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To my parents








I








Sheherazade and the Little Girl




The Old Woman is smoking a long wooden pipe. She is sitting with folded legs on a rock in the Atlas Mountains. Footsteps draw near, dragging her away from her dream-state. She raises her head. There, standing in front of her, with bright blue eyes and delicate frame, is a little girl. The Old Woman smiles.




“Here you are, my daughter.”




“Here I am, Old Mother.”




“I’ve been waiting for you a long time.”




“I’ve been looking for you all this time.”




“And now you are here, and we can begin. The story cannot wait any longer.”




“So we must begin. I’m listening, Old Mother.”




The Old Woman puffs and puffs on her pipe until the fumes penetrate her lungs and mind. She sets down the pipe, which continues to smoke and cough on its own. Though she is now a weathered woman who lives in a small house hidden in the rough North African mountains, she was once a great queen known to all as Sheherazade.


It is said that before the Old Woman became a great queen, she had been the mad king Shahriar’s bride. Shahriar was known to decapitate his brides the day after their wedding ceremony. But Sheherazade led Shahriar to forget about cutting off her pretty head. Every night, Sheherazade told Shahriar a story but stopped before the break of dawn. Little did the Sultan know that his new bride had an imagination forged in a cage of ice and gold, and that, in her mouth, words became bastions against his death-desire. “Kan ya makan...Once upon a time, there was...oh there was not,” she would begin every night. Night after night, for one thousand and one nights, Shahriar listened to Sheherazade’s stories and fell in love with them. Night after night, Sheherazade ended a story and began a new one, and night after night, he postponed her beheading. After one thousand and one nights, Shahriar married Sheherazade. And after one thousand and two nights, Shahriar died and Sheherazade became queen. She reigned for hundreds of years and brought prosperity to her people. But every night, she would sit by the window and look at the stars, moons, and planets, and dream of other worlds. Finally, one night, she mounted her steed, Silver Moon, and left the palace, never to be seen again. That is, until today, when a little girl finally finds her.


The Old Woman empties her pipe, throws the ashes into the air, and watches as they rise. Then she cradles the little girl in her arms and begins.


“Here is the story of Adam and Leila, and of their daughter, Maryam, a child most extraordinary, hidden in the folds of time and now about to be born. Listen to how she came to be and to the story without which you wouldn’t be here.”


She lowers her voice.


“Kan ya makan…Once upon a time, in Casablanca...”








Leila




Summers were always hot in Casablanca. And that summer of 1981, the summer of the Bread Riots, was one of the hottest the city had ever known. Wave upon wave of heat hit the city, the price of bread soared, and the balance tipped.


While the old Centre Ville tried to slumber through its remaining days, students and factory workers, dreamers and the unemployed raised their banners and voices in front of its white walls and gardens. They rose against a world that had forgotten about them. They left behind them their blackened homes in the slums and working-class districts, in the Old Medina, the Sultan’s Hub, the Prophet’s Cave, and in the Central Quarries, where nothing was ever mined, and they marched into the city. And so the city burned.


There was no joy and barely any hope in their uprising. In Casablanca’s streets, raw life was at stake. This was not a celebration of a world to come but a grim march against a failed way of life. And the riots—because this was Casablanca—were doomed to fail.


For this was a city where history surprised itself, a city that never saw a triumphant victory or a clear defeat. Grey were the days, years, and eras. Ups and downs, climaxes and nadirs were all suppressed under a monotonous rhythm that could kill time itself. Things simply disappeared or ceased to be relevant. Casablanca was a city of shades and shadows aspiring toward forgetfulness and dreamless sleep. Already, since that morning, the cracks on the elegant prewar buildings had deepened, and an ashen residue had settled on the facades. In a matter of hours, a dark green moss had grown on the newly formed crevasses. Soft and inviting from afar, the decaying Centre Ville had aged a hundred years in one day.


~


On that hot June day of 1981, at the height of the Bread Riots, Leila Nassiri had a vision. It seized her, moments after she stood in front of the window and stared at the gathering storm below. She saw the riots failing. She saw them quelled in blood and tears. Then she saw an old woman telling a story. The old woman beckoned to Leila and asked her to see behind the words. And behind the wall of words, Leila saw a little girl, a child whose destiny was unlike any other. Radically different and as old as the universe itself, she was a child with extraordinary powers and the ability to alter the course of worlds and stories. And Leila knew that this little girl had once been hers.


Leila emerged from the vision, drenched in sweat. She had trouble breathing and seeing. Her senses in disarray, she longed for fresh air and blue sky. This longing deepened into a nostalgia for happier, simpler days. She put her fingers in her mouth and, closing her eyes, tasted the acrid bitterness of the orange rind and the sticky sweetness of the ripe orange. She braced herself for the brutality to come and mourned for a world she knew was already lost.


She picked up her black cigarette holder and lit a cigarette. Feeling stronger, she walked slowly, barefoot, around the apartment. The wooden floor creaked lazily as she paced back and forth.


