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In memory of my friend Sargon Boulos, the poet. 


And for Muhammad al-`Alami.


And to the memory of that young Native American woman who talks to her Moroccan friend on a Seattle night as they are returning from a nightclub. She points with her finger: “There used to be a tall green tree here,” she says, “but they cut it down to put all this cement in its place!”


And for Muhammad Badish as well.
		

			



Gertrude was a remarkable person. All she had to do was enter a room in order to make it feel full even if it were actually empty. She had a complete understanding of painting. She bought some of my canvasses when no one else in the world wanted them.


Pablo Picasso


I met Gertrude only once. I did not like her because she insisted on imposing her own dominant personality on me and everyone around her.


Anaïs Nin, Diaries, Part II


…At that time we had been in Tangiers for ten days, during that first trip to Spain when so much happened that was important to Gertrude Stein.


We had taken on a guide, Mohammed, and he had taken a fancy to us. He became a pleasant companion rather than a guide. We used to take long walks together, and he would take us to see his cousins’ wonderfully clean Arab middle class home and drink tea. We enjoyed it all. He also told us all about politics. He had been educated in Moulay Hafid’s palace and knew everything that was happening. He told us just how much money Moulay Hafid would take to abdicate and just when he would be ready to do so. We liked these stories and also enjoyed all Mohammed’s stories, which always ended up with “and when you come back there will be street cars, and then we won’t have to walk. That’ll be nice.”


Later in Spain we read in newspapers that it had all happened exactly as Mohammed had predicted, but we paid no further attention. Once in talking about our only visit to Morocco we told Monsieur Marchand this story. “Yes,” he said, “that’s diplomacy for you! You two were probably the only non-Arabs in the world who realized what the French government wanted so desperately to know. But you had found out quite by accident, and to you it was of no importance.”1








1Translator’s note: In the Arabic version of the novel, this text is included in its original English form, and I have not made any changes to the text or its punctuation. The author of this novel notes that it comes “from the French translation of Gertrude Stein’s biography, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, Paris: Gallimard, 1934, pg. 173.” In fact, the Arabic version begins on the seventh line of the printed English page. Before it we read: “There were several French families there, the French consul, Monsieur Marchand, with a charming Italian wife whom we soon came to know well. It was he who was very much amused at a story we had to tell him of Morocco. He had been attached to the French residence at Tangiers at the moment the French induced Moulai Hafid, the then sultan of Morocco, to abdicate.”


			



1. MUHAMMAD


I was afraid that when I got there I would find him dead.


Fear ran ahead of me as I hurried to him. Truth to tell, the phone call I had received from the hospital administration made things sound urgent. I leapt down the stairs and made straight for my car, parked on the street. I made use of all my modest driving skills to get there as fast as possible, forgetting—a really bad habit of mine—to fasten the seat belt or even to check first to see if the car’s documents were in the glove compartment.


Through the window in his hospital room I could see that the sky was ash-grey. I had never in my life seen clouds quite so dark, seemingly suspended on high from the universe’s ceiling. His breathing was fitful and constricted, emerging as a series of terrible rattles. I looked over at his bed, and he beckoned me with a mere flick of a finger on his right hand. Head lowered, I moved hesitantly toward him. He would always prefer to talk to me as though he were confiding a major secret; that was even the case when we met in the evening on the sidewalk of the Café Paris. He would always lower his voice, pull me toward him by putting his arm around my head, and talk to me about things that he apparently did not want to share with anyone else.


Annoying though it may have been, that is the way he used to talk to me about the Parisian phase in his life and about the fruitful years he had spent with her there—by whom I mean Gertrude,  and  also  Picasso,  Matisse,  Braque,  Modigliani, Apollinaire, Jean Cocteau, Hemingway, Scott Fitzgerald, Max Jacob…and others. Needless to say, I believed none of it, all those tiny secrets that he did not want other customers at the café to hear. In spite of that, I always went along with him and respected the obvious enjoyment he got out of talking. Most of the time he was the one doing the talking, offering words of inspiration, direction, counsel, and admonition, voicing his opinions at times and objecting at others. The crowning moment on each occasion may have come when he started talking about her—Gertrude, of course, and her friend Alice—and his fulsome memories of the time he had spent with them both. That would prompt a series of winks, jabs, comments, and selfdeprecating sarcasm. All the while he would seem like an ancient warrior, but one who had never in his life engaged in any real conflict or dispute. He used to have a whole series of stories and allusions to offer about her, as part of which he would refer to letters, none of which we had ever read, and pictures of which we never saw the slightest trace.


