? How many, how many, how many . . .’ The roumis do not understand that to count is to circumscribe the future, to spit in the face of God.


The wealth of Ali and his brothers is a blessing that rains down upon a wider circle of cousins and friends, binding them into a larger, concentric community. It takes in many of the villagers, who are grateful. But it does not make everyone happy. It overthrows the erstwhile supremacy of another family, the Amrouches, who, it is said, were rich back when lions still roamed. The Amrouches live further down the slopes, in what the French misleadingly refer to as the ‘centre’ of the seven mechtas, the series of hamlets strung along the rocky ridge, like pearls on a necklace that is too long. In fact, there is no ‘centre’, no ‘middle’ around which these clusters of houses sprang up. Even the narrow road connecting them is an illusion. Within the shade of its trees and its walls, each mechta is its own little world, but in an administrative sleight of hand, the French government has fused these little worlds into a douar that exists only in their eyes. At first the Amrouche family mocked the efforts of Ali, Djamel and Hamza. Nothing would come of it, they predicted; a poor peasant farmer could never make a competent businessman, he simply does not have the tenacity. The fortunes and misfortunes of every man, they said, are written on his brow at birth. Later, they sneered to see Ali’s efforts rewarded with success. Finally, they accepted it (or pretended to accept it), sighing about the benevolence of God.


It is for them, too, that Ali spends and flaunts his money. Their successes, like their farms, exist in opposition to each other. If one extends his barn, the other adds a floor. If one buys a new oil press, the other acquires a new mill. The necessity and the efficacy of these new machines, these enlarged spaces, are debatable, but Ali and the Amrouche family do not care: they well know that their purchases are not a response to the land, but to the other family. What wealth is not proportionate to one’s neighbours?


The rivalry between the two families opens a rift between them and between the villagers, each siding with his own clan. The rift brings no hatred, no anger. In the early days, it is simply a matter of pride, a matter of honour. In the mountains, nif is almost everything.


Looking back over the years, Ali feels it was written in the heavens that he would have a destiny rivalled by few others, and he smiles as he folds his arms across his paunch. Yes, everything is like a fairy tale.


In fact, as so often in fairy tales, the happiness of his little kingdom is marred only by the one thing it lacks: the king has no heir. After a year of marriage, the woman Ali took as his second wife still has not borne him a son. Every day, the two daughters of his previous marriage grow, and every day their high-pitched voices remind him that they are not boys. He can no longer endure the taunts of his brothers, both of them now fathers of sons, who mock his virility. Truth be told, he can no longer even endure his wife – when he enters her, he thinks he feels a strange dryness; he thinks of her womb as a desolate garden scorched by the sun. Eventually he divorces her, repudiates her, since this is his right. She weeps and pleads with him. Her parents come, and they too weep and plead. Her mother promises to make her daughter eat herbs that can work miracles, to take her on a pilgrimage to the shrine of a marabout someone has recommended. She tells him of this woman or that woman who, after years of barrenness, was rewarded with a life in her womb. Ali cannot know, she says, perhaps there may already be a child sleeping in her daughter’s belly that will waken later, at harvest time, or perhaps years later, such things have been known. But Ali refuses to be swayed. He cannot bear the fact that Hamza has had a son before him.


The young woman returns to her parents’ house. There she will remain for the rest of her life. Tradition dictates that it is Ali, now, rather than her father, who decides on the dowry required to marry her. Ali fixes no dowry. He does not want money for her. He would gladly give her away for a measure of barley flour. But the opportunity does not arise. No man would marry a barren womb.







   

Her dark, worried eyes flit between the faces of her parents and this man she has never seen, who introduces himself as a messenger from her future husband. In his features, she tries to discern those of this other man, the one to whom she has been given (often people bluntly say ‘sold’, and no one is offended) by her father.


Laid out on a rug between her father and this man are gifts from her husband-to-be, a representation of the life as a woman, as a wife, that awaits her.


For her beauty: henna, alum, oak gall, the pink stone known as el habala because it has the power to provoke madness, which is used in the preparation of cosmetics and love potions, the indigo that is used as a dye but also used in tattooing, trinkets of silver for their value, and others of copper for their lustre.


For her scent: musk, oil of jasmine, attar of roses, cherry stones and cloves that she will chew to create a perfumed paste, dried lavender, civet.


For her health: benzoin, black walnut root for healing gums, stavesacre to repel lice, liquorice root, sulphur to be used as a remedy for scabies, rock salt and mercury chloride for treating ulcers.


For her sex life: camphor, believed to prevent women from conceiving; sarsaparilla, drunk in a tisane as a prophylactic against syphilis; and cantharidin powder, an aphrodisiac that produces an erection by irritating the lining of the urethra.


For her tastebuds: cumin, ginger, black pepper, nutmeg, fennel and saffron.


For warding off spells: clays of yellow, ochre and red; styrax, to protect against djinns; cedar wood and small bundles of herbs carefully knotted with woollen thread to be burned during incantations.


At the sight of this charming assortment of objects of every shape and colour, this miniature bazaar laid out in her home, spilled out across the rug, she might clap her hands, might allow herself to be intoxicated by the potent perfumes, were she not so nervous. She is fourteen years old and she is marrying Ali, a stranger twenty years her senior. When told of the decision, she did not protest, but still wishes she knew what he looks like. Has she already seen him by chance, one day when she was sent to fetch water? As she drifts off to sleep, she finds it difficult – almost unendurable – to think about this man without being able to put a face to the name.


As she is lifted onto the mule, motionless in her jewels and rich fabrics, she is afraid for a moment that she might faint. She almost hopes that she will. But then the procession departs to the sound of reed flutes, ululations, and tambourines. She catches her mother’s eye and sees mingled pride and fear (her mother has never looked at her children any other way). And so, determined not to disappoint, she sits up straight and sets off from her father’s house without showing a flicker of fear.


