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From Jenih to Genet

Malika, my mother's cousin, had been living in Larache with her
five sons for three years. Her husband had disappeared suddenly,
five years after they had moved to this city known for its Roman
ruins. He must have left to live with a woman younger than
Malika, to join bandits in Mamora, or perhaps to rewrn to his
first loves on the Algerian side. Malika wasn’t looking for him
anymore. After only three months, she had accustomed herself to
organizing her life differently, without him, far from her in-laws
who'd ruined her life back in the village. Her children were young:
the oldest had just begun to study French literature at the univer-
sity. His name was Ali and he was as handsome as a Berber god.
The other four were in middle and high school. Malika’s sons
were not like the people in the village where they'd grown up.
They had a natural, refined elegance that was lovely to sce and
admire, and which gave them a certain authority. Ali most of all.
Later, all the doors would open for them, the doors of life and of
the dark and starry heavens during the Sacred Night of Ramadan.
Malika knew that she could count on them, so why should she
concern herself with a drunkard of a husband who'd beaten her
night and day and had forbidden her from going outside and
breathing the fresh air of life, the forest, and the sea? With no
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money, her children still in school, she decided to look for a job.
She found one quickly: cooking for a French couple in the neigh-
borhood of Larache where people lived in villas. Her employers
were quite kind, especially the man, Guillaume, who helped
Malika’s sons with their studies. He too was captivated by the
magnificent Ali cach time he saw him.

My mother M'Barka had not seen her cousin in ten years. And
it was the first time I'd met this woman, so close yet so distant and
discovered Larache. She looked so much like my mother. They had
the same pointed nose, the same almond-shaped eyes, the same tat-
t00s on the chin and between the eycbrows. Malika and M'Barka
could have been sisters: one merely had to see them hug each other
warmly, feverishly to be convinced of it. The long scparation had
not altered their feclings, their love, at all. They spoke as though
they had never left cach other, all the storics, the tales, rushing from
their mouths continuously, beautifully. The five boys and I listened
to them, rapi— Malika luckily did not have a television. They
devoured cach other with their cyes and in that moment nobody
could have scparated them, they had so many things to tell cach
other, to get out. They were communing.

Of course, T liked Ali a lot. T watched him discreetly, sneakily
adoring him with my eyes, and in my heart I held a strong desire to
be with him, to go out with him for a moment, just him and me for
a moment. Malika, as though she had read my thoughts, saved me:
“Ali, my dear, the couscous won’t be ready before two o'clock. Take
Abdellah into town, show him the streets, the souk, guide him...
Take him to Jenih'’s grave.” I didn’t know that saint: Sain Jenih.
Since T was very young, M'barka had taught me to love saints,
their tombs and their baraka. I answered with a plea: “Yes, yes, [
want to sce the city and especially Jenih...” Ali, kindness incarnate,
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said: “No problem. Come on, Abdellah. It’s been a long time
since T last visited that grave.”

Ali was 19. [ was 13. Ali and [ in the empty streets of
Larache—it was the sacred Moroccan lunch hour. Ali and I, alone.
Ali and T on the mythical road filled with baraka. Ali who watched
me, attentive, who put his arm on my shoulder. Al for me. Ali
and his French, which increased my admiration for him. Ali was
truly magnificent.

Even deserted, T liked Larache. T sensed its hidden life, its
secrers, its mysteries. Ali and I walked for almost an hour. Al that
was left t0 see was Saint Jenih. On our path toward him, we met a
French man—her, 1 found out that it was Guillaume, the man
Malika worked for. Al spoke to him in that language that alrcady
fascinated me but which I didn’t yet understand: French. Ali spoke
it comfortably, T was proud of him, happy o be in his company at
such a time. Their discussion didn’t last very long, just five or six
minutes. When he left us, the Frenchman shot me a kindly look and
ran his right hand through my curly hair: later, I would understand
that he'd liked me.

We were just outside of the city, closer to the blue sca, which
was calm that day. I searched in vain for a mausoleum, a kouba, but
none appeared, just a Christian cemetery, the Spanish cemetery.
“This is where Genets grave s, in this cemetery near the cliff.” Ali
said, when he got to the gate. He pronounced it Genet, not Jenih,
as his mother had: I didn’t understand anything. “Is he a Christian
sainez” T asked him. “No, no, he's not a saint. He's a very important
French writer who is known all over the world. His name isn’t
Jenih, as my mom says, but Genet. Jean Genet. Say it” No need to
ask me twice, I tied but I butchered the name of this great writer
who was completely unknown to me. Ali couldn’t stop laughing.