It was a small square-shaped room on the third floor of the hospital wing for heart and coronary patients. The ceiling was low, and the entire room was only large enough for the patient’s bed, a white iron chair, and a metal table, with instruments, milk products, and a notepad and pen on it. However, there was a large window that looked out on the back of the hospital, with an expanse of yellowing grass and a dilapidated wall beyond which you could make out the poles and wires of the train tracks. You could also see the old customs building with a non-working clock at the very top of the tower, jutting up almost to the base of the dark cloud cover.


I raised his pillow a bit to make him more comfortable. He immediately started talking. It was actually the first time I had ever seen him unwilling to wait; he was acting like someone who had to leave in a hurry.


I did not pay sufficient attention to what he was saying, and in fact saying with all the insistence of someone who just wants to talk and is keen to find the right words to suit the occasion. I thought he was going off on one of his rambling tangents again, or else that I was listening to the kind of expressions that normally come flooding out in rasps when someone is close to death. At first I was in a complete panic, but then I managed to pull myself together and show a degree of resolve.


“Don’t laugh at what I’ve told you,” I heard him say at the end of his bitter remarks. “I hereby consign to you my trust. You have given me your word.”


“I’m asking you,” he went on, “to turn my memory into your own garb, to go the whole way”—here he coughed—“the one I hoped would be my own way. Do you understand?”


Needless to say, I did not understand. Such was the seriousness of the situation: with him close to death, I was in no way laughing at him or what he was trying to confide in me. Feeling sorry for him, I hurriedly put all the papers, clippings, and faded photographs into my leather briefcase and left. It was my intention to let our mutual friends know about gravity of the situation and to contact everyone I knew to prepare for the funeral. He had given clear instructions that the ceremony was to be as modest as possible; he wanted the Marchand Cemetery to be his final resting place “when the call comes,” as he would continually tell me. Thankfully the doctor had given me advance warning.


As I drove there, I burst into tears.


This time they did as I asked, which for me was unusual. I was surprised to see myself in tears. Here was a lonely friend, someone with no family or relatives to contact, provoking the kind of tears reserved for a father. For the very first time, as far as I could remember, I was crying without the tears getting out of hand. As I drove the car and looked out the window at the rows of buildings spreading out like mushrooms, I found that I could not forget either that final phrase he had used or the fractured tone in his voice as he whispered in my ear with that impeccable Arabic that he knew so well and relished.


“I don’t want everything else to die along with my pain,” he had said. “I’ve borne a good deal of it on my own and lived my life in seconds and hours, not just days, months, and years. Now I can’t write it all down as I had hoped. I’m beaten, so it’s your job to score a victory for your brother!”


He had told me his own remarkable story over and over again, with ever-advancing old age and fading memory playing their usual role in scrambling the information. Every time he repeated the story to me, he would be adding and omitting some of the details. I used to regard the whole thing as mere entertainment; some of the details might be true, but a lot of it seemed to be the typical imaginings and memories of an old man—a time when people of advanced age like to tell endless stories about their past. Even though I knew him and had kept his company for some twenty years or more, I could never be certain about the exact color of his almond-colored eyes even when I was looking directly at them. I would listen closely to what he was saying and trust him—this time at least. So then, it wasn’t just a story or a figment of his imagination. It was a blazing segment of his own life!


He seemed more serious than ever before and showed a determination that brooked no doubts. He was not just out to convince me; this time he wanted me to take on his whole story. He handed me personal documents with his veined, spot-marked hands that shook as he did so, as though he were playing a betting game with his final documents. I planted a warm kiss on his forehead which was already turning cold—a shaykh and his disciple. Then a delayed apology, like a scene from the tape of a dreadful old Egyptian movie in black-and-white.


Muhammad had spent his entire life as if he were never going to die. In the final months he was convinced that he was going to live a further phase in his life. At no time did you even imagine that he had lived as long as he should. I have to admit that this enthusiasm amazed me, such a burning desire to live in spite of how little life, in all its insouciance, seemed to offer.


So where did such hidden energy come from, I kept asking myself.


He was someone whose entire body was encapsulated in his heart; that was where his strength was, and his source of happiness as well. It may well be that he had no idea of where to put his heart when he needed to find a secure spot for it. He had clearly made a mistake in realizing only very, very late that his heart had started consuming him and his lungs could no longer get enough fresh air. Even so, people—myself specifically, but others as well—will often overinterpret things; they want to give everything a meaning in spite of the fact that not everything necessarily has one. Many things on earth happen purely by chance, with no reference to mind or even the absence of heart…for even a minute or a minute and a half. And yet we are constantly overlooking and forgetting things or simply do not know.