Leila had never felt at peace in this apartment that had been her home for the past thirteen years. She had let it slip away from her, untended and uncared for. The place, with its lacquered wood floors, black mosaic-tiled hallways and bathroom, its arabesques and granite fireplace, had once been beautiful. Now, the furniture was worn, the mirrors were blackened, and the brass doorknobs had an uneven red color from overuse. It felt like a borrowed home. And in many ways, that was what it was. An apartment given to her by an aristocratic father who, upon her return from Paris with a poor man at her arm, could not bear to see his daughter struggle too hard or too long in life.


Her father, Ibrahim Nassiri, had sat quietly at his desk while she asked for his legal permission to marry Adam Tair. There were many ways to treat daughters in Ibrahim’s world, most of them profoundly cruel. But he knew that Leila would never survive his cruelty and that he would therefore lose her forever. That would surely kill him. So he gave her this old apartment, a remnant of his past wealth, situated on a high floor of an art deco building, with a wide veranda overlooking the Wilaya and the old post office to the right, the Park of the Arab League ahead, and the decaying cathedral at the end of the boulevard.


When Leila was much younger, she believed that she controlled her life. She believed in greatness beyond the curb. There was nothing spectacular about the way her life had settled into a groove. There was no fire-to-ashes chronicle, no secret unveiled to crush her spirit, no visible oppression pushing her down into her daily routine. Like a singer lowering a key, Leila had let her life quiet down. Here she now was, an empty life and an empty womb, and the riots were hitting the hot asphalt Casablanca streets.


Thirteen years already, Leila thought to herself. Thirteen years of her own prohibition, her not so roaring twenties of gradual detachment, of growing old without ever maturing. What now roared was not her spirit but her unspoken regret. She blamed herself for being back in Casablanca, all because of a dream she had one night, thirteen years ago, of the orange tree and the pure, incomparable scent of its flowers. When she woke up from that dream, she knew that they, Adam and she, had to come back home. It was a dream, and a desire, that should have been hushed, no matter what the burning need for home pressed her to do. And Adam had agreed to come with her, leaving everything behind. She was to blame for the way their lives had turned out.


She walked to her bedroom, stood in front of the mirror and observed the lost years on her face and body. She held in her disappointment and sadness. Looking into the mirror, she unleashed her longing to return to the past, to the small Parisian apartment, and to purity. Leila was elsewhere, restless, unfulfilled. Her life was a constant denial of the present.


She stared at her flat stomach and understood why her belly wouldn’t fill with child. It was rumored that she was bewitched, whispered that the evil eye was playing tricks on her. But the truth was that Leila was not sure she even wanted a child. She too began to believe that she was cursed. Yes, sometimes, in the dead of night, when her husband succumbed to one of his seizures and her belly curled in upon itself, she believed in the curse. And yet she could still smell, as she did now, the orange blossoms of her childhood over and beyond any sense of a dream deferred.


She opened the large glass windows that led to the balcony and stepped out. Hidden behind the plants and birdcages, Leila watched as the central plaza became an arena of violence. A fog descended on the plaza. The sky swirled into a dark grey cloud, and the air thickened. Leila froze. Unmarked white vans had begun to circle the plaza, while giant-looking blackbirds hovered above. The doors of the vans broke open, and the blackbirds swooped down from the sky. Large creatures, with red eyes and fur-covered bodies, formed a tight battalion. The sheep-skinned demons had come, and they were hungry.


They burned, crushed, and ate whatever they found. They danced around fires they had built for their pleasure, they dug great holes, threw bodies in with rubbish, made their witnesses insane. With their massive fists, they hit children, killed with glee, and disappeared men and women into their white vans. The demons grabbed protestors and, flapping their wings of dank wool, rose with them into the sky.


No one ever found the bodies of the disappeared. Thousands dead, thousands arrested, few would ever return, and they would never be the same. The demons had injected a leaden poison into their blood to dull their spirits and lull them into weary resignation.


The demons exist. They are real. They are here. Leila shuddered, chilled to the bone. She wondered where Adam was and if his body would ever warm hers again. She saw people surrendering to the demons and knew that the uprising had failed. The uprising failed for it resembled the city that was its home—beautiful, sprawling, cocky, and already defeated.


As Leila was about to close the balcony doors, a demon looked up at her. Instead of lowering her gaze and hiding, she looked into its cold, unfeeling eyes. She would never know why she looked into its eyes. A sparkling moment of recklessness, a jolt of courage in a woman who had forgotten what courage meant, a flicker of remembrance for a paradise lost before it was ever created. Come for me, her eyes flashed. Come, lest you regret me.


And now, the demon was looking deeply into her. Slowly, it smiled its terrible smile.








Adam




Adam taught math at the University of Science of Casablanca. He had been teaching there for thirteen years, ever since he and Leila had returned from Paris. Day in and day out, he stood in front of his students and taught them math. It’s possible that at first he did get through to them. But as the days and years passed, the gulf between Adam and his students widened. It became more and more difficult for him to look his students in the eye. Most of his students were poor. Their families had placed their dreams in their education. But they soon realized that the bridges between the university and the real world had long since crumbled. The classroom was, for Adam and his students, a prison they willingly checked into every morning.


Fog and a grey vapor seeped, unchecked, into the classroom. The walls were humid, and the windows filtered a dirty light from outside. The large blackboard was hard. The chairs and tables were unstable and the paint rotten. At regular intervals, a high, shrill sound interrupted the professor’s lecture or the students’ musings. It was the drill of a factory that had been built near the university. It called the workers to work, to break, to lunch. Feeling the blues deep in his bones, a student once cried out to

 Adam, “How can we be expected to study when all we can hear is our brothers and sisters trudging off to the factory?” Adam saw talent fizzing out of them, just as it was fizzing out of him.