She does not know whether she finds the route along the mountain ridge too long or too short. The farmers and shepherds who see the procession pass briefly join in the revelry before going back to their work. She thinks – perhaps – that she would have liked to be like them, would have liked to be a man, or even an animal.


As she arrives at Ali’s house, she finally sees him, standing on the threshold, flanked by his two brothers. Her relief is immediate: she finds him handsome. Of course, he is considerably older than she is – and much taller; in her mind she subconsciously connects the two, as though people never stop growing and, twenty years from now, she too will be almost two metres tall – but he stands upright, his moonlike face is frank, his jaw is powerful, his teeth are not rotten. She could not reasonably have hoped for more. The men begin the lab el baroud, firing a first salvo into the air to welcome the new bride – despite the prohibition imposed by the French, most of the men have kept their hunting rifles. Dazed by the acrid, joyous smell of gunpowder, she smiles and thinks herself lucky, and she is still smiling as she dons the khalkhal, the heavy silver anklet that symbolizes her bonds.


From now on, she is part of her husband’s house. She has new brothers, new sisters, and, even before her wedding night, new children. She is almost the same age as one of her stepdaughters, the girls born to Ali’s first wife, and yet she must behave as a mother to them, must ensure that she is respected and obeyed. Fatima and Rachida, the wives of Ali’s brothers, do nothing to help her. From the moment she crosses the threshold, they mistreat her, because (or so she will later claim in the cramped kitchen of her apartment) they think the young bride is too pretty. Fatima already has three children and Rachida two. Their bodies are heavy and sagging, bear the marks of childbirth. They do not want this young girl’s shapely, curved, bronzed body accentuating their decline. They do not want to stand next to her in the kitchen. They respect Ali as head of the family, but they are constantly looking for ways to snub his wife without failing in their duty to him. They walk a tightrope, now and then venturing a cutting remark, a petty theft, a favour denied.


At fourteen, the bride is still a child. At fifteen, she becomes Yema, the mother. In this, too, she considers herself lucky: her firstborn is a son. The women gathered around her when she gives birth immediately pop their heads round the door and cry: ‘Ali has a son!’ The news will compel her sisters-in-law to treat her with greater respect. She has given Ali an heir at her first attempt. Standing by her bedside, Rachida and Fatima choke back their disappointment and, as a gesture of goodwill, mop sweat from the new mother’s brow, wash the baby and wrap him in swaddling clothes.


After long hours of labour and a birth that feels as though it might cleave her young body in two, the young mother must welcome the various members of the family at her bedside so they can congratulate her and shower her with gifts, a whirlwind of faces and offerings distorted by her exhaustion, and suddenly from the haze appears a tabzimt, a silver fibule set with red coral and richly decorated with blue and green enamel, the traditional gift to a woman who has borne a son. The one offered to Yema is so heavy that she cannot wear it without getting a headache, yet she delightedly sets it on her brow.


The boy who is born in the saison des fèves (this is to say the spring of 1953, although he will not be assigned a solemn, French date of birth until they have to secure the papers for his escape) is named Hamid. Yema loves her first son with a passion, and that love spills over onto Ali. This is all she needs for their marriage to work.


‘I love him for the children he gave me,’ Yema will tell Naïma much later.


Ali loves her for the same reasons. He feels as though he kept his affection for her in check until his son was born, but, like a river, the arrival of Hamid lifts his heart, and he showers his wife with pet names, with grateful glances and with gifts. This is enough for both of them.


Despite the resentments, despite the arguments, the family functions as a united group that has no other goal than to endure. The family does not strive for happiness, merely for a common rhythm, and they find one. It is governed by the cadence of seasons, the pregnancies of the women and of the animals, by harvests and village feasts. The group inhabits a cyclical time, endlessly repeated, and the various members complete these temporal cycles together. They are like clothes spinning in the drum of a machine until they form a single mass of fabric as it whirls and whirls.







   

Sitting in the shade on one of the benches in the tajmaat, Ali watches the village boys, with their disparate ages, heights and hair colours. The Amrouche children have coppery manes, the little Belkadi boy a frizz of blond hair, others have jet black curls, like Hamza’s son, Omar, whom Ali does not like because the boy had the temerity to be born two years before Hamid.


They are gathered in a circle around Youcef Tadjer, the eldest, an adolescent boy kept in childhood by poverty. He has never taken on the responsibilities of a man. Although he is related, through his grandmother, to the Amrouche family, they refuse to help him or give him a job because of a debt that his father failed to honour. The mountain people say that debts are like guard dogs, they lie outside the door and prevent wealth from sneaking in. Although Youcef’s father is long since dead, the boy has inherited his shame and, at the age of fourteen, must fend for himself. He has become a street hawker in Palestro. ‘No one knows what he sells and no one knows what he earns,’ Ali often says with amused contempt. ‘Probably nothing, but it takes up all his time.’ Youcef is forever trekking up and down the mountain, from the village to the town, forever asking whether there is a bus or a cart going to this place or that, forever insisting that it is urgent, that it is ‘for work’, but for all his hustle and bustle, Youcef never has a sou.


‘If I was paid by the hour,’ he often says, ‘I’d be a millionaire.’


