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TO SAKINA AND TO JALILA






“So vast the prison crushing me,

Release, where will you come from?”

—BERBER SONG
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THE SILENCE OF WRITING
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FOR A LONG TIME I believed that writing meant dying, slowly dying, groping to unfold a shroud of sand or silk over things that one had felt trembling and pawing the ground. A burst of laughter—frozen. The beginnings of a sob—turned into stone.

Yes, for a long time I wanted to lean against the dike of memory, or against the shadowy light of its other side, to be gradually penetrated by its cold, because as I wrote I recalled myself.

And life dissipates; its living trace dissolves.

Writing about the past, my feet wrapped up in a prayer rug which was not even a jute or horsehair mat tossed down somewhere on the dust of a dawn road or at the foot of a crumbling dune under the immense sky at sunset.

The silence of writing, the desert wind turning its inexorable millstone, while my hand races and the father’s language (the language now, moreover, transformed into a father tongue) slowly but surely undoes the wrapping cloths from a dead love; and so many voices spatter into a lingering vertiginous mourning, way behind me the faint murmur of ancestors, the ululations of lament from veiled shadows floating along the horizon—while my hand races on …

For a long time I believed that writing meant getting away, or at the very least, leaping out under this immense sky, into the dust of the road along the foot of the crumbling dunes … For a long time.

During that period, almost fifteen years ago, every Saturday afternoon, I used to go to the hammam at the ancient heart of a small Algerian city at the foot of the Atlas Mountains.

I went with my mother-in-law, who would meet her friends there in the mist and the cries of children in the hot steam room. Some of these older women, matrons parading around in their striped tunics, made the bathing ceremony an interminable ritual, with its solemn liturgy and melancholy languor.

There one encountered mothers also, humble, worn out, and surrounded by their brood, and there were sometimes also young, harshly beautiful women (whose behavior the distrustful bourgeois matrons viewed with suspicion). Ostentatiously immodest, they would remove every hair from their bodies but not the heavy gold jewelry that still sparkled around their necks and naked, wet arms … I would wind up being the only one to make polite conversation with them afterward in the large, cold room.

Like many of the women, I felt the pleasure of the baths upon leaving them. Carpeted with mats and mattresses, the antechamber became a haven of delights where you were served peeled oranges, open pomegranates, and barley water to your heart’s content. Perfumes mingled above the bodies of sleeping women and engulfed the shivering ones, who slowly dressed as they spun their colorful threads of gossip.

I stretched out, I dozed, I listened. My mother-in-law spread out her satin undergarments and taffeta robes. She kept a motherly watch over me as she greeted this or that neighbor or young beauty passing by. Then in a low voice she would recount for me the details of their ancestry. I surrendered to the hubbub and murmuring warmth. When finally my kinswoman began to unfold her creamy white wool veil and wrap it around herself, I in turn would get ready. The time to leave had come. Then I would play the role of silent companion. No veil, of course, but taciturn. Attentive, while the heavy door in the back opened slightly from time to time to exhale steam and distant sound like breath from a magic lair …

One day an amply endowed lady in the splendor of her fifties, cheeks pink with heat and her forehead crowned with a white taffeta headdress fringed in shades of purple, began the lengthy formulas of farewell.

My mother-in-law, who enjoyed her company, wanted her to stay longer.

“Another fifteen minutes, O light of my heart,” she insisted.

The other one, exasperated, made a face and excused herself in a scornful voice. This woman who seemed so expert in affectation ended her list of justifications by letting slip a stark expression.

“Alas, unfortunately”—she sighed dramatically—“I am fettered.”

“You, fettered?” her friend exclaimed, filled with admiration, as if she were in the presence of a queen.

“Yes, I am,” retorted the lady through her immaculate veil. She then closed the matter by concealing her face entirely with a haughty gesture. “I cannot possibly stay later today. The enemy is at home!”

She left.

“The enemy?” I asked, slowly turning toward my mother-in-law.

The word l’e’dou, resonant in Arabic, had sounded a dissonate note.

My companion helplessly contemplated the complete astonishment that filled my eyes. She forced a half smile; perhaps she felt also at that moment a sort of shame.