That’s the way things are all the time, even though we may try to come up with all sorts of meanings. Life is its own self, and on occasion it aspires to turn into a gypsy, preferring to be neglectful, to become a child again, strip down, turn off the mental clock, and skulk aimlessly about. We’re often wrong when we imagine that everything has to have rules, systems, and principles, and at the same time forget that spontaneity, childhood, and madness all operate on a different kind of logic, one that has more in common with poetry and life itself. That is why I have always tried to understand and comprehend things, especially when observing a friend who follows his heart and turns away from the common herd.


Here I have to say that it was only in this spirit that I conducted myself with Muhammad. I did not behave the way some of the friends in our group did, although at this point I am not going to say who they were. With him, specifically, they were like savage dogs and never took him seriously enough. Everything he did, every single part of him, they treated as a huge joke, even his clothes, his cap, the way he combed his hair, his expressions, his face, his wrinkles, his curved eyebrows, and the slight curvature of his shoulders. There was no way to escape such cruel remarks, and he really suffered in the midst of a herd of nasty pigs. It could well be that, as time went by, he began to collapse under the sheer weight of these poisonous comments without even being aware of the repercussions and damage they were causing.


Here I can make the claim that Muhammad would not have been dying (or, at least, not so easily) if he himself had not come to the conclusion that death alone had become his one means of escape—“the only genuinely feasible truth,” as he regularly told us all.


It may be that he had finally stumbled on the one condition he had been searching for in order to be rid of the pain and his sense of chronic failure. Maybe he only died because he had to, either because of his own excessive involvement in life or else because a man will prefer to die when life is no longer fulfilling. Dying will be the sole reason or, to put it all simply, because “the call has come.”


It is only now that I can appreciate the profundity in that short sentence he once shared with me when he was talking about Gertrude, his American friend whom he could never stop talking about: “When we go to someone else and they reject us, we have to know how to get back to our own selves.”


It is my conviction that he never learned how to do that. Ever since his first encounter with Gertrude in Tangier, he had waited a while, but he had never seen her again. When he finally gave up or decided that she might have completely forgotten him, he made up his mind to travel. It was almost as though his purpose in going to see her in Paris, where she was living, was only to confirm his own despair. Truth to tell, he never told us everything about her, and that made him seem a bit ambiguous. He never encouraged anyone to check on the authenticity of his memories. It is true that I may well have been the only one who felt that he was actually repressing a good deal of private pain, patiently and quietly hiding and tolerating a large concealed burden. However, none of us were able to share with him the pain he was enduring. Now I know for sure, without a shadow of doubt, what I did not know before; after all, time can teach people things they have not learned before.


Personally, I was not aware early on what was implied by his insistence on choosing me specifically as the person to tell things to and to keep telling them to; names, faces, expressions, and distant places would all be repeated in my presence. Was he in a panic about the possibility of everything being forgotten and erased from memory? For someone who has only the bare threads of his life left to him, could anything be more cruel than to see all traces disappear? Perhaps he was passing on to us (to me, actually, although I was not aware of the fact) strands of memory threatened with oblivion through indifference and neglect. I did not much heed the level of attention he paid to me or his excessive confidence in my purported abilities. It did not even occur to me that he needed me to help him to return to his own self so that I would not come to some kind of compromise with his memory. What is certain is that it was a memory that was torturing him, while at the same time he regarded it as both wonderful and tender.


He may have been beset by feelings of regret. There was no nostalgia in the normal sense of the word, but he may have had the obscure feeling of nostalgia that poets have, the kind where such feelings belong to neither past nor future!


His only desire was to recover his sense of pride, but, simply stated, he did not have the necessary resources to do so. He was like someone who wanted to traverse the ice-sea using burning words, but the words let him down! For that reason Muhammad was always on fire in his desires and yet suspended in his ideas— until, that is, all of a sudden he abruptly came across someone close by who could share the task with him. It was partly illumination and partly guesswork—I don’t know which was the more prominent—that led him to me. He did his level best to cram his own horizons into mine, but at first I turned away, since I was neither interested nor eager. We did not have enough common interests. My own aspirations lay elsewhere, and I was not prepared to try crossing a chasm when I had no idea how deep it was.


