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One Man, Two Lives

The beam of sunshine leaking through the louvers was reflected on the opposite
wall as a thin line of light linking the sunlit world outside with the darkness inside. A
reflection accompanied by the calls for afternoon prayer out of Fez city minarets, a
heavy snoring in the near foreground, and a steady shuffle of approaching feet. A sound
that became more and more audible until it mingled with the crackle of the window
shutters slammed against the internal side of the wall, pushing a tableau out of its nail
to fall on a human head, covered by a white blanket:

‘Oh!” The sleeping young man whimpered out. ‘Can’t you do anything right,
Simou?’

‘Of course, I can’ Simou said sarcastically, ‘if only you make room for free
movement at this time of morning!’

The sleeping body, under the blanket, stretched out his arms and legs as far as he
could, showing the height and shape of a teenager. He reached out for the alarm clock
and was surprised by the time that the clock hands were pointing to:

‘Midday!” He exclaimed. ‘I must have slept for ages!’

‘The important thing is to have slept with very few nightmares in your account!'
Simou replied, still busy spraying homemade fragrance in the air, tidying and cleaning
up.

‘How can I dream of nightmares while having experienced, in real-life battles, the
heroism that every noble living being dreams of?’

Then, he sat up, stretched himself out lazily, and said with visible pride:

‘Will you believe me, Simou, if I tell you that, for such a long time, I’ve been
waiting for a night like yesterday?’

‘Come on, Abdou.” Simou replied, carelessly. “You know that I always believe
you!’

Abdou blinked with joy and took his time to feel the story in his memory before

telling it. Then, he said:



‘I went to the police station.” Abdou said, hitting the pillow with his clenched fist,
proudly. ‘I did. I wanted to avenge myself for the humiliation they did to me, that day
in ladies’ presence. My reaction was strong.’

He kept quiet and looked defiantly at Simou, inquiring:

‘Do you know what I did?’

Simou feigned to be listening while still busy doing the clean-up. Abdou raised
his fists and tone:

'l shouted in their faces: "You dogs!" Then, | climbed the little wall surrounding
the station and pissed on the heads of the officers who were there, down the gate.'

Abdou reached out for the bottle of water on the chest of drawers but found it
empty. The bottle was shivering in his hands and he could not fix it in its place. He did
not even notice it fall and roll away under his bed. He shouted out:

‘That was enough for me. That quenched my thirst for revenge!’

Then, he let himself fall back again in bed with his arms set wide apart, saying
with the conviction of a faithful believer:

‘What’s important to me is that the time has finally come and justice is ultimately
done.’

He sat up again and said:

‘Of course, they did their best to abort my feeling of revenge by clubbing me,
kicking me, slapping me... But that didn’t work!’

He took a breath and, with enthusiasm, he continued:

‘Feeling self-confident, I went, straight to that burglar’s door, Flat-Nose’s.
Believing in the cause that motivates me, | knocked on his door and waited for him to
step out with his wild animal behind.’

He stopped and blinked as if he remembered something he had long forgotten:

‘Poor man! He thought that the sight of a tiger in a city would make me shiver to
death. He probably compared me to the people he’s used to ransacking their money and
property. However, his reckoning proved wrong as I, with all the nerve possible, used
my electro-shock weapon and sent the tiger lying motionless on the ground and the
battle was won twice.’

Abdou showed his fingers to enumerate his opponent’s failures. Thumb, first:

‘One, because my rival turned all at once powerless.’

Then, forefinger:

‘Two, because I redeemed the whole city from a dangerous burglar...’



He kept quiet for a long time. Then, he suggested:

‘Next time, I’ll take you with me. I promise!’

‘Of course, you’ll do.” Simou replied. “You’ll always need someone to help you
get your pants up and belt it for you. Someone to get you up from the floor and take you
to your bed...’

Abdou sneered but kept quiet while Simou, seemingly busy, continued without
turning around:

‘Tell me first: How did you manage to come back home, yesterday?’

Abdou tilted his head, flung his flat-mate with a critical look, and said:

‘Why can’t I come back home all by myself? Do I look so powerless to your brown
eyes?’