“Yes, ‘the enemy,’ ” she whispered. “Don’t you know how women in our town talk among themselves?” (My silence continued thick with questions.) “Don’t you understand? By enemy, she meant her husband.”

“Her husband, the enemy? She doesn’t seem so unhappy!”

My naïveté suddenly seemed to irritate my mother-in-law.

“Her husband is no different from any other husband! ‘Enemy’ is just a manner of speaking. Women, as I said before, have called them that for ages … without the men knowing it. I, of course—”

I interrupted her with a gesture as we stood up. My mother-in-law was a saint: Even had she had a real enemy, she would have called him “my lord.” As for her husband, a hard though fair man, she served him with unfailing dignity.

This word, l’e’dou, I first heard in this way, in the damp of the vestibule from which women arrived almost naked and left enveloped head to toe. The word enemy, uttered in that moist warmth, entered me, strange missile, like an arrow of silence piercing the depths of my then too tender heart. In truth the simple term, bitter in its Arab flesh, bored endlessly into the depths of my soul, and thus into the source of my writing …

Suddenly one language, one tongue, struck the other inside me. The voice of a woman who could have been my maternal aunt came to shake the tree of my hidden hope. My silent quest for light and shade was thrown off balance, as if I had been exiled from the nurturing shore, orphaned.

The word spoken by the older woman in her veil who had been smiling just minutes before, certainly no victim, but comfortable in her role as a city-dweller, peaceable and somewhat affected, this word—not one of hatred, no, rather one of despair long frozen in place between the sexes—this word left in its wake within me a dangerous urge to self-erasure …

This lady from the baths left in a dignified manner. Shortly afterward my mother-in-law and I followed. I, speechless and, as the next few years would show, stripped bare, drowned mourning for things unknown and for hope.

Was that why I began to mistrust writing? It had no shadow? It dried things up so fast? I discarded it.

Those years were not really years of silence or depression: Inside my ear and heart grated the gift of the unknown woman whose voice tormented me. Through her the mother tongue had shown me her teeth, inscribing within me a deadly bitterness … Where was I to find the thick undergrowth within from now on, how was I to open a narrow corridor into the warm, black tenderness, whose glowing secrets and gleaming words piled thick and deep?

Would I not have to beg, plunged into the darkness of the lost language and its hardened heart that I had found at the hammam that day?



PART ONE
WHAT IS ERASED
IN THE HEART
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“But what is becoming of me now
that makes me dream of you?
As streams bear me along,
there—the end of something,
something unfolding like Asia.”

—HÖLDERLIN
En bleu adorable




Oh, is this your buried treasure?
The light in the heart.”

—VIRGINIA WOOLF
A Haunted House
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THE SIESTA
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A SIESTA, A LONG SIESTA, one day in early November … as if this rest came after six, nine months, no, a year, or to be precise thirteen months, thirteen months of soaking—the rising of an insidious flood with moments of inertia, a growing inner swell, swelling in imperceptible vibrations, in prickles. Moments of respite intervene, bright intervals of apathy, a flash of sudden winter sun inside the heart, and once again the fever rises, its exhausted gnawing away, its relaxation of laboring muscles … And the fierce refusals of I don’t know what, the repressed trembling, something obscurely digging away inside me, my hard refusal in no way conquering the urgent tide, softly violent, obstinate, an anonymous infiltrating passion carving its design. A mask, that’s it. Heroically I manage to keep the mask on. My words are veiled and I can make my laughter—when it’s not fake, when it’s not afraid to zigzag along—burst out higher up, along some beam of distant light, against the breaking seas of scattered conversations … Yes, after burying everything dug up deep inside me, the darkness of turmoil engulfed in civility, behind my everyday activities and my absent body’s comings and goings, after thirteen long, slow months passed in this manner, after all that, a siesta, just one siesta, one November day in the family house—an Andalusian song plays on the radio, a rebec hoarsely accompanying the baritone’s voice, and from the kitchen I can hear dishes clattering, the dull thump of cans, then a steady stream of water; they must be washing the tiles, at the door a jingling bell rings, whoever has just arrived stops and stands in the vestibule, a child whines, the polite voices of relatives intertwine their greetings; a moment later, in the room next to me, the rustle of an adolescent girl folding silky underthings, her light laughter cut short as she cautiously closes the nearby door. I doze throughout, my body crumpled in sudden lassitude as if exhausted from a race stretching on for days on end, nonstop, like breathlessness that has reached its limit, and I plunge irrevocably into the blur of a voracious nap.