Since the men mock his futile efforts, Youcef prefers the company of younger boys who idolize him. On this particular day, their heads pressed close to protect the circle, the boys are both the theatre in which Youcef is performing and his audience. Ali wonders what they are hiding behind their scrawny bodies. Maybe they are smoking cigarettes. From time to time Youcef gives them some. Once, Hamza beat Omar with a stick when the boy came home stinking of tobacco. Ali steps forward to check. Instantly, the boys step aside, but they do not run away – they like Ali and his pockets full of jingling coins. They step aside because an adult presence instantly breaks the circle, which is held together by the magic of childhood and shatters the moment a grown-up approaches. It saddens Ali, just as in time it will sadden Hamid, that this boundary can be crossed only once and in only one direction.


‘What are you looking at?’ he asks.


Omar, his nephew, shows him the little photograph they have been passing from hand to hand. It depicts a man with a long beard wearing a European suit covered by a burnous. His fez is probably red but, in the black and white photograph, looks darker than his brows. Omar cradles the photograph in the palm of his hand as though it were a relic or a wounded bird. Youcef watches, smiling. There is a gap between his front teeth through which he blows cigarette smoke. When the boy looks up, Ali sees thinly veiled defiance.


‘Do you know who this is?’ Omar says.


Ali nods.


‘It’s Messali Hadj.’


‘Youcef says he’s the father of our nation,’ one of the boys announces proudly.


‘Oh, really? And what else does Youcef have to say?’


The lad does not respond but allows the younger boys to answer.


‘He says that if he could, he’d go and train in Egypt so he could join the Algerian revolution,’ one of the Amrouche boys says, his voice filled with awe.


‘Do any of you even know where Egypt is?’


Instantly, a dozen arms shoot out, all pointing in different directions.


‘Stupid asses,’ Ali says tenderly.


He hands the photograph back and walks away without another word. From behind, Youcef calls:


‘Uncle!’


It is the respectful honorific for elders in this society in which family represents the noblest bond, on which the vertical hierarchy of the colonists (marked by the constant calls of Sidi, ‘my master’) has not yet been imposed. Ali turns.


‘Independence isn’t just a kid’s dream, you know,’ Youcef calls. ‘Even the Americans say that all people have the right to be free!’


‘America is a long way away,’ Ali says after a moment’s thought. ‘You have to cadge a ride from me just to get to Palestro.’


‘That’s true, uncle, that’s true. Actually . . . I don’t suppose you could take me there tomorrow?’


Ali smiles at him. He cannot help himself: he is fond of the boy – perhaps simply because the Amrouches do not like him. Perhaps because Youcef possesses a sort of joyful bravura that even his hardships as a widow’s son have never managed to crush. This autumn, come harvest, Ali thinks, he will ask the boy to help with the picking or to manage one of the oil presses. He only needs to make sure that Youcef does not get too close to the women. The boy’s quick tongue has a tendency to offend husbands, fathers and brothers. If he has managed to get off lightly so far, it is because people feel sorry for his mother. Every time her name is mentioned, someone adds: poor thing. It has all but become the usual manner of referring to her in the village: ‘Poor Fatima’.


That evening, when the families of Ali, Hamza and Djamel are gathered for a dinner of couscous, Omar asks the men whether they like Messali Hadj. (He says ‘like’; he does not say ‘support’, or even ‘agree with’. He does not yet realize that the man is a political leader. He sees him simply as a father figure.)


‘No,’ Ali says curtly.


Omar feels a pang of sadness because his uncle’s response opens up a rift between him and Youcef that might affect his place in the gang. Youcef is the eldest of the group, Omar the youngest, meaning that he is tolerated. If Youcef were to change his mind, Omar would have to stay at home with Hamid, who is still a baby, trying to teach the toddler games he constantly messes up. Omar is sad because, moments earlier, Youcef had given him the photograph and he had tucked it into his belt. But now he knows that he will never again be able to look at the portrait of Messali Hadj without thinking of his uncle’s response; the photograph will be forever tarnished by that ‘no’, as though the word were carved onto the brow of the old man with the eyes of a wrathful prophet.


‘Why?’ he asks timidly.


‘Because Messali Hadj doesn’t like the Kabyle people.’ (Ali, too, says ‘like’, he does not say ‘support the cause’, ‘encourage regionalism’, ‘acknowledge the claims’.) ‘As far as he’s concerned, independence for Algeria would mean us all becoming Arabs.’


Omar nods and pretends he understands, although since the family is largely Arab-speaking (only the women ever speak Kabyle), and Ali has just made this pronouncement in Arabic, he can see no reason to share his uncle’s indignation. He watches, bewildered, as all the adults nod in agreement, even the women, who are on their feet, serving. The little boy counts out long seconds before daring to ask:


‘And . . . what have we got against the Arabs?’


Better to be sure.


‘They don’t understand us,’ Ali says before turning to his brother to talk about the coming harvest.


Omar, who does not understand his people either, goes to bed with the gnawing fear that this may mean that he is an Arab.







   

‘To stand aloof from the struggle is a crime.’


FIRST PROCLAMATION BY THE
FRONT DE LIBÉRATION NATIONALE
1 NOVEMBER, 1954


Since 1949, Ali has been vice-president of the Palestro branch of the Association des Anciens Combattants. The role does not mean much, and very little happens there. First and foremost, the Palestro War Veterans’ Association is a space: a hall that the French administration has put at their disposal. Sometimes it is empty. Sometimes a few men gather there. They play cards or dominos, chat. Sometimes they come wearing their medals. In this space, such things have meaning. In the mountains, they might impress children who adore anything that glitters, but no one knows what each metal decoration, each ribbon, signifies.


For Ali, it is a good reason not to go straight back up to the mountains when he finishes work in the valley (he works as a sales representative, a noble task). He has never brought his brothers or his nephews here, nor has he brought his son. The Association belongs to him alone and to the others who fought in the army. It is not something to be shared with one’s family.