He roamed the deserted university halls and encountered peculiar characters. Men with dark glasses leaning against walls, taking notes; young boys and girls who pretended to be students but who rarely attended classes; university rectors in heated conversations with military officers. Boots hit the ground, and words were spoken beyond meaning or restraint. Students and professors were escorted out by the police, never to be seen or heard from again. Some students buried their hair under black veils, others grew austere beards and muttered strange incantations, still others debated politics and class warfare, abandoning probabilities and complex numbers. His balance tipping, Adam could only think to himself, What a masculine classroom...A cold sweat rolled down his spine. The university—far from the universal, far from tolerance and knowledge, a jail for the unwanted, a pit for the extremes, a political game for brutes.


There were rare times when he saw a light in one or two of his students. He would recognize it in a paper, an argument, or a comment. The fury in his head would subside, and he would be filled with deep, quiet respect for the fleeting balance of things. When discovering this light, he would frantically write to an old professor or to a colleague in Paris, encouraging them to offer the student a position in a lab or an institution. Indeed, he had started to believe that brilliant minds must be saved by sending them abroad and that it was his mission to do so.


He wrote these letters like a prisoner planning an escape, feverishly, in secret, with pounding heart. In his small office with the high, barred windows, Adam wrote like other men prayed. A scientist trapped in a world of fogs and wolves, he had found a glitch in the system, a way out. He wrote, stamped, and mailed letters that were odes to talent and hope. He felt the walls closing in on him and the floor tremble beneath his feet, and still he wrote, trying to make sense of things, imagining what the world out there must taste like.


~


That hot June day in 1981, at the height of the Bread Riots, and at the very moment of Leila’s vision, Adam left his office, closed the door behind, and headed home to Leila and to the apartment they shared in the plaza of the Casablanca Centre Ville. Adam was going home, like he did every night, because he had nowhere else to go to. At first, he had been attracted to the woman he went home to. His heart beat and his footsteps rang on the sidewalk. He was in love with her. As time passed, however, something inside him began to quiver, and he became filled with want. Adam’s desire for Leila was too normal, their love affair too banal. He never possessed her, he communed with her. He never dominated her, he communicated with her. Hidden from view was a deep craving for sexual possession. He thirsted for a carnal knowledge that Leila could not, or would not, give him. He desired desire, the objectifying fantasy of man on top. He never tried another woman, though perhaps he should have in light of future events, and his want grew, unchecked and unbalanced. But today, as he was walking home, Adam heard a voice call out his name.


“Ustad, Professor. Ustad Tair.”


He stopped and turned to see a young man standing in front of a mint and vegetable stall. The peddler’s smiling face and lanky build looked familiar to Adam, but he could not quite place him.


“Ustad. I am Mohamed Bouzid. I was your student two years ago.”


“Yes, yes. I’m sorry, Mohamed. How are you?”


“I am well.”


“Is this your cart?”


“Yes. My life is different now, as you can see.”


“You left university?”


“My family needed the money, and so here I am.”


“But you would have become an engineer! You could have helped them then.”


“How many years would they have had to wait? I wasn’t a bright student.”


“We could have found a solution for you.”


“Do you know how many of me there are out here, dragging carts or working assembly lines? At first, I believed that you would call me to your office and offer to write that letter for me. But after three years, I knew it would never be sent.”


“The letter was for the very best, the exceptions. That doesn’t mean all the rest should drop out. You would have become an engineer.”


“Yes, but that’s not how things work.”


“Not everyone drops out.”


“No, people stay as long as they can. Some have their families to help them. Some find work. Others find politics, or religion. Some stay because they have nowhere else to go. But I’ve found nothing except mouths to feed.”


Adam was quiet. He hid his hands in his pockets and lowered his pounding head. He wanted to hold his breath for all of eternity.


“It’s not your fault, Ustad. What can you do against God’s will.”


~


Adam put his hand to his forehead to ease the terrible headache that was submerging him. Sneering voices and wailing furies vied for control of him. He thought he saw the peddler pushing his cart uphill. When the cart reached the top, it rolled back down. Then the peddler pushed it back, over and over again. Adam saw other peddlers relentlessly pushing carts uphill. At first, the peddlers were young and gentle, their skins smooth and brown. Their patience knew no bounds. But as time passed, they became mightier, and their anger grew. If they were ever to burn, would the city burn with them? The space in front of Adam filled with pieces of papers—letters he never wrote, diplomas he never awarded, contracts he never honored. The piles swirled and rose in the air until he found himself in the eye of the storm, while the silence raged all around, and a mint-tea vendor who used to be a university student showed him the world to come.


Adam began to lose himself, slipping into an abyss of pain. Then the cold-eyed demons swooped down toward Adam and Mohamed the peddler. Under Adam’s trembling eyes, they grabbed the peddler and swept him off into the air. But then they turned and stared back down at Adam, delivering a brutal promise before disappearing.