I am lying on a narrow divan in my father’s library; his prayer rug is tossed partly across a nearby chair; the shutters facing me are closed; behind them I feel the presence of the staircase to the little garden with its jasmine and hollyhocks flattened, no doubt, by the not yet fading sun. I can hear the dog outside, chasing flies—and I lose myself, sinking down into sleep inside this house that is also a boat. A two- or three-hour siesta. One sunny day in November. An unadventurous day.

I awake to the layered silence of the house, which suddenly seems deserted. Someone must have thrown a rough wool blanket over me. Astonished, I sit straight up. What’s going on? A moment of uncertainty: the light coming through the window is different, not weaker, different. I make an effort to try to understand, then very gradually, uneasily, I sense finally with certainty, something both new and vulnerable, a beginning of something, I don’t know what, something strange. Is it color, sound, odor? How can I isolate the sensation? And this “something” is inside me and at the same time it envelops me. I am carrying some change inside me, and it floods through me.

Everything around me, the furniture, the rustic library, the white room, everything seems lit by some pure iridescence. All because in that instant I feel new. I discover an amazing and abrupt revitalization within.

Awake and happy at five in the afternoon. Awake, washed, arisen as if from a long illness. Azure space envelopes me, the air still. The facing window is still there, unchanged, behind it the stone staircase and its jasmine, its hollyhocks. The dog comes back, I hear him again … Life goes on, distant. The world stands still and trembles like some invisible, giant creature about to become a statue; I stare wide-eyed. Space gapes open around me; I sit, still dazed. In front of the shutters a diagonal strip of golden dust sparkles. Everything fits.

Then life takes off once more, flooding; glissando. I feel I grasp its weave, the beating of a secret heart, bursting with darkness … There had been this brief halt to revive me! Here I am, awake now, resuscitated, my body intact and serene, at five in the afternoon.

I get up from the divan. I contemplate the blank day. I make no plans, I move about for the sheer pleasure of it. I dress in order to feel my legs, my arms, my shoulders, my skin beneath the cool cloth. There is no need to look at myself in a full-length mirror. I walk through the other rooms greeting my relatives; I listen to the muffled and politely appropriate things they say. I answer, distant, but not at all absentminded, somewhat ceremonious myself in turn, but really there, satisfied with this conventional present moment yet seeing at the same time its precariousness. The others’ façades; they could be simulacra: bizarre projections, moving along and reveling in some ephemeral realm. Nonetheless I join in the usual things, ridiculous though they are, and, overcome by some unwarranted benevolence, I am amused by them. Perhaps we will all be caught up in a whirlwind, some instant dissolution: do we not in fact live on the edge of unforeseeable collapse, under the threat of imminent disaster?

All this time I cannot forget the strangeness, the miracle of my awakening in the library. I gradually learn how to inhabit myself, in the first stages of calm stability: the reassuring density of others floods back, as well as the weight of things. I slowly confirm this for myself as if, before, their physical shape and substance had been their mere obstructions.

One more instant and I might have thought I was the prisoner of some strange, huge picture projected against the void. What if I experimented by rebelling against appearances?

Relief sweeps over me: I am no longer living “before,” I am no longer ill, I have left the dream. A thirteen-month-long dream. How comforting it is just to exist: an empty room; the distant voices of the family women; a visitor saying goodbye; outside, the sun setting suddenly, the first lamp glowing. I get dressed; I choose a new blouse; tonight I’m dining at the home of friends. Probably there will be people I don’t know: the ordinary events of social life—its reassuring little surprises!