Originally I had stalled him politely with promises, and as a result I found myself suddenly forced to honor them. What promises, you may ask? I do not know exactly, but they may have involved getting close to the light in spite of an early sensation that my wings would get burned. Deep down I was, and maybe still am, suffering from the same symptoms as most of my generation—a desire to get away from memories of the past and a clear sense of aggravation toward the previous generation who continually threw the past in our faces every time we opened our mouths. I never realized, nor did my contemporaries, that the people who had been clinging to the past—talking endlessly about it and repeating themselves—have a particular reason for doing so, but we members of the younger generation do not give it any credence. Perhaps we too have a reason for behaving that way, but we are not sure of the precise reason either!


I cannot recall exactly when he broached the subject with me for the first time, neither the day nor the month, although I do remember that it was a year and a half or so before his death. During one of his clearer moments he launched into a fervent request that I compose his memoirs for him. I had previously been delighted to hear that he had in fact some personal memoirs that needed editing—at least, that was my understanding. But then he told me that they were not available as a manuscript but existed solely as a silent archive within him. What he was asking me to do in fact was to transfer that archive to written form. It was at this point that I told him I was a poet at the start of a career; I had no idea how to write a biography. True enough, I told him, I have both written and published things; people had been able to read some of the poems and free-prose pieces I had produced. However, none of that qualified me for undertaking such a major task as this one. For his part he expressed the opinion that his complete trust in me was the basis of his request, in addition to which he thought that the little poetry I had already published showed “an outstanding narrative quality,” to quote his own words.


That statement astonished me and made me ask myself not merely about his insistent request but also about what I might write and how I might operate. I will confess that I had my doubts about his sincerity. People will sometimes heap praise on something you have written in prose form as a way of criticizing your poetry! He must have realized what I was thinking to myself, because I can recall now that he went further.


“Okay then,” he said. “No one else is going to write about my life. It’s you and only you! Don’t compose conservatively like poets. Yes, you’re a poet, but you know how to tell a story as well.”


In spite of that, I still felt worried about moving so far away from the kind of things I do best. I am only good about writing things about myself. I balked at the idea of suddenly turning myself into a “slave” and becoming a pen for hire! My poetry had always been a symbol of innocence, so how could I possibly turn it in a trice into something akin to a crime weapon? With those thoughts in mind, I declined his request.


He still refused to lower his arms; every so often he would resume his request. Recently he had tried to assure me that the book would be mine and would carry my personal signature; all he would be providing was the work’s materials. I got the feeling that what he wanted was to see his secret safely placed into a book; that was all. He had made up his mind that I was the one to do it, either because he trusted me or my writings or for some other reason. I have no idea which. I still hesitated, made nice remarks, and offered excuses; for a while I may even have given him the impression that he had failed. As it is, I think I made a mistake to a certain extent. If only I had moved beyond my delaying tactics and come to my senses. His live testimony would have been bound to lessen the burden of the project, instead of the kind of thing that I am trying to do now. But events in life are judged according to the way they work out, so it is inevitable that there will be failures, erasures, missteps, forgetfulness, separation, absence, and avoidance, all in the cause of seeing the writing process brought to fruition.


The worry about my pen being for hire is not the only reason for my dilatory behavior. There is also the fact that I was much less bothered about the life story of Ba-Muhammad al-Jabali. When he was much older and time had caught up with him, everyone simply called him either Muhammad or Ba-Muhammad. Actually I was so uninterested that I never bothered to ask him who had chosen his professional name, “the man from Tangier,” as he was universally known. He used to describe himself as “a retired writer” or “formerly a writer,” with the claim that earlier in life he had indeed written literature. Everyone continued to regard him as a member of the “literary family,” someone to be reckoned with. Those people would consort with him, and he with them. He used to share his opinions, experiences, and advice with them, but he was also known as a painter and on occasion a sculptor as well, although, in this latter case, many people regarded him as “lacking talent” or “lacking an esthetic flair.” I myself have been unable to determine the exact nature of this perceived lack, something that was regularly mentioned every time the subject of sculpture came up.


I never heard anyone among his Tangier friends describe his paintings or sculpture in complimentary terms. That was in spite of the fact that, as friends of his, we would regularly do the right thing by turning up at his private exhibitions and praising his contributions at public exhibits. We used to write short reviews as well, and general impressions, all out of a feeling that he deserved some publicity and because we were convinced that selling his artistic works was his only source of income. In fact, we only knew him for his paintings and sculptures; we never read anything he wrote. In any discussion of his literary side we made do with his own reminiscences about himself and his former reputation as a writer who had decided for some reason or other to stop writing. Some student research papers still mentioned his name in their bibliographies and made passing mention of “his literary past” even though his earliest output was so limited. To tell the truth, we all used to imagine a past for him or invent a personal account—exactly as we do for ourselves.