Leila and Adam




Leila and Adam were never meant to be. Leila was urban, wealthy, and upper-class. Adam was poor and orphaned. They were from different castes, and had they remained in Morocco, their paths would never have crossed. But they met in Paris where differences could be temporarily abolished by a shared drink, a kiss, and a walk along the Seine.


There they were far from the shame of the love affair in their home country. Leila and Adam found themselves irresistibly drawn to each other and ignored all advice to end their story before they ruined their lives. They were their own impossible beginning. When they returned to Casablanca, they braced for resistance and active opposition. Instead, they were met with silence, desperation, and then pragmatic acceptance of their union. Gradually, they were pushed into banality.


Leila heard a key turn in the lock and saw Adam come in. He was shaking and shivering. He carefully placed his keys and papers on the table by the door and paused, hesitant, in the middle of the room. The living room was in penumbra, and he could not see Leila. She rose from her seat by the window and took him in her arms. She could sense his weakness. She covered him with a blanket and rubbed his hands with jasmine oil.


“It’s done,” he said. “We lost.”


“Yes. How could we win?”


“They were there. They spared no one. The chill that comes.”


“I saw them too. I saw everything. They are real. The sky turned grey, and they closed in on the rioters. They spared no one?”


“I saw them. They made me a promise.”


Leila saw the emptiness in his eyes. What he had just witnessed had erased a lifelong attempt to defeat his childhood terrors. Today, the demons of a loveless childhood had escaped from the dark, solitary corners of his mind and irrevocably proved that his repressed agony was real. They would keep their promise, that he knew.


“Did they see you?” Adam asked.


Leila thought for a minute.


“Yes, one of them saw me. He looked up and smiled. Will they come for us?”


“Yes.”


“When?”


“Soon.”


They fell quiet. Their silence echoed the silence outside. Sirens, metallic wings, and tires crushing gravel, all sound had ceased. The end may come soon but not tonight, not right away. As they stood silently together, they noticed a piece of paper on the tiled floor at their feet and bent down to look at it. It was a note written in small, tight, black letters and addressed to them. Adam picked it up and read.


Dear Mr. and Ms. Tair,


Please join me tonight after curfew. You will find me beyond the dead end inside the Portuguese Medina if you take the entrance facing the sea. Follow your footsteps, you cannot miss me.


Most Gracious Regards, S.


Adam and Leila paused to think, but they could not find a reason to ignore the summons. Besides, tonight, they still had some time left. Tonight, they could still heed the city’s pull and walk its streets. Tonight, for one last time, they could let its inner song, part-blues and part-Fairuz, fill their minds. They left their apartment and closed the door behind them.


~


Adam and Leila went down into the street. Curfew had been imposed on Casablanca, but they didn’t care. The streets were almost silent but for the distant swoosh of a wing and the crackle of the wind. They left their apartment and walked into the blue-grey June dawn. Despite the disappointments and heartaches it had caused them, the fissured, half-abandoned city still held sway on Adam and Leila. Divided against itself, sprawling, crumbling with rare gardens and destructive nights, it was beautiful and harsh all at once.


Its roads were jammed, and the waves breaking on its shores clean and high. It was violent and cruel, rarely kind and compassionate. It was a city forged in second-hand steel, barely able to resist decay. Trees and green spaces were few and interspersed. The moist, full earth had been chased by the architects of a utopian city of industrial workers and colonial administrators. The very rich rubbed shoulders with the very poor, while the middle classes were a glitch in the imagination of a mad economist. Casablanca was dark, humid, and closed in upon itself despite its buzzing harbor and eclectic population. But its pull on its inhabitants, both visible and invisible, was undeniable. Adam and Leila walked in silence.


The cracks in the walls ran deep and wide. Howls broke the distance. They shuddered but knew that the howls were not for them, yet. They crossed the central plaza with its fountain, garden, Grand Tribunal, and Wilaya. They left the plaza to their right and walked toward the Medina. Leila briefly yearned to turn the other way toward the Place of Dying Palaces, where her family’s house stood. She felt the need to press against her mother’s chest and close her eyes for a while. But the note had said into the Medina, the Arab and Portuguese Old City. She lifted her head and continued walking. All they could hear were her heels on the pavement.


Adam and Leila walked into the sodden, humid air of the Old City. They smelled corrosion, saltwater, and rust. Here, too, the windows were shut and the streets deserted. They walked in silence with their arms wrapped tightly around each other, closer to each other than they had been in a long time. With silence all around and within, new sounds emerged. They heard a dull pulse that became more and more distinct the farther they walked into the Medina. They went deeper and deeper into its twisted streets and dark alleyways. Their shadows stretched wisplike on the broken walls before being lost to the night. The beat of the pulse was now so overwhelming that their bodies shook under its vibrations. Suddenly, deep into the heart of the Old City, they stopped.


They had reached the dead end. They stopped and waited, but nothing happened. Then Leila bent toward the dead end and saw, carved in the very walls of the Portuguese fortress, a small brown door with a bronze hand of Fatima, the prophet’s daughter, her palm facing upward. She placed her hand on the sculpted hand of Fatima and pushed.


~


They soon found themselves in an oval-shaped room that looked like a cave. But the cave did not smell dank and peaty. It smelled crisp and earthy, as though the cave were located in the loveliest and greenest of forests instead of the dead end of a crumbling Medina.