The evening is spent in chatter and smoke, in a lull of laughter and few words, in bursts of music that make you want to dance, and every now and then the vividness of my earlier vision as I emerged from my siesta returns. In this room, amid faces that are indifferent or polite, I can see that, ever since this afternoon’s awakening, I am free of influence, I am myself, full of emptiness, available and tranquil, starving for the outside and serene … Not like before! “Before”—what was that like? What was I then, what person? How was I incomplete? What obsession tormented me? What was that uncontrollable quivering of skin, of mouth, the fingers of a hand kept out of sight, the shawl suffocatingly tight … What was that, over and over, at least once a day, or ten times the same day? That was “before”: the inner opacity that had to be stifled deep inside and smothered. Before, there was a struggle with neither enemy nor object; before, there was passion fiercely denied, fervor churning through you and the heart reeling.

How good it’s going to be to be alive from now on, I think that very first evening—I remember that there was a man I liked, who put me at ease, a man I liked, who leaned toward me and began at that very moment to court me—very cautiously. He spoke slowly, I think; he spoke slowly and I didn’t hear him. It’s good to be alive! I say again to myself, and my whole face is smiling.

It is going to be so delicious to walk, to like walking for the sake of walking, to admire the purplish white of whitewashed façades at the crack of dawn, to listen to the splashing laughter of children as it beads off the balconies, their showers bursting in my face …

To hear and let oneself be carried along by nearby voices, colors, surging impetuously in disorder, gushing, springing! How intoxicating it will be to become a simple spectator once more, with no attachments or particular desire! Everything improvisation, in outbursts or just waiting. How good it will be to prepare oneself really to live, since the process of living is both leaping and standing still simultaneously.

The evening ends in a rumpled dream, gaiety giving way to fatigue. The next morning I experienced all over again a pure, ineffable, eager awakening. An unsullied light enveloped me exactly as it had the day before after my siesta. At daybreak or late midmorning in days to come, the fleeting and certain impression would return that I was coming closer and closer to some secret throb of excitement, freed from convention. The tempo of life: a spring flowing into chiaroscuro and the fullness of silence. Later the rhythm of these days blurred together to establish a beat that lingered stubbornly inside me.

So thirteen months had been exhausted in a long drawn-out battle, harried by a blind-faced passion whose life had dried up. Thirteen months were wiped out in my sleep that November day.


2
THE FACE
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NO, THE IMAGE OF THE other will not change. Only his power over me, which I confessed neither to him nor to myself, his charm—in its magical sense—unexpectedly vanished that November afternoon, dissolved into the gray waters of my siesta.

As if sleep were navigation. As if, through the muscles of relaxed limbs—the body at rest, responsive and braced, jumping or tensing in response to some dream, or prone and barely breathing, hardly more than a warm corpse—as if the fibers and nerves of the whole organism were haunted by a memory turned inside out, a coiled animal now stretched out on its back in the half-light, belly offered, eyes blinded and mouth open, grimacing and obscene … Body both overpowered by sleep and overpowering it, in a watchful, sun-drenched brightness filtered through half-closed shutters.

And the siesta unfolded like old lace, its weave uncertain, sheer its whole length. And thus my sleeping woman’s body, released and abandoned, rid itself inexorably of the poison instilled inside it for thirteen months.

Must I explain the nature of this clearing away, risking in the process that some powdery spider’s web will reemerge, some tangle of silk or dust with its melancholy effect, from memory not yet rotten?

For thirteen months, in this excavation of ruins, the face of the other had seemed irreplaceable to me. He springs back to life before me the moment that I write—probably because I am writing. A face no less pure, its frank honesty still intact, but henceforth stripped of its power over my senses.

Those days it was a matter of inventing ways to parry his influence and not be weak in any way. If I unexpectedly found myself confronted with this man’s presence, I was careful to look at him without seeing him.

Looking at him as if he were just anybody. In a split second deciding to see him through a fog. However, if I was in a group or in a crowded room, I would suddenly take pity on myself (I actually was starting to beg from myself), my heart pleading convulsively, I would slip quickly back into a corner and turn around. Suddenly the face of my Beloved would appear as if from some picture frame fated to be there, he would be talking, listening, leaving. I would look at him from a distance, left to the solitude I had chosen, concentrating my burning gaze on him. Just one look so that I could recall everything later (“later” would begin as soon as separation took effect, but it felt a hundred years away)!