But now that Muhammad is dead, I can see how far he went wrong in his life. That said, I never thought he made the wrong decision when he decided to involve a young writer like me in his biography. From one point of view, he must have persuaded himself over and over again that it was not yet the right time for memories, even though he could watch as the years passed swiftly by. From another viewpoint he maintained his dogged trust in me, almost as though he were watching in a clear sky as a gleaming star approached his own constellation. Did he select me to fulfill his desire to write about his life because he was utterly convinced that I would not hurt him in any way? That I would not toy with his feelings and scoff at the hallowed memories that he loved to relate? Was it that, or just the lucky guess of a man with experience?


I get the impression that at the time the idea of taking on the project of writing about his life seemed like something fairly minor, the kind of fleeting thought that soon disappears without trace. Clearly everyone gets the idea at some point that inside them there’s a book about their own life, especially when they read books about other people’s lives that really impress them. But, once confronted with life’s never-ending compulsions, they soon forget about the idea and discard it. However, Muhammad was obsessed with the idea, as though it were an object clutched in his hand rather than simply an idea lurking in his mind. He made it abundantly clear that inside him he had this cogent force that kept the idea both in his mind and on his tongue.


The whole goal was totally remote from any aspiration for eternity; the sarcastic smile he would give at the very suggestion made that clear enough. But, whenever he felt sad or angry, he would tell me that he had traversed the twentieth century. As far as he was concerned, it was all time that had been wasted. He would tell me that he had lived with no hope in either life or death, a thought that always motivated his feelings and one he repeated whenever anyone was listening. In spite of that, he had no desire to turn his biography into a reformulation of the kind of destiny that he would like to have had. When the questions became too much, I surprised him with one of my own. We were sitting distractedly one evening at the Café Paris in Tangier. Did he want me to get some revenge for him, to write on his behalf and take revenge on a past I had never lived and a woman I had never even known—the woman he had loved while she had rid herself of him? It was as though I had given a name to a nasty feeling that he himself refused to acknowledge.


It was curious how angry he became.


“You’re talking,” he said, “so you can say whatever you like, as though talk is just something to say…”


“No, no,” I interrupted. “It’s said that way so that people can listen to it!”


Signs of approaching death were already visible on his face—a slight flicker of some previous internal feeling or else an apparent readiness to depart. Needless to say, no one spotted it at the time; it is only now, amid the welter of these fresh preparations, that I sense that in those final months of our friendship I was observing him in a particular way, the full import of which I did not realize at the time. It was just like looking at someone for a last time, anticipating that you will never see him again—as though death the butterfly had alighted on his shoulder but none of us could see it, and he himself was unable to feel the soft and gentle impact it had on him.


As I retain my happy memories of him and recall his face and its features and his own memories, I feel that we were two travelers passing along the way; they did not know each other and only met by chance on an express train. One of the two told his life story to the other and then left.


			

	

	

2. THE HOSPITAL


As he lay there in the hospital under the bed sheets, he looked like human wreckage in its terminal solitude. For several minutes I felt as though I were standing over the fragments of a smashed vase. It was as though he had felt himself falling, but, when he could not resist the secret forces that were pulling him down, he had performed a farewell dance on his own and then withdrawn into silence. A curtain seemed to have been lowered around him, enveloping him in its folds, and he had now headed back to the womb whence he came.


The nurse stood meekly by his deathbed, collecting his belongings and putting them all in a plastic bag. She folded his clothes neatly, put them in his suitcase, and handed it to me. I signed a receipt for them, avoiding as far as possible the series of questions she asked me about his origins, family, life, and friends…and all the things he still owned!


I stared at his features—the face of the corpse he had now become. It felt as though I were doing my level best to store them in my memory before they vanished forever. Even though he was actually dead, to me he still looked self-assured. What caught my eye was the broad smile on his lips. So here was death giving him a welcoming smile, and he was reciprocating with an even bigger one. While he was still alive, his facial expression had never shown the kind of clear indication that it was doing now. More often than not, his face would look frozen, without revealing any particular significance. To be sure his jaw muscles would regularly show when he was feeling tense inside. I may be exaggerating a bit here, but, truth to tell, I had never really appreciated the real meaning of death until Muhammad died in my presence, in fact in my arms.


It had only been a short while earlier that Muhammad had been here with us, going over his will again and making sure that I was committed.


So what exactly is death? Swift departure? Postponed regret? A huge white eraser that creates a void for which tears are no compensation? The only compensation is actually silence, which transforms into oblivion, something that in itself is simply a crack in the memory—small at first perhaps, but growing ever larger as the days roll by.