In this peaceful space, they drink anisette. It is a habit many men brought back from the army. Before 1943, Ali had never tasted alcohol. He started in Italy, after the battle-he-never-speaks-of (and that is what he likes about this place: he doesn’t need to speak of the battle for it to exist). It began as a slightly absurd form of protest: the army insisted that soldiers recruited from North Africa eat the pork in the rations supplied by the Americans, so, they argued, the army should give them the rations of wine they had been denied. Ali remembers joining the ringleaders who launched this crusade because they were young men he liked, and, when the campaign succeeded, he found himself sitting like a fool in front of a glass of wine. So, he drained it with a grimace, thinking it was less about alcohol than about equality. Later, when they arrived in eastern France, there were the bottles hidden away by those who fled the deserted farms where the soldiers set up camp, and the insidious cold made drinking them necessary. Ali carried on drinking. Even his return to the land of sun and Islam did not take away his taste for alcohol. He knows Yema does not approve, so he only drinks when he visits the Association, once a week, in small, guilty, delicious sips. Those more badly injured than he resort to methylated spirits when the anisette runs out. They see no problem in this: it is cheaper and gets them just as drunk. Only a roumi would think of alcohol as a sophisticated pleasure.


Some people suggest the racist slur bougnoule comes from the expression Bou gnôle: Father Moonshine, Father Bottle, a contemptuous term for alcoholics. Another explanation links it to the imperative: Abou gnôle! (Bring the booze!), a phrase used by soldiers from the Maghreb during the First World War, hence its adoption by the French as a nickname. If this etymology is accurate, then here in the hall lent to them Ali and his comrades are joyfully – if discreetly – behaving like bougnoules. But in behaving like bougnoules, they are actually mimicking the French.


At the Association two generations meet but never mingle: those who fought in the First World War and those who fought in the Second. The old men of 1914–18 fought a war of entrenched positions, the younger men a war of movement. They moved so quickly that between 1943 and 1945 they criss-crossed Europe: France, Italy, Germany. They were everywhere. Those in the Great War spent long months buried in one trench before being moved to another. No two things are more alike than two trenches. The old veterans wish that the younger men would acknowledge that their war was worse (by which they mean better). The young men are not interested in stories of mud and Flanders. They prefer stories of tanks and aeroplanes. And besides, the Germans were not really Germans until they became Nazis. Kaiser Wilhelm was hardly Hitler. Between the two groups a certain distance has developed based on rivalry and mutual incomprehension. Although they are friendly towards each other, they rarely converse. From time to time a WWI and a WWII veteran will find themselves alone in the hall, and there will be an awkward silence – fleeting but undeniable – as though one or other has come to the wrong place.


The president of the Association is Akli, a veteran of the First World War. So that both generations feel equally honoured and represented, it seemed obvious that the vice-president needed to be a man who had fought in the Second. Ali was the one elected. Akli and Ali, it sounded good. More often than not they address each other as ‘son’ and ‘uncle’, but when they are joking around in public, they call each other ‘Monsieur le Président’ and ‘Monsieur le Vice-Président’. They find it funny. They respect army ranks just as they do a soldier’s scars. But civilian titles are meaningless. Tiny jewels on an ugly woman, old Akli jokes.


For Ali, one of the other advantages of the Association is that the hall is always humming with news that never reaches the village. Up in the mountains, there are no radio sets other than his, and most mountain folk are illiterate, as he is. Down in the valley, news circulates. At the Association, there are men who know how to read and write, who bring in newspapers and comment on them. Here Ali has access to a source of news the village could never provide.


At the Association he hears of the guerrilla attacks of 1 November 1954, and, for the first time, of the FLN. On that day, even the numerous antennae of the Association members are not sufficient to gather reliable information. No one knows where exactly these men have come from, nor what means they have at their disposal. No one really knows where they are hiding. Any links they have to known nationalist figures, such as Messali Hadj or Ferhat Abbas, are unclear to the veterans. They seem to belong to a third group, though what differentiates them from the other two is not clear to anyone.


Be that as it may, one thing is certain: the balloon has gone up. The better-informed speak of dozens of attacks with bombs and machine guns, against barracks, police stations, a radio station, the Pétroles Mory depot. There are rumours that farms owned by colonists have been razed, along with the cork and tobacco warehouses in Bordj Menaïel.


‘They killed the forest ranger in Draâ El Mizan.’


‘No bad thing, in his case,’ Mohamed says.


No one defends the forest rangers; theirs is a shameful profession. Before the French reclassified the forests as public land, as they are in France, they provided a source of timber, and pasture for livestock. In theory, felling trees and grazing animals there is now forbidden; in reality, the practice continues, but at the risk of penalties. No one wants to run into the rangers who patrol the forests, issue fines and keep a portion of the money for themselves. No one understands why the French would wish to set themselves up as masters of the pines and the cedars, beyond an overweening pride they find incomprehensible.


Kamel says that he has heard – and this detail momentarily stops every man in his tracks, hits him in a place he cannot precisely identify, but may be located somewhere near the liver, the chief organ of the Kabyle language, this piece of news is an attack on their sense of honour, their honour both as men and as soldiers, two things that are frequently confused – that those behind the attacks killed a young woman, the wife of a French primary school teacher, who died alongside her husband in the hail of bullets.


‘Are you sure about this?’ Ali says.


‘I’m not sure about anything,’ Kamel says.