Under cover and distant I would note the precise line drawn by his eyebrows, the helix of his ear, his slight Adam’s apple, his somewhat projecting upper lip, and how reflected glints of green or blue-green on his jacket, his shirt—it mattered little what—played across his face. I dared move a step closer—then two steps. I lowered my eyes, as if I were thinking about something, which I was, then quickly looked up in an attempt to grasp precisely the texture of his skin, the short scar at one corner of his lips. In a split second I verified things I had seen in a blur earlier: the line of his nose set at right angles but recessed where it met his forehead, the bony planes of his profile, and the deep-set eyes that looked down his nose, creating a distant, proud physiognomy, with the ever so slight imbalance of the face of a bird. This enduring impression from our very first meeting, his particular distant look, made me want to hear the resonate voice that went with it; but his distant gaze had also kept me away from this man any number of times, proving so well the restive caution of bodies, deaf and dumb in their own ways but able to perceive, prior to any contact, the dangerous electricity that will draw two people close or drive them apart.

I had quickly pronounced him “not a very nice man.” It took weeks, a party, exceptional circumstances in short, requiring that the scenery and other things were not in their usual order, for me to become aware of something I sensed, something that would make me a prisoner for months: I felt this face harbored a strange peace. In his frail young man’s build, in the bright gaze with steely glints flickering across it when he spoke in the broken voice of a drug user (whether music, nostalgia, or hashish was the drug), this man—not yet in his thirties, still wearing hints of his slightly crazy adolescence and the offended air of youth—lay his secret before me. He was offering it to me. I alone would decipher it, share it, without letting on that this would make my heart melt. I would hope that my normally cool, clear vision would come to bear: the devastation within this man, the sense of absence, and the dream of that absence. Later he talked to me, although I was not good in the ambiguous role of confidante; he talked, as if it had been pure chance that I had turned up the moment he felt the need to confide.

I understood, in snatches of his confession, that there was a hidden crack behind this tranquil manner, so openly vulnerable yet proud. His will sharpened into a thin body and features that were too finely chiseled, into disdain for how he looked and dressed. These highly visible signs hid an earlier wound, some suffering that had not yet completely vanished. There was poetry dwelling in this face (too often youth has no connection with poetry).

I recall again how, when I would abruptly find myself in the presence of the Beloved (thinking this word in Arabic do I betray myself?), I would concentrate all my strength so as not to stare at him. For a long time I did this until my will faltered and I would give in to gaze at him for just that last second, at least, with all the violence of a starving woman! Abruptly taking in the features that were already in my heart. (If I went a day or two without meeting him, I would begin to suffer not from his absence so much as from the insidious fog clouding his image in my memory!) Some radiance of impalpable youth haloed the fragility of his appearance … So, no matter how long our encounters lasted, as soon as our separation became imminent, my attention would pounce on the vision of him, which was for me so miraculous. My memory would stock up on its nourishment, all the details, to guarantee the impression would be precise for future memory … It even seemed that, to the extent that every encounter would immediately set the raging mechanism of mnemonics in motion inside me, joy itself, the pure, wonderful joy of savoring the dear presence, would only come later. In the very first seconds of separation the memory-image, thus nourished once again and rekindled, was illuminated in all the exact detail I needed finally to be calm. Lost days when it seemed that his face would always remain!

The earliest days of discovery—still not forgotten … I took a taxi; it was fifteen kilometers from the capital to this village by the sea. The country house, its garden deep in sand … Open rooms, a terrace with mats and straw chairs; a Ping-Pong table and on the ground a game of boules lying about; laughter from friends clustered out back under the figtree.

“You’re here?”

“Because you invited me!” And I pretended I was just a neighbor on my way somewhere.