There were tables by a fire and low couches embroidered in crimson and gold. A man was standing by the fire, his face hidden behind a veil as blue as night. He was a giant, with one hand green and one grey. At his side was a mighty sword with the name Zulkitab inscribed across its length. He held a small carving tool in his grey hand and what looked like a writhing serpent in his green hand. He was scraping delicately at the serpent-like thing to make an object that, upon closer look, happened to be a smoking pipe.


Then they saw two figures sitting with their legs folded on one of the crimson and gold couches: an old woman and a little girl. The Old Woman was telling a story to the child who was listening intently, her head lowered. When the Old Woman saw Adam and Leila, she stopped and smiled.


“Greetings, my children.”


“Greetings, Old Mother.”


“You have received my note. I was expecting you.”


“Why are we here?”


“Because it is the end.”


“The end?”


“Yes, but it is not written that it is over.”


“Will we be lost?”


“You will be lost for a while in the wordlessness of the abyss, but perhaps you will return.”


“It would be a miracle.”


“Yes.”


Leila turned to the little girl who was looking at her with curiosity in her large almond-shaped eyes. They smiled at each other, and Leila’s senses were overwhelmed by the most wonderful of scents: the scent of windy steppes, cedars, orange blossoms and rose water, of half-moons, white stars, and emerald planets, of warm skin, beginnings, and pure joy. Leila touched the little girl’s hair.


“What a beautiful child,” she said softly.


Adam felt the taste of saltwater, lemon, and honey in his mouth. He felt a sense of shame and bitterness. The little girl got up and gave Adam and Leila the two brass bracelets she wore around her slender wrists.


“These will protect you from the darkness and will bring you back. Look, there’s writing inside. It’s magical and will engrave itself in your skin, and no one will be able to pry the bracelet away from you, unless that is your wish.”


Sheherazade looked closely at Leila, Adam, and the child, her eyes sparkling.


“Oh yes, you will meet again,” she said. “You will be everything to each other. Yours will be the tie that binds. That is my decision. Well, I decided, but you chose. Ha! And it is a good choice.”


The man with the blue veil put down a bottle of clear, bubbling liquid. The Old Woman filled three small glasses.


“Drink of lamahia,” she said, “the elixir of life. It is the drink of poets, condemned men, and humble peasants. The fig tree from which it came was itself drunk. Its roots, sap, bark, and branches were drunk before the fig was plucked. It was gorged in alcohol and forgetfulness. Drink to the bottom, that it may grant you peace. It’s the end, my children. You will walk through other doors leading to other stories, but you will remember the door that you opened tonight and the hand of Fatima that warmed yours. And know also that the more violent they are, the more fragile they become. Their violence and cruelty will be your new beginning. Thus will you plant the seed of a new world.”


Adam and Leila drank to the dregs. They felt the sweetness and bitterness of life course through their veins and shoot through their hearts. The bracelets attached themselves firmly to their wrists, and the inscriptions hooked themselves to their skin—hot-white tattoos of talismanic protection. When they looked up, the veiled man had disappeared, while the little girl was once again intently listening to Sheherazade’s words. Their silhouettes faded like pale apparitions in the moonlight.


“Wait, Old Mother,” Adam cried. “Why are they coming for us? Under what pretense, and with what proof? What will be the accusation and what could be the defense?”


“This is not a system of proof and defense,” she answered. “This is the realm of fear and accusations. It is not a logic of laws and crimes—well not the laws you know and not the crimes you can fathom. It is about hearsay and instincts. About an unacceptable story that must be quelled. You were seen tonight. Don’t be mistaken—you were seen as you are, as you dream yourself to be. The love of Adam and Leila should never have been. Their story should never have been told. From their love, their words, arises the possibility of a child, one whose birth must be avoided, for her powers could overwhelm the world. But if this child is ever born, and how could that ever be, she will smell of orange blossoms and walk the earth with soft boots of blue. Go. It is time.”


~


A ringing sound echoed through the air, and the storyteller and her disciple were gone. Adam and Leila were back in front of the dead end in the Medina. The small door and the bronze hand of Fatima were gone. All that remained were the bracelets around their wrists and the embers in their veins.


Later that night, back in their home, Adam turned to Leila.


“A child? he said softly. “There was never a child for us. If only that mad old woman knew.”


“She knows. She has her certainties. And she has left us with our doubts and our fears.”


“And now to say goodbye to you, to our life that barely started, which I see now for what it could have been.”


“They are coming. They are here.”


~


The demons took Leila and Adam Tair. They burst into their home and destroyed everything: books, music, pictures, memories, and hope. Their world was violated and obscured. Leila and Adam disappeared, and everyone thought they would never return. But the demons’ ways were mysterious, and death was not always the worst fate that they could imagine for their prey.








The Myth of Adam, Lilith, and Maryam




An ageless woman sits on a high rock in a burning desert. Her hair is long, and an owl’s wings are wrapped around her body. She has a face as wrinkled as time. A smoking pipe is draped lazily around her forearm. Next to her sits a little girl with blue boots and a blue dress. The older woman’s voice rings clear and golden.


“Listen to the forgotten tale that is your heritage. Listen to the story of Adam, Lilith, and Maryam.”