They once again fall silent, thoughtfully stroking their beards. To kill a woman is a grave offence. According to an ancestral code, war should be waged only to protect one’s home – and therefore the woman who lives there, as the house is her domain, her sanctuary – from the outside world. A man’s honour is measured by his ability to protect his home and his wife from outsiders. War, in other words, is fought only to prevent war from crossing one’s threshold. War is fought by the strong, the active, by Subjects of Law: by men, only by men. How many times have they bitterly complained about the insult – often unintentional – of the French soldiers who dare enter Kabyle homes uninvited, speak to their wives and give them messages to relay concerning business, politics or military matters, topics that can only sully a woman and pull her away from the home? Why would the FLN commit this same insult? Of course, the men realize that, when acting in haste, mistakes are sometimes made, but to publicly introduce themselves with a series of attacks that have claimed the lives of the weak does not augur well.


‘If this was a choice on their part, I’d like them to explain it to me,’ old Akli says. ‘And if it was a mistake, then I fear these men are fools.’


The others nod. They are all more or less in agreement that day: they would like a little more explanation.


‘What do you think is going to happen now?’ Kamel asks.


What will happen is what has been written, Ali thinks, even if nothing good comes of it. No one here is unaware of what can happen when the French are roused to anger. The colonial authority made sure that its power to punish left a lasting impression. In May 1945, when demonstrations in the town of Sétif resulted in a massacre, General Duval – aware of the long-term impact it could have on the populace – warned the French government: ‘I have secured you peace for ten years.’ Even as the region of Constantine was sinking into chaos and commotion, several members of the Association were parading down the Champs-Élysées to the clash of cymbals, marching in step down that broad Parisian throughfare and hailed as heroes of France. In Paris, women were waving handkerchiefs, while along the roads of Sétif, bullet-riddled bodies were being laid out. The fatalities were counted by the French army, who always refused to give a precise death toll. This has not been forgotten. Sétif is the name of a fearsome monster that is forever prowling, always too close, wrapped in a cloak spattered with blood, and reeking of gunpowder.


Today, the only evidence of the massacre is a single segment of film (used by Barbet Schroeder in Terror’s Advocate, his documentary about Jacques Vergès). The images are almost abstract, black and white smudges shifting and engulfing each other from which, now and then, a human face appears, the white on white of placards against immaculately whitewashed walls, a man standing stock-still, the triangle formed on his chest by his burnous. But mostly there are the sounds: the voices, the thud of footsteps, chanted slogans and ululations, and then the gunfire; there is no one left, yet still the din carries on, the clatter of a machine gun that never stops and even – but what do I know? – the distant roar of mortar fire.


Ali leaves the Association and heads towards Claude’s shop. Down in the valley, Ali has French customers – not many, but a few. They are men who frequent the Association because they, too, are veterans. Most French veterans have their own organizations, they do not mingle with those they call natives, Muslims, Arabs or sometimes bicots. But some of them venture into the Association because they are looking for someone, a soldier who fought alongside them, under their command, or simply because they want to chat for a while. Claude is one of them: he served in the Army of Africa, the Armée B as it was called when they disembarked in Provence. He likes to recount how he saw France for the first time during Operation Dragoon. It is a small lie, but one that allows him to make clear that he considers himself Algerian.


Claude runs a grocer’s shop in Palestro. When he discovered that Ali was in the business of selling olive oil, he asked to sample it. He is one of the few Frenchmen Ali knows who does not, on principle, insist on buying only from colonists. There is still something childlike about Claude, something that makes him immediately likeable: he is short, quick-witted, voluble. When he feels hurt by something, he drags his feet and bows his head; when he is happy, his face stretches into a broad smile, as though kneaded by some giant hand.


Ali’s French is rudimentary and Claude, though willing, has never managed to master either Arabic or Kabyle. His clumsy lips mangle a few words from time to time and Ali hides his amusement, nodding thoughtfully. The two men do not really talk to each other. At first, this created an awkwardness: Claude did not know what to make of the strapping Kabyle standing in the middle of his shop who visibly could not understand his questions, nor the answers that, in his embarrassment, Claude felt he had to supply himself, carrying on a frantic monologue that relied heavily on gestures, winks and smiles. On the day that Ali first brought Hamid, Claude completely forgot his discomfort. In the huge arms of the mountain man, the child looked tiny. Claude thought he saw in Ali a paternal tenderness at odds with traditional masculinity – with the code that dictates how a man should behave in the mountain villages, this set of rules that is published nowhere Claude might read it, but he finds the man’s behaviour both fascinating and fearsome. He recognizes himself in Ali, for he too is a besotted father. Claude has been a widower for four years – his wife died giving birth to their only child. Her portrait takes pride of place on one of the walls of the shop. The fixed sternness of her expression contrasts with the emotion that wells in Claude’s eyes whenever he looks at it.


Annie, the grocer’s daughter, is a little older than Hamid. When they are together, the two children babble in a language that does not exist and, in those moments, Claude dreams of what his home might have been like if his wife had not died so soon and if, together, they had filled the house with children who looked like them. Sometimes, when Ali goes to the Association, he leaves his son with Claude, who sets him on the counter, and there Hamid sits, smiling like a Buddha, until Annie demands he come and play with her. Ali has never been able to talk to the grocer about his situation, but he pities the man for only having a daughter and so, as a gesture of kindness that Claude perhaps does not understand, he lends the man his son.







   

In the blazing mouth of the clay oven, Yema bakes the kesra, the unleavened flatbread, for the whole family. Hamid claps his hands, as he always does when the house is filled with this rich, warm aroma. Since he stopped being fed at his mother’s breast, he eats greedily, smearing himself with olive oil and laughing gleefully whenever food is present. Over and over, his mother tells him that he is handsome, that he is her sun, her light, her little partridge. He laughs louder. Ali smokes a cigarette as he watches his wife and son out of the corner of his eye. He wishes he could look inside her body and catch a glimpse of the soon-to-be-born child that swells Yema’s belly, stretches the fabric of her dress taut and means she has to tie her patterned fouta so low that from time to time she trips over it, sighing as though the fouta were a child constantly playing the same trick, one she no longer finds funny. Ali hopes that it will be another son. One is not enough: he could turn out bad, or worse – they are so fragile. The man who has only one son hobbles on one leg. His brothers’ wives assure him that, from the shape of Yema’s belly, they can tell it will be a girl. It will soon be known, in any case; Yema’s belly is so heavy that she rests it against the table whenever she can.