He said it again, half muttering, “You’re here!” I can still hear his voice, slightly heavy with indolence and a touch of nostalgia. It was as if he recognized something in my manner. What was it—some crazy impulse that I hid beneath nonchalance the moment I crossed the doorstep? Despite my pretense he noticed or recognized this urge because he himself had experienced it before in some other place and time … The saddened, almost disillusioned resonance to his low voice, as if he’d been sick (of course he was probably only drunk on sleepless nights of jazz). The voice of insomnia or fever …

One time when I turned up unexpectedly, he suddenly smiled at me. A broad smile that wiped the dross of this other life and its tension from his angular face. A childish smile clearly addressed to me. I forgot everything; I literally drank in his joy; I registered it inside to make the moment glow with it. It was a princely offering: I had come fifteen kilometers by taxi; but I would have come a hundred to be given this gift.

I said nothing; I didn’t move. We stood there face-to-face on the threshold for a moment. Our greetings were awkward, no touching of hands and certainly no warm kiss (in those days I still had the stiffness of a young girl, but that wasn’t the only reason that I scorned gestures of familiarity in his presence). Finally, since the house was full as usual, someone came and joined us to talk and socialize. The afternoon was spent playing games in groups, gossiping and walking on the nearby beach.

I left with one guest or another, who took me home in his car. On the way back somebody mentioned the name of our host: standing by the doorway, he had told me goodbye, he had smiled at me sweetly as if I were the only one leaving. Once, in a corner of the garden, he teased me in a patronizing voice and he seemed to be a few years older than I, whereas quite the opposite was true.

“In short, you come, you meet people, and you always leave with them! … It’s my friends you come to see, not me!”

I didn’t answer. I felt a lassitude that prevented me from keeping up the banter. “You and your friends!” is what I would have exclaimed.

I knew he knew that moments before I had had the urgent need to see him, the need to make sure he was indeed real. I was seized by a violent compulsion to verify his existence in the original and almost that very instant with my own eyes. (At that point I wasn’t thinking of the possible pleasure I would get from seeing him, and certainly I had no other feelings beyond this strange anxiety that, if it were to go on, would turn into unbearable torture: Does he really exist? Didn’t I dream him?) As soon as I stood there in his presence, my fever fell, my anxiety dissipated (I exist, everything exists, because he is real!), I became civilized again, cunning, hypocritical, and I said to myself, I was breathless when I arrived, but now I’d rather die—even for all the gold in the world I wouldn’t say that I did this because of you!

Two or three times at least, when I would show up (in the taxi I held my tongue so as not to say “Hurry, faster!”), I surprised my Beloved alone in his summer house.

He lived in the house year-round, and it was usually filled with friends, foreign visitors, people from the provinces who were passing through; it was like this from June to the end of October. Was it already at the end of autumn or even the beginning of winter that I found him alone—the sun intense, freezing cold, the air translucent and dry before dusk? I have forgotten; the truth is that I had become so distracted during that period—in so many ways. Those thirteen months, I don’t think I noticed the seasons, except perhaps, stepping out the door, I would suddenly wrap up or maybe go back mechanically to get a shawl or a raincoat or umbrella. I never even tried to use the reactions of my body, which is sensitive to cold, to locate myself in the yearly cycle—as if, since the story began in the summer, and despite all the external evidence to the contrary, I remained in that season.

My memory, benumbed, registered vaguely a few sighs from other voices in me: I’m cold! I’m hot! I don’t have on enough clothes! Why is it so damp?

I remember a visit just before winter; I probably imagined it was still the end of September, or at the latest October. As I stepped out of the taxi to see the summer village with its bungalows all closed up and its little streets seeming frozen and abandoned, I was reminded that summer was long gone. “December already,” I murmured, paying the driver; suddenly I was at a loss to find some pretext: How am I going to explain dropping by? I don’t even have the excuse of saying that I’ve come for a swim and thought I’d say hello!

Of course, in September, I had not used any such pretenses. Even when the adjoining beach was swarming with families who were there to swim, I had not even thought of saying, “I’ve come for a swim,” or, “After my swim, I’ll come by to say hello, relax a bit, and then be off again.” On the contrary, more than once I even said in an offhand manner, “I thought of you, so I took a taxi, and now here I am with all your friends!”