‘My brown eyes have nothing to do with what happened to you, yesterday. [ am
enquiring about an event. So, don’t answer me with another question!’

Abdou lowered his eyes, changed the position of his head, freed his clasped hands,
and took too much time before echoing Simou's question:

‘What happened to me, yesterday?’ Then, coming back to himself, he said: ‘I think
I have just told you.’

To encourage him, Simou stopped his work, turned around, took his flat-mate
from his shoulders, and looked him straight in the eyes, shouting out:

‘Do you know where and how I found you when I came back home after midnight,
yesterday?’

He stopped to hear Abdou say something but the latter kept quiet although he
showed growing interest in Simou’s speech:

"Yesterday, at one o'clock in the morning, | climbed up the stairs and was surprised
to find the door of our flat wide open while the lights inside were all off. | tried to get
in and switch on the lights to see how everything in here was but | stumbled over your
body lying dead on the floor and 1 fell next to you. | was so scared to hear you snoring
like a slaughtered man that | yelled in panic.’

‘Do you mean that I was lying on the floor?” Abdou intervened.

'l don't mean anything. | stumbled over your body and | fell, frightened. That's it!"

Simou noticed that he was, once again, shivering all over. He got nearer to Abdou
and sat down:

‘At first, | thought it was a murder crime committed in our flat. So, | started

thinking right away of all the probable causes, victims and convicts. However, on



switching on the lights, the victim was no other than you but the rest of the story
remained missing!'

Simou stopped, stood up, walked to the corridor wall, took the mirror out of its
nail, and brought it along to Abdou's face, asking him to raise his chin a little and show
his neck:

'Look at these scratches on your neck. They have dried a little, now. Yesterday
night, they were all covered with blood. So, | had to dry it with cotton and alcohol,
change the scarf you had on for mine, and get you up to your bed'.

Simou reached out to Abdou's neck to show him the scarf that was his. Abdou, at
last, found the words he had been seeking:

‘I think the core of this story is to let me know that you are the one who has helped
me into my bed.” He clapped his hands, saying: ‘Thank you very much, my dear!’

Simou, sarcastically, retorted:

‘Not only did I get you to your bed, I also rolled your pants up to your waist. You
had your pants rolled down to your ankles while you were snoring drunkenly, pillowing
the cold floor. Perhaps, you wanted to get rid of your trousers while trying to go to bed
but you were too drunk to do it all by yourself...’

Yielding, Abdou changed the tone of his voice, frowned thoughtfully, and said:

‘What I experienced, yesterday, was heroic and what you are reporting, right now,
is humiliating. The yesterday | still have throbbing in my veins stands at odds with the
one you’re telling me. However, I find what you told me kind of credible. The signs of
truth are still available but I am in such a dilemma: Shall | believe myself and the thread
of events | have lived or shall | trust the evidence showing the counter life, proving to
me how strange I have been to myself?’

Simou tapped him on his shoulder, soothing:

‘Have a bath, first, and change your clothes. We will have the time required to
play back your heroic adventures!’

Abdou stood up with apparent difficulty, shuffling away to the bathroom with the
mirror in one hand and the towel in the other, and disappeared behind the door that he
locked nervously.

Simou turned the radio on and pumped up the volume as he found a song that he
loved so much, The Beatles' Here Comes the Sun. He flung all the windows and doors
open. He stretched his arms out, threw his head back, closed his eyes, and accompanied

the song while swirling around.



Simou sang so passionately that Abdou, in the bathroom, joined him
unintentionally. At times, he kept pace with the musical band. At other times, he found
himself either late or ahead of the band and he had to hum the tune to make up for the
lag. On Abdou’s coming out of the bathroom humming to himself, the duo sounded a
harmonious choir.

‘I’'m ready!” Abdou shouted, drying his hair with a towel, showing a clean-shaven
chin and new bruises on his face.

‘So, let’s go!”

The air, in the stairway, was so stale that they had to press their noses close with
their thumbs and forefingers the way they usually did when using the stairs as the
neighbours, on all the floors of the building, never opened their doors to air the place
and refresh it.