Is it true that time, which erases everything, does not do so with memories? I do not think so. It is merely an expression used by grave-diggers to enhance the market for marble. For memories to remain alive, their owner has also to remain alive. But, once he has died, it seems that the only reason is so that he can remind other people that he was once a living person. And that is all there is to it.


No person or thing ever managed to upset me as much as Muhammad’s sudden and shocking death. I have no idea why the death of one friend may affect us so much more than that of another, even though in both cases we all receive the same news. Could it be that the degree of closeness in life is mirrored in that of death as well? Or could it be that the context in which we hear the news manages to create an additional level of shock and loss, one that is intense in some cases but cooler and less exceptional in others? So why was I so shocked by Muhammad’s death? He was not the same age as I, nor had we shared the mass of things that contemporaries normally share. A feeling of regret perhaps, or of a period of time I had not known how to fully exploit? An accumulation of absences, a sense I had that I was gradually but relentlessly burying parts of my own body? Or was it simply Muhammad himself—with his particular temperament, his moods, his experiences, his love, his dreams, his illusions, his memories, his fancies, and the isolated nature of both his life and death—was he the one who made me feel so incredibly sad when he died?


In addition I should not forget what he told me that very noon when I was listening to his final words.


“The film, Abu Hassan,” he gasped. “Finish it. The scenario’s not finished yet!”


I was fully aware of the agonized feelings of someone so close to death when he was not able to write about his life the way he had wanted. I had no choice but to play along and give him an assurance that I had never offered before to either his memory or his memoirs. I promised myself to do all I could to read the personal papers he had left me and think seriously about his biography. Even so, I tried to convince myself that it might have to be a biography that at the very least could cover our lives together at the sidewalk café in a cosmopolitan city whose fabled legend was gradually shattering and dissolving before our very eyes each day. But then forgetfulness, sloth, and rejection are sometimes the result of accelerated circumstances, although they are not necessarily visible as part of our inner selves.


From the time of my final encounter with him, or, to be precise, with his remains as we buried them in a grave on the edge of the Marchand Cemetery, I chose to distance myself from soirées at the Café Paris and the circle of sidewalk friends. I did not even pause to think exactly why and how this decision came about, one that kept me away from familiar surroundings that a short while earlier I had come to regard as an integral part of my life and my very being. Was it a way of avoiding the need to confront the void left by Muhammad’s death, or simply other pressing obligations and the force of circumstances, especially my involvement in the school strike and its consequences?


I was heavily involved in the strike; almost everyone else was as well, whether due to the worsening financial situation that we all faced, a matter of honor and audacity (as I insist was the case with me), or else sheer exploitation, that being a factor regularly used by professional educators who used to regard (and maybe still do) every strike call as the proclamation of yet another vacation. Such decisions would have little or nothing to do with any justification for the strike itself, so much so that you might find four or five different union cards in the pockets of some of their educators, with each organization calling for a minor or major walkout, whether successful or not. In any case, the person concerned would always come out on strike.


But then audacity comes at a cost. It took only a short time, from one night to the next noon, for me to find myself as a teacher out of a job; I do not like saying that I was fired (not wishing to repeat what the authorities have to say on the subject). There is no need at this point to mention the arrests, imprisonment, and trials of strikers that took place at the time. I was surprised when the newspapers talked about me with some admiration—not exactly about me personally, but rather about “the people who had decided to take an action that was guaranteed by the country’s constitution. Even so, the authorities chose to humiliate them and withdrew their right of protest.” Unlike others, I did not have the honor of being jailed, but I was one of the people who were fired from their teaching jobs. My own government chose to be rid of me so that I could start using my own words with a precision that suits me.


In such circumstances my whole life changed, and I changed with it. If Muhammad had been alive at that particular point, he would certainly have known how to impact my self-esteem as an “organic intellectual!” (That very phrase makes me chuckle now). I can visualize him now, sitting at his usual place in the café and putting his index finger on various parts of his head as a way of showing that he is thinking or trying to remember something. Clutching my arm, he would give a wink with one eye to attract his interlocutors’ attention and use his hands and fingers to make gestures that would lend the necessary weight to his remarks.


“So now you’ve finally done it!” he would be saying. “How often have I warned you not to get involved in fights where the parameters aren’t clear?! I’ve told you time and again that you don’t need to commit yourself. Let your poetry do it for you in its own particular fashion!”