This time I told myself that I had thought up the most cunning ruse possible. I would tell the truth; without mincing words I would explain my real motivation, the urge that drove me to come in a taxi as fast as possible. Then, precisely because the unadorned truth was revealed, it would be played down, and I would know that my passion was concealed as deeply as possible. The other could not take what I said at face value, because then it would have been a confession! As if I had proclaimed in a faint voice (frail tones, quivering chin, and all the other signs of my soul’s secret vibration): I wanted to see you! I took a taxi. Fifteen kilometers and here I am!

How easily that passed for a fantastic notion, for the whim of a spoiled woman, flaunting an admittedly capricious desire. In fact at the same time that I was telling everything, or rather the external form of this everything, I was trying to figure it out; it seemed as if I couldn’t get over it myself. How can this be possible? I forget everything just to see your face, to convince myself that you are alive, that I’m not obsessed with a dream, I take a taxi and I come here! What is this weakness in me—and just to check on your existence! The moment I stand in your presence, I see that everything is back in order; I master my underlying fever; I am quite simply no longer suffering, everything is liquid, everything …

Thus I unveiled myself. Thus I was in search of myself. Thus I attempted to disguise myself from myself.

There were then those two or three occasions when I found this man alone when I got out of the car.

I remember the last visit in detail: The gate was closed. I had to go down toward the beach and walk clumsily through the sand. Since all the shutters were closed now, it was hard to tell the villas apart and decide which was his path and not the neighbors’. (“An ambassador!” he had told me earlier, signs of irony aquiver in the corners of his eyes. “You see, we live right in the bosom of the nomenklatura!”) From there I could go straight through to the terrace. The shades to the French doors were half down. I tapped on the wood, suddenly intimidated … In a moment he appeared, sleepy-eyed, barefoot, and wearing shorts.

“I’m disturbing you! I’ll leave! …” I spluttered.

“Not at all! Come in. I was asleep.”

There I was, right next to him in this living room with all its windows shut. Full ashtrays on the couch, a sickly sweet smell of enclosure; the record player on the tiled floor and records out of their sleeves spread around in a circle.

He left the room for a minute to get dressed. He kept on talking from the hallway in explanation:

“You came at the right time! I didn’t feel like doing anything, not even listening to music.” (He came back and waved in the direction of the records strewn all over the floor and the bulky tape recorder that was still turned on.) “I was sleeping because I was bored.”

I gazed at him, dressed now in white pants, thinner than usual, his face still tan as if summer lingered on in his buried-away house, his hair messy (my heart leaped with joy to see the way his beauty retained the carelessness of adolescence). I think I smiled at him, overcome by intense happiness. I went up to him. For the first time I took the initiative:

“Do you know what we’re going to do? We’ll go out in the backyard and play Ping-Pong! … I told you last time I’d beat you!”

He pouted lazily. Finally forgetting myself entirely, I went to take him by the hand to drag him outdoors.

“Are you sure?” he retorted, “That’s what we have to do? Don’t you want me to fix you some coffee? I’ll bring it to you, I’ll serve you … courteously.” He smiled. “I’ll put some music on for you, whatever you choose. We won’t budge! …”

I insisted, pushing and shoving him. Finally (I took him by the hand thinking as I did so: What I really want is to embrace you, to …!)

“First a game of Ping-Pong!” I persevered, pleased with my authority. “Whoever loses will fix the coffee.”

We went out into the part of the yard where there were plane trees, and a scraggly-looking figtree at the end of a path. The Ping-Pong table was dusty and a little wobbly. We found the paddles thrown in a corner against a border of wildflowers. We began the game.

Even now I can hear the sound of our laughter, my bounding joy, my aliveness … Of course, in the half-lit room inside, what opaqueness awaited us: embraces, silences, two bodies coming together, a tension knotting tighter and tighter that would surrender to the flexing of a neck, to lips seeking each other out, to bites just barely felt, perhaps to the tears of release if I come, will I come? … Soon, a bit later, in the bedroom.