Outside, Simou felt the air so fresh and breathed out deeply, took a chair, dragged
a table, leaned with his left elbow on the table, and raised his right hand to the waiter to
order two cups of cappuccino and two slices of cake, the way he usually did in Café
Chouroug.

He looked up and found the sun barely peeping under the massive grey clouds
crawling along from every corner towards Fez city, dangling heavily over the buildings
around, darkening their mirror-like windows and turning the place into a shady huge
tent.

The waiter appeared with the orders on his tray. He cleaned the table one more
time, put the first cappuccino next to a thick slice of cake then the second cup with the
second slice before retreating, wishing his two customers good health, the way
Moroccan waiters usually did.

Simou sipped at his coffee and asked:

‘At what time were you in the bar, yesterday?’

Abdou raised his arm to have a look at his watch but remained motionless. Simou
noticed the immobility on his countenance and asked:

‘What's the matter, man?’

“The watch on my wrist isn’t mine!’

‘When have you noticed for the first time that it is not yours?’

‘Right now!”

‘What kind of watch were you wearing, yesterday?’

‘A Swiss watch with an original golden band.'



'Did you make an exchange with someone else? | mean: did you give someone
your watch and get his in return?’

‘An exchange? Never!’

Simou got nearer and asked Abdou:

‘Do you have any change in your pocket?’

Abdou searched in his pocket and picked up a few coins:

‘These are all that remained from the bill I paid, yesterday, in the bar.’

‘At what time were you in the bar?’

‘From sunset to midnight!’

‘Can you show me the way to the bar, please?’

‘Sure!” Abdou said, leading the way.

On coming to Saada Bar, Simou glanced at Abdou’s countenance and noticed his
abrupt frown. He led the way up to the bar only to see an unusual movement in the
corridor: bouncers turning away with their faces to the wall, waiters withdrawing with
their trays in hand, servants running upstairs where nobody showed from the open
windows, barmen standing bewildered with their mouths agape...

Simou went right away towards the boss who burst out:

‘Please, sir. Will you have the kindness not to bring that customer to my bar
again?’

‘Why, boss?’ Simou asked.

‘He is an utter troublemaker!’

‘Can you make it clearer, boss?’

"Yesterday, he made such a mess! He got drunk and climbed up a table, rolled
down his trousers, and pissed over the other customers at the adjoining tables, shouting
that he is avenging himself for the humiliation Fassi people had been treating him with
during his stay here, in Fez!"

‘Have you left him do that kind of thing to your customers?’ Simou asked.

‘Surely not, sir! The chief waiter in the bar, along with the bouncers, couldn’t put
up with the crisis and declared war on him!”

‘So, they quarrelled!’

‘That was a fierce quarrel with all the people in the bar, customers and servants,
pounding him while | stood by the door praying to God to help him survive those deadly
knocks that seemed at some moments never-ending!'

‘So, you did nothing to stop it!’
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'l couldn't allow myself to get into such trouble but I did help at the end by
collecting the coins scattered on the ground that were possibly his. I even slid into his
pocket a plastic black belt watch that everybody believed to be his. Then, | took him
right to the address written on his identity card, using my car but he insisted on stopping
by the door of another house to settle another quarrel!'

‘Can you tell me where that place is, boss?' asked Simou, very politely. "We want
to go there?'

“Yes, of course. It is in Residence Layla in the far south of the city.’

‘Residence Layla!” Simou exclaimed, looking, first, at his friend; then, back to the
boss. ‘But that is the area where we live?’

'l remember having heard him say that he has to settle a conflict with someone
there. A burglar who uses probably a tiger in his nightly attacks on people in public
streets and takes away their money and property...'

Simou thanked the boss for his cooperation, dragged Abdou by his arm, and left.
Still, the boss followed them outside the bar, begging Simou to dissuade his friend from
coming to his bar again.

Once safe, Simou asked Abdou:

‘Can you show me where that burglar lives?’

‘Of course, he lives all alone in his house in our area. When he travels, his sister
assumes his integral responsibilities.’

‘Where can he go in such weather?’