That is the way Muhammad was with me—and others too. He never felt happy about glossing over situations or indulging in cartoonish acts of heroism. He would always look at things from a different perspective, and time after time his point of view turned out to be right on the mark. Because that was the way he was, he soon became the anchor of our gatherings, one of the major monuments of Tangier and manifestations of its oral landscape. His advanced age was no impediment when it came to sitting down with aspiring writers and chatting with them about innovative trends. He would hardly ever abandon his woolen coat or white shirt, and yet he always managed to look neat and tidy and to convey a youthful spirit. Controversy was  his  primary  métier,  and  he  had  a  particular  talent  for nonplussing his jokester foes during our nightly soirées in the La Bricola Café by the shore, the Ritz Restaurant, the al-Hafa Café, or the usual spot on the sidewalk by Café Paris. He had a gentle kind of sarcasm that he aimed at his victims, something that always showed his broad experience, wisdom, and perceptive abilities.


There was one occasion when Sa`id S., a short-story writer of our generation who was very proud of the number of books he had published, managed to get him worked up. He had regarded Muhammad as being “a virtual writer,” since not only had he not published as many books, but he had actually not published anything at all. Muhammad let out a malevolent laugh by way of preparation for what was to come.


“God Almighty,” he said, “only ever wrote and published three heavenly books, all of which changed the world and mankind. But you’re like a rabbit, churning out books every year than no one bothers to read!”


And that is the way it was with any young person who tried to best him. I can personally recall the way he once led me on when we first got to know each other. I had been interrupting too much and maybe not allowing him enough chance to speak. As it happens, talking was one of his particular gifts, something that allowed him to dominate conversations.


“You’re still young,” he told me, “so learn how to keep quiet and listen to other people. Just look at God. He knows what your fate is, and yet He remains silent and says nothing!”


That made everyone chuckle with laughter.


“But He’s not always going to stay silent!” he went on. 


Gradually his expressions and verbal comments crept into the things we wrote. If he had wanted, he could have written and published loads of stories, but he made do with telling them out loud, proudly and joyfully. The people who transferred them into textual form were his friends, his general coterie, and even French, Spanish, or American visitors to Tangier. I can say for sure that a number of my colleagues, young writers of stories, regularly included in their own compositions ideas, jokes, and situations culled from his instinctive sense of storytelling. You might say that he became an oral storyteller who knew how to narrate the world and things; it was as though inside him there was a kind of disused typewriter or publication machine. I have no idea how it all worked.


For all of us his Tangerine aura was by no means normal. Wherever he happened to be, he would cast his shadow and leave a trace behind. I was always captivated by the way he talked and the comments he used to make, and by his silences as well. I have to admit that all of us young writers—I, at least—were haunted by his presence; he became part of us. We started using some of the funny nicknames that he gave us all, repeating his expressions, and invoking his ideas in discussions. We would add aspects of his personality to the features that we were writing about. I loved him, had a deep respect for his habits, and paid close attention to his various moods. Even so I never fully believed the things he told me about his past and the memories he shared with me. For example, I did not believe that he had been a friend of an American woman writer who, he said, was “Hemingway’s spiritual teacher”! Nor that one of our (forgive me for saying so) failed, neglected, forgotten, and lost artists in North Africa was a friend of Matisse, Picasso, Georges Braque, De Launay, Juan Gris, and Amedeo Modigliani. It goes without saying that I completely dismissed the notion that he knew Guillaume Apollinaire personally and had shaken hands with Pierre Reverdy, that he was acquainted with Hemingway and Anaïs Nin and had met Scott Fitzgerald, not to mention others as well, many, many more….


To be sure, in my own mind the legends associated with those figures loom very large indeed, and yet I find it difficult to put them into the same picture, the same scenario as my Tangerine friend, Muhammad. Even so I teased him a lot while we were sitting next to each other, exchanging memories.


“So then,” I would say, “I’m looking at the eyes that saw Matisse and Picasso close-up, not to mention the bandaged soldier’s head of Apollinaire!”


He liked the expression and looked delighted. When I said that I was looking at the eyes that had gazed on the completely naked body of an American woman, he guffawed. This statement of mine was intended to reflect the lewd and scandalous references that he was forever making to Gertrude.


As far as we were concerned, his relationship with Gertrude was shrouded in ambiguity. We could never deal with it as a genuine memory or part of a past that he had actually lived. Instead it was just a story. The body of that fat American woman seemed to dominate every sensory outlet he possessed, even though everyone regarded it as simply a story. He lived in a perpetual Parisian mist, even when Paris itself was thousands of kilometers away and Tangier swaggered on its modest way under the clear blue sky.