Outside, however, I was not at all in turmoil. Only the present moment existed, hard in its innocence. What was it that was growing imperceptibly inside me and yet apart from me?

In the yard, lit aslant by the pale sun, in the midst of these villas almost all deserted because their occupants had gone back to their offices, their social life, their protocol there in the capital, we two were survivors of summer … My laughter grows louder, my partner lets out a disappointed curse, because I’m winning, I’m triumphant. He goes after the ball; I sing to myself; we start our game again. We are almost equals. I save a shot, I keep up my defense, then I lose ground, I burst out laughing, I’m out of breath, I’m nearly beaten, I don’t want that! … He pokes fun, takes the lead, his game turns out to be the steadier, the game seems too long for me, I’m impatient, I …

“How much fun it is, being children together!” I suddenly confess, taken aback by my discovery (with the result that I forget to parry, I lose, pretend to be sorry, I’m so far behind!) My surprise increases: Am I going to relive a past I never knew? Find myself in childhood with you? Is that the whole mystery?

I am making this truth glow in the hollows of my body, creeping all up and down my limbs (I run, I prance, my arm stretches high). Casual and carefree and absolutely, perfectly, tranquil watching you be my partner in this lightheartedness—a docile partner, one who is also leaping—I think I am six or ten years old, you are my playmate, this yard becomes the one in the village where I lived as a little girl … Where I might have met you before. No one around us would have found fault. Would you have been a cousin, or better, a paternal first cousin? You would have …

At first I didn’t even notice that the age difference (nearly ten years) should have prevented my keeping this fantasy alive: This man could not have been a child when I was! It is only just now that we are meeting! It does not matter: Is every love not a return to the first realm, that Eden? Since I could not have known him before (the prohibitions of my Muslim education having operated in two ways), I savor him as we play these games, in these first days of winter.

What time was it when we went back into the living room? I remember that we spent an hour or two in combined inertia, listening together to several records that I chose, but I refused to get involved in commentary or after-the-fact explanations of my choice. Music—to keep any dreadfully banal strategy from coming into play, we would listen to music, the prelude to our abandon!

I listened. Seated at the other end of the room with my head turned toward the French doors opening onto the vast beach. After quite a while I just stood up all of a sudden; I announced I wanted to leave. Outside, the evening was growing dark, gray and rose.

My Beloved got his car out to take me back. Driving back; night beginning. I was silent for the entire length of the trip; it seemed to me that we were going to drive all night long, to faraway lands.

When we got there, he stopped the engine and turned toward me: Did he have any idea how good I felt? Or share the feeling? His face, his eyes were so close in the intimacy of the car. His eyes shone and he said softly, “Did I disappoint you?” … barely uttering my first name.

“Disappoint me? How?” I replied, uncomprehending, then suddenly I embraced him: “I’ll give you a kiss,” I said, and I kissed him on his forehead, on his eyes, I stopped, I pulled away, I opened the car door.

He said my name again; I was halfway out and I added, almost cool, “I kissed you because tomorrow I’m taking a plane. I’ll be gone ten days or maybe twenty. I’m going to miss you!”

“You’re leaving! Where are you going?”

“Canada. Goodbye!”

I fled. Only then did my heart begin to beat uncontrollably. I stood there transfixed after the car left, swallowed up in the garden’s shadows; I waited for my breathing to return to its normal rhythm.

In the elevator I shook for the entire ten floors.

It all comes back to me; nothing is forgotten; but the acid of obliteration inexorably does its work anyway. I was thirty-seven at the time; ever since the age of twenty I had experienced a calm, enriching love, full of ambiguities I did not understand; the story, in its own way, could go on. What was the meaning of this great wave, this swell inside me? Why, I wondered, did I have this mad desire to relive childhood, or rather to be finally fully alive?

I thought, in the elevator, that I was shivering with cold, and I said to myself tearfully, Don’t come back from Canada. Go somewhere even farther, flee, get lost, never come back! I don’t want to slide into a wretched novel when I return!

I never pronounced the word passion. I didn’t dwell on either the word or the idea. I did not even guess that I was in the first stages of this strange illness that, for better or worse, would follow its own course.
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