'‘Nobody can predict the destination of a burglar. He's such a dangerous criminal,
the most dangerous of all. Everybody knows his terrible specialty. He uses a tiger, at
night, to stop people, frighten them, and empty their pockets.’

Simou interrupted him:

‘Can we go, right now, and see how things go there?’

‘Of course.’ said Abdou, jumping up. ‘It's just a quarter of an hour away!’

Abdou knew the city map well. He got his friend to the desired address in no time
but he hesitated to ring the bell next to the door frame. He refused even to knock on the
door and Simou had to do the job. A tall, white girl opened the door and recognized
Abdou all at once. Simou noticed her astonishment and asked her:

‘Hello, do you know each other?’

'‘Absolutely not but I know him by his constant presence in the area: passing by,

knocking at our door, and pretending to ask about something or someone when he is
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sober in the daytime. At night, he shifts from character to character, from sobriety into
drunkenness, from gallantry into impudence, from asking questions into confessing his
love...'

Simou asked Abdou, pointing to the girl with his forefinger:

‘Is this the girl you met on this doorstep, yesterday?’

Abdou shook his head:

‘No.  met a man.’

Abdou stopped to make it clearer:

‘He was a well-built young man, quite robust and tough, with the chain around his
wrist, dragging a tiger and provoking it to attack me!’

The young lady, surprised, intervened:

‘But he didn’t even see my kitten, Tiger. He just heard me shouting: “Tiger, come
here”!”

Simou, startled, addressed himself to Abdou:
‘Have you seen a real tiger, Abdou, or have you just heard someone calling out
Tiger?’

Abdou, embarrassed, confirmed:

‘A tiger is a tiger and I’ve seen it running around here, roaring and waking all the
nearby people who rushed to their balconies at midnight to see the wild thing! I’ve even
been bitten on my arm!’

He rolled up his right sleeve and showed a bite that Simou bet was less than a
tiger's jaws could hold.

The girl easily recognized the brown, crescent trace on the man's arm:

‘That's my bite, man. I bit you to keep you off me. I did it when you wouldn't
leave me alone!’

‘Have you bitten me?’

‘Of course, 1 did.  would’ve even devoured you if you hadn't taken to your heels!’

Abdou and Simou looked at each other for a long time and walked away, Simou
leading the way and Abdou following him without exchanging a word.

At home, Abdou was busy doing the packing while Simou was busy ironing the
crumpled clothes he had thrown in a heap on his bed. Abdou’s luggage was ready to
pick up but the heap of clothes on the bed showed that Simou’s work needed much more
time and patience. Abdou got it in time and broke the ice, addressing himself to his flat-

mate:

12



'Simou, Be my best friend and join me in my new journey towards a newer world.
Let's go away from here to some other place where people can be less cruel and less
stony. I can't spend one more day, here. Anything I build, here, is reversed. Anything |
pile up is stolen from me. Anything | pump with life and energy is emptied. People here
love to break your heart, pull down your achievements, and sneer at your victories. |
won't spend one more night here and | won't leave without a friend by my side.’

On coming to the door, he turned around with one foot on the doorstep and the
other inside. He said nothing. He kept looking at his flatmate. He prolonged his look as
much as he could. Then, he turned away, picked up his bag, and strolled away, leaving
the door wide open behind him.

Simou kept ironing his crumpled clothes piled up on his bed while counting
Abdou’s steps getting further and further then nearer and nearer again but with a
different strength in their sound and a quick speed in their rhythm until they stopped on
the doorstep, a few yards behind his back.

The bell rang but Simou did not turn back. He just said:

‘I know you will never go away all by yourself!’

The answer came from a voice quite alien to his ear:

‘Police, please!’

Simou stopped ironing. He did not turn around. He seemed mummified although
he could still hear the officer ask:

‘Where’s the other young man?’

‘He left a few minutes ago, officer.” Simou said.

‘So, he ran away! But he can’t escape my grip. I will show him what it means to
piss on the people who are there for his security.” The officer glanced around. ‘Where
did he go?’

‘I don’t know, officer. He may be leaving the city by this time.’

The officer, surprised, shouted his orders to his men:

“You will divide into two groups: you will go to the railway station and you to the
coach station. Your mission is to bring the man before the first vehicle or train leaves
the city!’