We may have had Muhammad with us in Tangier, with him seeing us and we him, and yet his sails were set for some far distant sea. His memories were close neither to him nor to us, nor did his lexicon reside anywhere near ours. When he addressed us, it was with the aid of another language, other words, other rituals, and other images, almost as though he were relying on a memory filled with people other than us. As I see things now, he would be looking at the chairs we were sitting on and imagining that we were not there. Instead it would be his own far distant specters who would be sitting on them. We failed to understand a good deal of what he was saying, and he did not seem all that eager to grasp a lot of what we had to say. It was as though we were talking to each other from behind a thick pane of glass or sitting on two sides of an abyss that separated us, so that one side could not hear the other.


During all those years the thing that caused Muhammad so much pain was the private time that kept him far removed from other people in Tangier. We would often wound him (and here I am talking about some of his friends, not necessarily about myself ), and yet those wounds were not obvious bodily ones, but rather hurts that affected various parts of his very soul. At the very end neither he nor his doctors acknowledged what was the wound that bled the most, the fatal thrust perhaps. Who knows? Maybe I exaggerated my associations, especially since the news of his death now seems so remote. It may also be the case that I now view my Tangier memories in bitter retrospect, having left it some time ago—in fact ever since that strike that unions still term “historic.” I certainly agree with that verdict, at least with regard to the major impact that the history of that particular day had on people. But it may well be the wound inflicted on him by Gertrude that caused more pain, leaving a deeper scar inside him, one that led to his demise.


The profound, silent pain that Muhammad felt was not a secret to anyone. There was no other explanation for the way he stopped writing altogether. At this point I can even suggest that it was actually the pain that he was leaving behind.


I can just imagine that look, the very first look that a young man from the Maghrib—and from a particular background—directed at an American woman living in Europe, in Paris to be precise, and an aristocratic woman at that. I completely understand the confrontation between what might appear to be “higher” and “lower” in terms of culture and connections, the kind of thing to make a young man rub his hands in glee, to rediscover his own face in front of the woman, his temperature rising. Wetting his lips, his eyes would have a special gleam and his star would shine brighter. Muhammad never spoke about it, but I know that it is the case. Everyone knows it, whether by dint of sheer habit or else because of the enormous gap between East and West where almost everything keeps them apart, except, of course, for wars, explosions, and arms seizures!


Even today I still tear up whenever I remember him, when I  am  walking  along  the  streets  in  Rabat  and  spot  someone who looks like him or is sporting a beret like the one he used to wear— most particularly when I see the rare old men like him who cling to life with a strange relish, just the way he did. People like him really felt a need to live life even more fully; they absolutely refused to surrender their youth, and had to stay alive. How often did he insist on hiding his actual age (he was over seventy, maybe even older) under the cover of a much younger person—displays of strength, gathering the vestiges of his thinning hair into a ponytail, wearing white corduroy suits or colored summer shirts, sporting fancy berets, using the very latest style of spectacles, and donning multicolored neckties? He would always have a leather briefcase under his arm and use gold pens and expensive notebooks to write down ideas and observations and compose certain manuscripts!


Right up till today I can still feel that final touch of his hand, that moment when he had told me everything he wanted to say. He fell silent for a moment, and his eyes opened wide, as though he could see a strand of shrouded internal images. In that white cloud of death, did he recall, I wonder, the face of Gertrude, someone whom he loved so dearly before that love was severed and suddenly dissolved in blood—all of which led him to resist it? Or did the face of Bakhta loom before his eyes, his cousin who had grown up, matured, and married while he was away— thus becoming and remaining for the rest of his life yet another wound in his heart? As he lay there dying, maybe he recalled any number of faces, moments, and places, but then maybe he did not remember anything or anyone at all. When death comes to someone who is not expecting it, it deprives him of the possibility of whatever little pleasure can be gleaned from the memories accumulated in his soul’s store-room. He leaves the world, as though he had never seen or lived anything—as though he had never been!




			



3. ANOTHER LIFELINE


“I’ll write your life story, Abu Muhammad,” I told him, “so rest assured.”


But, as though I had said that only out of courtesy, I never wrote anything, the story neither of his life nor of his death. Truth to tell, I was not lying to him in any basic way; it was just that I was reassuring a friend on his deathbed, someone who needed a final word of release. So, as far as I can tell, I was going along with his wishes, just a few gentle words demanded by the situation and necessity. To be more precise, I have never lied in my entire life, whether to other people or to myself. I can never remember telling a lie, by which I mean those black lies which are intended to mislead, deceive, or cause people harm. But when it comes to those little white lies, gentle and sincere, which are usually intended to lighten pain, calm fears, or mend a rift of some kind, well, I may have told a lot of those, and with relish, honesty, and love.
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