 


Kan ya makan, when the universe was young and the stars were spinning the night sky, God created a man and a woman from clay and water. He made them alike, each other’s equals, and infused in them the same paradoxes and divisions. For a time, God was content with his creation. Adam and Lilith were His mirror to the world, and their existence was a proof of His greatness. He attached a golden bell to the mirror so that each time Adam and Lilith sang His praises, or looked within it up at the heavens, the bell chimed its golden song. But soon God became restless. The golden bell sang less frequently, and the mirror itself lost its pure transparency. The angels told him that the couple’s love for each other was so great that they were forgetting His existence. God’s ire was deep and his jealousy even deeper.


As the seasons passed, Lilith and Adam decided to have a child. They each bore her essence in their souls and breathed that essence on molded clay and fresh water they gathered from the spring. They were about to utter her name when God came down from His throne, His chariot wheels on fire and thunder in His stead. His wrath was terrible. “You have usurped my power. You have given life and name to your creation and done so without my permission.” To punish Adam and Lilith for their terrible sin, God turned them against one another. He said, “Choose between eternity together as Adam and Lilith in the wastelands of hell, or knowledge and ease in the Garden of Paradise with a creature I will make even more perfect and more seductive than either of you.”


The stars, moons, and planets suspended their work across the universe, as Adam and Lilith paused to consider God’s offer. Lilith was still hesitating when Adam bowed his head in submission to his Lord. At that very moment, the love of Adam and Lilith broke. And ever since, lovers must break and conflict must arise.


God then said, “This child who should never have been born, the first child born of man and woman before they were man and woman, I will call her Maryam, the Disobedient One. She is your rebellion and your disobedience. She is your doubt, your resistance, and the chaos you have brought upon us all. I will exile her to the farthest corners of the universe, inside the emptiness. She forever will be forgotten, will be oblivion, namelessness, the world before the word. She will be the amphora that must never be opened and the black line drawn under the eyes of the bride forced to marry against her will. Her defiant heart will be quelled by millions of years of stardust in the cemetery of the universe.


“You, Lilith, will be punished for resisting your God. You will never have another child. Maryam will be your punishment, the poisoned fruit you loved and lost. You will be remembered through the ages as the succubus who fought with her lover and disobeyed her Lord. Dark wings will grow on your back, and you will never know rest. You will be feared by wives, mothers, and infants. You will be the lack that is the power of night, the one without a man. The jackal, the owl, and the raven will be your only companions as you wail through the tapestry of the world.


“But you, Adam, will be rewarded for your submission. You will be the one through whom the story is created. You will start a new family whose triangle will be suspended from the heavens with golden strings. You will have sons, and your new wife will be as beautiful and gentle as the sleeping dove. Her name will be Eve, she will make you forget about Lilith and Maryam, and she will teach you that the world is about domination.”


Adam remained silent. But Lilith—cheated, betrayed, her heart broken—lashed out. “I’m here. I will always be here. I’m the dream of the unfulfilled. You want me gone, but I will always be here. So will Maryam, and she will come back when you least expect it. When you think the world is fully asleep under your dominion, she will dream the world anew.” Only then did she go into the night.


 


Sheherazade hesitates, then stops.


“I must confess something to you. I have been sitting here for centuries, wondering why did Lilith not bow her head in submission to the Lord.”


“Perhaps she was going to. Perhaps Adam moved faster,” replied the little girl.


“Imagine that an infinitesimal unit of time may have forged our history and defined our future. What would the world have been if Lilith had bowed down first? Or again could it be that he who bows becomes Adam and she who thinks becomes Lilith? Or maybe she called God’s bluff and understood that if neither bent to the Lord’s will, they would remain free for all eternity.”


“Perhaps God was not Himself that day,” said the girl.


Sheherazade bristles with excitement.


“Yes why not? A faded shadow enacting a story of loss and betrayal that is older than time itself, a broken mirror reflecting a past history through its crystal shard. In the holographic memory of the world, there lies an old God who no longer is, one whose light still bounces off the stars he once created and that are now dead. This God conflicts with every other God that once was, is, or will be, and it is He who appeared to Adam and Lilith that day.”


“Or perhaps it was not God at all?”


Sheherazade gazes admiringly at the child.


“Well, that is the question. It’s actually a fascinating theory. So...I heard that God wasn’t alone that day, and that he wasn’t quite himself either.”


“He wasn’t?”


“No, not at all. Apparently, someone was with him. A snake. They say that there was a hissing in God’s voice when he spoke to Adam and Lilith. Something He of course would never do if He were himself.”


“So we’re here because of a snake?”


“Let’s blame the snake, that works for me.


The Old Woman stops. She sees how affected the child is.


“It’s just a story. Don’t read too much into it, darling.”


“But why did Adam betray Lilith and Maryam?”


“God only knows.”


“What happened to Lilith?”


“She was punished for her disobedience by being written out of the book.”


“How strong she must have been. Where is this story from?”


“It’sfrom my wild delusional mind.”


“If you say so. But perhaps one day you’ll tell me the truth.”


“The truth?”


Finally, the little girl asks the question she has wanted to ask all along, but only now finds the courage to.


“And...Maryam?”


“Ah, that’s where you come in. There’s something that you must do. It’s a dangerous thing.”