Little Omar runs into the house.


‘Hurry, uncle, hurry! The whole village has to gather on the square to listen to the qaid.’


Startled, Ali quickly stubs out his cigarette. The qaid does not often visit the villages, preferring to stay in his big house down in the valley and send others in his stead. Like most of his kind, he controls the douar from a distance, relying on reports from administrators and rangers to take the pulse of the area entrusted to him (or, rather, rented, since it is rumoured that the qaid paid dearly for the role of commissaire rural) by some French civil servant. A 1954 governmental memorandum outlined his responsibilities as ‘to inform, to supervise and to anticipate’. From the villagers’ point of view, his role seems to be to punish and to steal, though always through intermediaries. Though he is little seen, he is liked even less. People say he does not care for people, only for gold and honey. Ali does not like the man either, but he is indebted to him: he could never have developed his business if the qaid had opposed it. And the qaid would not have given his consent but for the fact that his wife is a distant cousin of Ali. It was the qaid who allowed Ali to buy up plots of land in the mountains – an area of no interest to him. Encouraging the rising fortunes of this man who is – vaguely, very vaguely – related to his family also meant that he could thwart the ambitions of the Amrouche family, who, for too long, have had no rivals in the forgotten peaks. Ever since then, the qaid has maintained a precarious equilibrium by allocating favours and exacting tributes from the two families without even having to make the difficult climb – only the French army jeeps can scale the mountain without panting for breath. In return, whenever the harvest allows, Ali gives him a little more than is required, while Yema makes him honeyed pastries for every formal occasion.


In the doorway, Omar is impatiently stamping his feet. He has already notified his father and Djamel (not the elder brother first, Ali notes; the boy has clearly been badly brought up), who are already outside, waiting, so that they can walk down to the village square together, slowly, majestically, as their status deserves, as their corpulence requires.


Ali takes his ivory-handled cane; he does not need it, but it gives him a certain presence. He considers putting on his military uniform to remind the qaid that he is not just a rich farmer, but lately he has had trouble buttoning the jacket over his belly, and his heroic stature would be undermined if one of the buttons were to pop.


As the three brothers arrive at the square, the villagers step aside to allow them through. They take up their positions on the opposite side of the circle to the Amrouches, whom they greet with solemn nods. From the far side, the Amrouches do likewise.


The qaid does not get out of his vehicle until everyone has gathered, just as an actor on a film set might hole up in his trailer until everyone else is on set. His wealth can be seen, entirely localized, in the huge, fat belly that looks like a prosthesis on a body shrivelled by old age and forces him to stand with his back arched so the weight of his paunch does not pitch him flat on his face. The qaid has countless servants and retainers, but nothing and no one can prevent his every step from being a gruelling battle between him and his pot belly, something that always puts him in a foul mood.


‘As qaid of this village,’ he begins, bringing a wave of angry, mocking whispers from the crowd, ‘it is my duty to warn you of recent incidents in the region about which you may have heard rumours. My role in the administration means that I am particularly well informed, so I am asking you to trust me and what I am about to tell you. Farms have been looted and burned. Bridges have been destroyed. These farms provided work for the fellahin. Those bridges made it possible for them to travel to work. Now, many families are in dire poverty and do not understand why, families that others think can be fed with declarations. The men who committed these acts are bandits, known criminals already being hunted by the police. In a few weeks, a few months at most, they will be arrested and thrown in jail, where they will spend the rest of their days. If you encounter any of them, you should not help them, feed them or shelter them. They are dangerous men who could cause you serious harm. These dishonourable men have killed women and children. Some will tell you that they’re mujahidin, that they’re fighting for our country’s independence. Don’t believe them. They know nothing of Algeria. They are being manipulated by Egyptian revolutionaries and Russian communists. They are traitors prepared to allow strangers to invade this country on the pretext of fighting the French. What is it that they want? The communists would be worse than the French. They would take what little the roumis have left you because they don’t believe in private property. They don’t believe in religion. They would try to take Islam from you. In Russia, they have demolished the churches. Here, they would do the same with the mosques. And mark my words, if you help these outlaws, no one will be able to protect you from reprisals by the French army. This village will be another Sétif . . .’


The qaid knows that in naming Sétif he is invoking a fearsome monster. Yet he does not hesitate to use it. Almost imperceptibly, the villagers hunch their shoulders, bend their backs, shrinking from the ghosts that follow on the heels of those two syllables.


‘France will punish you,’ the qaid roars, stamping his foot. ‘And the terrorists who brought the thunderbolt down upon you will quietly slink away to the scrubland, to the mountains, to the maquis, where they hide like the criminals they are, leaving you to pay the price. As your qaid, I have spoken to the French administration on your behalf. I have promised them that there will be no trouble here, that we are men of law and honour, not criminals. I’ve persuaded the army not to come up and search your houses.’ (In this, of course, the qaid is lying: the French army has never considered coming to the village, which is hundreds of kilometres from Draâ El Mizan or Bordj Menaïel where the attacks took place. But since History has offered him the opportunity, for once, he is enjoying playing the hero, pretending that he is defending the people who, for years, have been paying fines and taxes to him.) ‘But I won’t always be able to protect you. So, listen to me: don’t listen to the propaganda of these outlaws. Protect yourselves.’