Sheherazade leans forward and whispers in the child’s ear.








The Lair




The light rises once more on the house in the middle of the world. Sheherazade has let down her dark, beautiful, jasmine-studded hair. She is wearing a long black kaftan and bright red stiletto heels, which she is quite proud of. She is strumming a Fender guitar, which she claims she found in the depot for lost and found objects on the other side of the hill. The little girl, too, has changed. She seems older and less frail. She is wearing boots and a military jacket that is too large for her.


“Your feet are muddy and you are soaked, little one. Come by the fire. Tell me what you’ve seen.”


“I went to the lair where Adam and Leila are held. I became a falcon but couldn’t enter because I was too large to squeeze through the demon gates. I became a small bird, and only then could I fly in. The lair was a labyrinth of stone and steel. I began my journey and flew into eternity. Finally, I found Adam’s prison cell. His hair was long and white, and he looked a thousand and one years old.”


“Did you give him the message?”


“Yes. I told him that he would be out soon and that his trials would be behind him. I told him that his suffering wasn’t in vain. But he just smiled and turned away, as though the sight of me was too painful. Then I flew another eternity across the sea of darkness and into a lunar mountain range. There I found Leila. Her suffering was much greater than Adam’s, for she wasn’t allowed to find peace and forgetfulness. Her belly was round. I curled myself around her neck and whispered in her ear that she would be out soon and that we would be together again. She too smiled but with infinite tenderness. She touched my feathers and gave me orange seeds to peck on. They were most delicious, but bitter. I don’t know where she found them, but the scent of oranges in her cell was overwhelming.”


“You did well, my darling.”








Zohra




After three months, which translated to a thousand and one years in the demons’ lair, Adam returned. He went to his in-laws, in the old house in the Polo, because he had nowhere else to go. Their large gate opened for him. No one had seen or heard word of Leila. He himself had not seen her since that night when the cold-eyed demons came for them. Adam and the Nassiris had no other choice but to wait. Meanwhile, in the lair, two demons looked up into thin air and blinked their cold eyes once. They stopped working Leila and, to their own confusion and for no reason they could fathom, grabbed her, loaded her into one of their white vans, and threw her out onto a dirt road leading to the Central Quarries. They had obeyed an order, or so they thought. Then they filed their papers: “death under interrogation.”


~


The Central Quarries was Casablanca’s oldest, most infamous slum. It was the place where things were sent to die, where nothing was ever mined, but where beginnings abounded. It lay at the heart of the Prophet’s Cave, a vast, sprawling workers’ district. Men and women from all over the country left their families and tribal homelands to become the new workers of Casablanca. They believed that one day they would return to their tribes and pastures, but they were wrong.


Where once their lives had been lived to the beat of the herd, the mosque, or the crop, they were now regulated by the siren and the alarm clock. The French bosses had arranged lodgings for a certain number of local workers and for their foremen—rough men who had left their native Greece, Italy, or Spain to try their luck in the African colonies. Foreign, industrial, and brand new, these lodgings—called the Cites—were imaginary replicas of traditional homes. Whitewashed and with small inner patios, they echoed the delusional utopia of the colonials.


But the vast numbers of rural migrants who came to work, or wait for work, in Casablanca needed more. The Quarries was the local, spontaneous, and irrepressible answer to the Cites. It rose from the ground in a matter of days, built from necessity and industrial waste, to become the labyrinthine entrails of a modern city. It was the other Casablanca, neither white nor enclosed, a city of tin cans and vibrating plastic.


Sheets of grey iron were welded together to become walls and ceilings, wooden crates torn up for windows and doorways. In the cold half-winters of Casablanca, rain sang softly on the flat roofs and seeped into the endless twilights of the bidonville, Casablanca’s version of the shanty town. Electricity, when available, was poached from the city’s electric poles, gas bottles were shared, and water was pulled from nearby pumps and sometimes boiled. Carts, mules, chicken, and sheep meandered on the dirt roads. Children played in dark ponds, and animals survived on thin air. Vendors sold their wares and brought news from beyond the margins. Rooms were added to backyards, squats popped up like mushrooms during a wet night. A happy few even became rich—landlords of hectares of previously unclaimed, unwanted land.


Here was the new working class—created in a day, scrambling to be defined and regulated, with hearts still dreaming of tough mountains and starlit nights, and nostrils still breathing in the scent of wild flowers and of hair coiled around henna and musk, forgetting that it was from their poverty that they had fled. Here was the Central Quarries, where nothing but tin and plastic were ever mined, where things brought to die breathed life anew. The Quarries that became central without anyone knowing for whom they were central. And it was here, at her doorstep, that Zohra of the Ait Daoud stood waiting for the demons to bring Leila Nassiri Tair to her.


~


Zohra took Leila in and nursed her body with herbs and ointments. As the herbal fumes twisted up the walls of her hut, she felt a ferocious bond to the devastated body that the demons had brought her. But truth be told, Zohra had always known Leila. She had been dreaming of her since Leila was a little girl. She did not know where the dreams came from, but she had always known that they were not like other dreams. They were a thread tying Leila’s destiny to hers. This was all she could be certain of. A fortnight ago, she dreamt of a small bird entering the demons’ lair and curling itself around Leila. She pushed behind it and penetrated the impenetrable. She saw Leila at the hands of two cold-eyed demons, and she understood that Leila was drawing her last breaths. Zohra—dream-Zohra—was now a soberly dressed bureaucrat who ordered the immediate release of one Leila Nassiri Tair.


Now here she was, in wounded flesh and fragile bone. Zohra saw the explosion of violence, the bandaged nights and cold floors that had swallowed Leila up. She looked to the signs for answers—the cards, the coffee mark, and the animal entrails all told of grief and sterility. But Zohra saw something else there. Deep within the quivering entrails and the mark, she saw what she had secretly hoped to find. It was something she remembered from old wives’ tales and ancient songs that the men and women used to sing long ago when the young slum still smelled and breathed of exile and loss, green and potent songs that held the promise of miracles, freedom, and a world healed.


While Leila was deciding whether to live or die, Zohra shared her knowledge of the place they were in. She told her the story of her family and the Central Quarries. And this story would help Leila heal by infusing into her veins the pulsing, working-class resilience of a place that was the city’s heart.


~


My world, where you have come to fall, is the Central Quarries. My family was among those who founded the Quarries. I was a hundred fifty years old when my tribe decided to leave our ancestral homeland. The youngest and ablest of our young men and women were chosen to lead the way, and I was one of the elders who guided them. My tribe’s homeland is the land of the Seven Saints, seven brothers who came from the Mashreq, the Muslim East, to found the holy city of Abou Jaad and its seven guardian shrines. There, in that magical, mystical land, everyone is a Sharif, rebellion is a way of life, and the outlaw is protected. Or so they claimed.


My own clan, the Ait Daoud, was believed to have an even more ancient descent. They too came from the Mashreq, but word had it they were Hebrews. It was said that they came to the Maghreb after the destruction of the Second Temple, twenty-five hundred years ago. No one knows for certain. But this I know. In my grandfather’s house hung a key. This key, he said, could open the gates of the ancient Jewish shrine tucked away in the Atlas Mountains.


Why did the grandfather have this key? The elders said that when the Jews left the valley for Israel, they entrusted their keys to their Muslim friends and made them promise to look after their shrines and holy places. Others said that the Ait Daoud had always held this key, that they brought it with them from the Mashreq, along with a rose-colored Jerusalem stone that would be used to build the shrine. My mother Hafsa, heeded and feared for her strange powers and acute mind, and one of the few women to sometimes sit in the men’s circle, believed that the Ait Daoud were descendants of the oldest tribe in the world.


But that was then. Now they too had to leave their tribal homeland for the city. They gave up their bodies for paid work and machine time at the thermal power station of the Roches-Noirs, then at the cement and sugar factories of Lafarge and Cosumar. Some proved exceptionally smart at handling the machines, while others immediately understood how to harness the new power. When the colonial bosses decided to lower the wages and put greater chains on worker and colony, we, the makeshift inhabitants of the Quarries, were the first to rebel. Angels black as soot hovered above our heads as we stood up against factory, town, and administration. It is here, in this urban swamp, that our independence from the colonials was won.


Resistance began with us—old, young, man, woman. Sometimes colonial workers themselves joined the strikes and coined words to echo those of workers and slaves around the world. Once our independence was won, we were told to return to our mines and factories. We, who expected to rise from the ashes of the burning colonial town, were forced aside and pushed down. We were dispersed throughout the city, and our neighborhoods were destroyed. Only the Quarries was slow to transform, slow to bend. We remained the beating heart of the margins, the living reminder that the city had never completely absorbed us, the rurals who came to stay.


 


Zohra continued her story long into the night, watching as Leila warmed to her touch and as her heart became stronger.


~


Zohra Ait Daoud had her own shack in the central land of the Quarries. Her walls were of corrugated iron and rotten wood. But don’t be mistaken. She understood, quite early on, the potency of books. One day, when she was very young, she heard of the vast Green Book that engulfed many minds and created forests, mountains, and citadels. She became so fascinated by this book that she decided to steal it. She was caught and publicly beaten by the bearded old man who guarded it. He warned her to stay away from it. Did she not know that it was the most sacred of all sacred emanations? She was an insolent, ignorant girl. He said to her that one day she may be given the permission to learn by rote some of its verses, but she would never be able to read it for herself. Though she was made to kneel in penance to the man and the book in the dusty square of the slum, it was too late, for her mind had already taken in the book’s symbols and signs.


Her mother taught her how to create talismans from discarded words and objects. And Zohra knew, instinctively, that the small pieces of paper or raw leather that were given to barren women and impotent men were covered with the very signs and symbols that she had glimpsed in the Green Book and that were forever inscribed in her memory. She poached in the green pastures of endless phrases and wisdoms with her own chants and incantations. She transformed old men’s fortresses into wild pastures where jealousy, love, and revenge acted out their own tragedies. She conjured magic by dismantling the text, cutting words and sentences out, creating fury out of order. Symbols became portals to the wild green pastures of long ago, to the golden sands below, and to the high mountains to the east and north. When she ripped words out or scribbled letters on animal hides, she felt life rush through her veins and voices thump against her temples. The corrosive smell of iron and sewage that permeated her slum was forgotten, and the scent of roses filled her nostrils to oblivion.
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