With these words, and flanked by his henchmen, he pushes his way through the crowd and climbs into the car the local boys have been inspecting, clambering over and stroking ever since he began his speech.


No sooner does he leave than the circle breaks into two groups: those loyal to or beholden to the Amrouche family and those loyal or beholden to Ali and his brothers. Standing between the two groups are those whose allegiances are not pledged, either because – a rare thing – they get along with both families, or because they have quarrelled with both. The villagers discuss what was said by the qaid – that arrogant, mercenary dog. Since the Amrouche family are aware of Ali’s (vague, tenuous) family connection to him, they start from the principle that the entire speech was a lie. Since Ali knows that the Amrouches will attack the speech, he feels obliged to defend it. (Years later, Naïma will wonder whether Ali understood the disastrous, incalculable consequences of this knee-jerk rivalry, whether he ever replayed the scene in his mind, taking a different stance, or whether he was caught forever in the concepts of mektoub and nif as in an indestructible spider’s web.)


What Ali wants in that moment is to protect what he has acquired. The future interests him only as an extension of the present. Ali carries his family, his business, with infinite care, holding his breath to ensure that nothing topples, nothing changes. He has managed to turn a humble house into a prosperous home, one he wishes might last eternally. The world beyond the boundaries of his lands is a concept too vague for him to invest his hopes in. He has sometimes dreamed of his prosperous home existing in an independent country (and, although he cannot know it, the way he pictures this happening is very like the magical journey taken by Dorothy, in which the twister sweeps her and the family farmhouse to the land of Oz), by which he means a country where he no longer has to stand and salute every passing roumi, that is to say not so much a free country as one in which he, personally, is free, once more illustrating how Ali’s dreams do not stray beyond the limits of his universe. What happens on his mountain is more important than anything else, and it must be protected. It is imperative that French soldiers do not come and take from them what little they possess, the good fortune brought to them by the flood. In other words, it is because the French are vile and terrifying that it is so important to appease them.


‘Do you really think they’ll catch the maquisards?’ someone asks.


‘Of course they will,’ Ali says without a moment’s hesitation.


He has fought alongside the French army, has seen it win impossible battles. It is not about to be defeated by a handful of agitators. As happens every time he thinks about what happened over there, in Europe, a shadow flickers across his face making him seem gaunt, sketching a dozen fleeting expressions that do not linger. He jerks his head to shake off the memories welling inside and says, simply:


‘They can’t lose.’


Old Rafik, who spent many years labouring in the steelworks of Haute-Marne, agrees:


‘They’ve got machines we can’t even possibly imagine that produce metals we can’t possibly imagine. What exactly does the glorious independent army of Algeria plan to do? In this country, we’ve never produced so much as a box of matches.’


The conversation carries on for a long time. To counter the qaid’s bluff self-assurance, they bring up the names of those who took refuge in the mountains in the past, the men the French authorities had so much trouble catching, never managed to lay their hands on. The old men talk about Arezki, the honourable outlaw from the forests of Yakouren, the Chief of Sebaou who was dubbed the Kabyle Robin Hood by the French newspapers. They laugh as they recall how, even after being on the run for many years, he managed to organize a celebration of more than a thousand guests in honour of his son’s circumcision, and how the French gendarmes, belatedly informed of the feast, arrived to find the village utterly deserted.


‘So what?’ Ali says. ‘They guillotined him in the end.’


Evening draws in, bringing the sudden chill of nights in the mountains. It bites into the skin like a tiny, invisible creature. And yet Ali wants to stay here. He would like to be told that he’s right. For the first time in a long time, he feels uncertain about what he is saying, in his opinions. But he carries on. He does what he is supposed to do. He expounds. He pontificates. He performs.


During the night, after hours of screaming, Yema gives birth to a little girl. The child is named Dalila. Her mother loves her a little less than she does Hamid. Her father accepts her.







   

Some years after the death of Claude’s wife, his sister, Michelle, comes to Palestro to help him run the shop. People say there were scandals she wanted to leave behind in France and her departure was not so much selfless as it was necessary. She is a magnificent woman, and her beauty has given her such self-confidence that Michelle is incapable of seeing that her confidence stems from her physical beauty and its effect on others. She believes that she was born confident and, as proof, cites leaving the family home at an early age, her determination to get a degree, the romantic affairs in which she has always had the upper hand. In Palestro’s French community, she is a scandalous and fascinating figure. Men cannot find the words to describe her, adjectives simply do not seem to apply. They say: her breasts are . . . her legs are . . . her lips are . . . and the silence that follows the naming of a body part is filled with their more or less secret fantasies, with their admiration and their contempt. When Ali goes into the shop and she is serving behind the counter, he instantly loses the power of speech. Unlike other European women, Michelle does not wear stockings to cover her bronzed legs. She does not frustrate men’s eyes with this garment as sheer as an onion skin or a film of sweat. She claims it is much too hot, and when she climbs onto the first or second rung of the stepladder to tear open one of the boxes hidden above the shelves, she reveals fifty centimetres of bare leg, both left and right, or a good metre of bare flesh if they were laid end to end, which is more than enough to prevent Ali from being able to speak. Hamid, on the other hand, is not daunted by Michelle. He clings to her calves, tugs at her skirts, slips his chubby hands into her curly hair. Michelle adores the little boy, she kisses and hugs him, and when Ali sees her do so, he cannot help but dream that it is on his body that the woman is pressing her lips, her hands. Since knowing there is a chance that he will run into her, he has been coming to the grocer’s shop more and more often, not daring to admit to himself why he is there. He attributes it to Hamid’s growing friendship with Annie and its benefits to the boy. While the village boys are grazing their skin on thorny shrubs and jagged rocks in the mountains, Hamid is calmly playing with a little French girl who treats him like an equal. Ali simply thinks – in bad faith – that in bringing him to the grocer’s to play with the little girl, he is doing what is best for his son.


Claude never complains about their visits; on the contrary, he is always delighted to see them and always offers to look after the little boy for a few hours. When Michelle, Annie and Hamid are with him in the shop, Claude feels happy. Together they make for a curious little tribe, he tells himself, a repudiation of his loneliness and his widowhood. When talking to friends, he refers to Hamid as ‘the little Arab boy we’ve more or less adopted’. Yema would claw at her face if she heard him say such things, but Claude, who has never been up to the mountains, imagines that the little boy needs the new family he has decided to give him.


The shopkeeper’s fondness for Hamid is not sufficient to break one of the tacit rules of colonial society: the separation of public and private domains. He always receives the boy and his father in the shop, never in the apartment upstairs, or only for the time it takes Annie to go up and fetch a toy. It is a scene that is played out in various ways all over the country: although the various communities intersect, converse, socialize, it is always on a street corner, in front of a shop window or on the terraces of certain cafés, it is never – or very rarely – in the domestic sphere, the private sanctum of the home, which remains strictly segregated. Claude may well love the boy like a son, as he claims, but his love is expressed only on the ground floor.


Here, in the shop, he teaches Hamid a few words of French so that he can greet the customers as they come in.


‘Bonjou!’ the child chirrups, like the cry of some fantastical animal, every time someone comes through the door.


Reactions are varied.


‘Aren’t you afraid?’ a customer asks one day, seeing Hamid play with Annie.


‘Afraid of what?’ Claude says.


‘Well, there’s the issue of hygiene, for a start,’ stammers the customer. ‘And besides . . . he might abduct her.’


‘He’s three years old.’


Claude chuckles. The lady does not laugh. In her eyes, Arabs are like animals; they mature more quickly than the French. By the age of three, a cat can hunt, can feed itself, can reproduce. Not that she would argue that the Arabs do likewise, but all the same . . .


‘Old bag,’ Michelle says when the lady leaves.


‘Au’voi!’ Hamid calls.


‘Au revoir,’ Claude corrects him with the firmness of a schoolmaster. The grocer dreams that the boy will go to school when he is old enough. Annie has just started; Claude has enrolled her in the public school rather than one of the Catholic institutions most of the French favour. He wanted his daughter to attend a school that reflects the country – not necessarily the one he lives in, but the one he would like to live in: integrated. When school started, he realized that almost all the pupils were Europeans, the sons and daughters of those who could not afford to send their children to private schools. As for the rare Muslims (Claude never knows what to call them, he shifts from one euphemism to another, but finds none of them satisfactory), they are the children of local dignitaries – all boys, whose parents are already Frenchified. There is no mingling, no mixing, no easy fraternity on the school benches. And yet, it seems obvious to Claude that Algeria can only be built if all children have an equal education. It also seems obvious to him that, if Hamid is to be able to make choices in life, he must have an education. He is convinced that it is the only weapon available to a farmer’s son.


When he speaks to Ali about Hamid’s future, the man shrugs. They teach nothing at school, or at least nothing about the land with which Hamid’s future is intimately connected. Why raise other possibilities? But working the land is so arduous, even when it brings wealth, that it is better to allow children to run and play as they choose until the day they have to start work. Forcing children to sit at a desk during the only years when they can enjoy their freedom is no kind of life. Hamid is still at an age when participation in the group (family, clan, village) does not necessarily take place through work. It is accepted that a child should do nothing but play. For an adult, on the other hand, idleness is despised. An idle shepherd must whittle his own crook, as they say in the village.


The boundary between the two phases is unclear. Right now, Hamid believes that his childhood will last forever, that adults are a different species. This is why they bustle about, go into the city, slam car doors, walk the fields, visit the sous-préfet, the local governor. He doesn’t know that one day he too will have to join this perpetual motion. And so he plays as though he has nothing else to do, which is true – for the moment. He hunts insects. He talks to the goats. He eats whatever is given him. He laughs. He is happy.


He is happy because he doesn’t know that he lives in a country where there is no adolescence. Here, the sudden shift from childhood to adulthood is brutal and harsh.







   

Choosing one’s camp is not the result of a single moment, a solitary, specific decision. It may well be that one never actually chooses, or less often than one might wish. Choosing a side involves many small decisions, trivial things. One might not realize that one is committing oneself, but that is what happens. Language plays an important role. The members of the FLN, for example, are alternately called fellagas and mujahidin. A fellag is a bandit, a man on the wrong side of the law, a tough guy. A mujahid, on the other hand, is a soldier waging a holy war. To refer to men as fellagas, fellouzes or fels is – in a roundabout fashion – to present them as a threat, and justify one’s right to defend oneself against them. To refer to them as mujahidin is to make them heroes.


In Ali’s house, for the most part, they are simply referred to as the FLN, as though he and his brothers feel that even to choose between fellag and mujahid is a step too far. The FLN did this. The FLN did that. One might even think that the front is not made up of men at all, that the FLN is a strange miasma, a political ideology that has solidified into a body with numerous tentacles capable of wielding guns or stealing sheep. But when they need a word on the tip of their tongue to refer to a handful of specific men, rather than to the octopus, the eagle, or the great lion as a whole, Ali and his brothers use the term fellagas, without anger or contempt: it is simply the first word that comes to them. But who can say whether the choice of term stems from a pre-existing political position, or whether, on the contrary, the word will gradually cement that position, settling in their minds as an irrefutable truth: the fighters in the FLN are bandits.
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