The policemen rushed away and Simou hustled to the door and slammed it.
Feeling safe, he sighed deeply and let his back rest against the inner part of the door
with his eyes wide open, staring at nothing. Yellow prevailed on his countenance. Small

beads of cold sweat shone on his forehead and grew bigger and bigger when his back
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started to feel the scratch of wild claws going up and down the outer part of the door
behind his back. His knees failed to keep him upright and his back slid down against
the inner part of the door until he found himself crouching on the floor.

A tiger’s roar crossed the wood of the door into Simou’s eardrum and another
human roar resounded in his veins and bones:

‘Open the door, you coward!’ the voice shouted, furiously, outside.

The wild animal’s claws on the outer part of the door alternated with the wild
human bangs that shook the whole flat:

‘Who told you that battles are won in one single round?’

Then, kicks grew more and more violent:

‘Get out, you coward, and face your destiny!’ the man roared, outside.

The building sounded strangely uninhabited with that wild roar echoing
throughout its stairwell. The tiger’s fury outside turned intolerable while Simou prayed
convulsively for some extraordinary hand to get him up on his feet. All he needed was
a once-in-a-lifetime miracle to help him move along to the lonely window and jump
from the seventh floor down to the roof of some slow-driven truck that would drive him
away to somewhere safer.

Nothing inside Simou's flat seemed to be worth the care he usually gave it from
morning to evening. Nothing but the lonely window before him deserved his attention.
Unusually broad, the window seemed, this time, to show no trace of the earth and
earthlings. He felt a strong urge to believe himself to be living in a dream. Only in
dreams, can one attend such fantastic scenes.

The open window seemed very much broader than its everyday size. It looked
rather like a broad canvas, showing, at first, only one colour: that of the blue sky. Then,
there was the blue sky as a background leaving the foreground for a couple of fluffy,
white clouds floating along sleepily. Then, there appeared a small flock of seagulls
hovering around silently against the white and blue background in the window-canvas.

The seagulls floated around clockwise and anticlockwise. They drew circles and
spirals in the air. At times, Simou believed them to be enjoying themselves after a
fruitful session of fishing. At other times, he believed them to be meditating his case
out of the broad window. He could even feel them sneering at the poor, helpless man
that he became, believing himself to be a biped while he could not even creep away and

save his life.
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For the first time in all his life, he had this exceptional chance to have a look at
wild seagulls from such a close distance and he loved that. For the first time, he loved
seagulls since Fez is not a coastal city and such a spectacle was unusual. For the first
time, he loved flying and, for the first time, he got to know the importance of having a

couple of wings fluttering on his back.
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Looking for a Forty-Double Man

A broad smile was suddenly drawn on his face as the telephone rang. An event
repeated once every other day. He took his time and enjoyed the melody he had chosen
for his mobile phone. He loved the vibration it started making by resonating against the
glass pane of the big lonely table in the heart of a traditionally built Moroccan living
room. The grey armchairs around the table darkened the brown-painted walls. High
above, the arched ceiling celebrated in Arabian calligraphy Quranic verse carved in an
Andalusian font: 'No-one looks like Him'.

‘Hello, are you Mr. Najim?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Mr. Najim Solaimany?’

‘Yes, ma’am. Can I help you?’

“Yes, please. I'm calling to cancel that deal.’

‘Which deal?’

‘Yesterday’s.’

‘I’'m sorry. Wrong number, madam!’

He put down the receiver but the phone started ringing once again.

‘Hello!”

‘How can the number be wrong while you’re Mr. Najim Solaimany?’

'Najim Solaimany is a common name, madam. You can meet hundreds of people
answering to that name in this country. Perhaps, you got my number out of the Yellow
Pages.'

‘Idid.’

“That's it. Well, I'm not that Najim Solaimany you’re looking for.’

‘Oh, I’'m sorry for the trouble. Sorry indeed.’

In his childhood, his primary school teachers used to give him nicknames
following the famous names of celebrities in the fields of sports, cinema, or crime.
Accordingly, he bore, at the same time, dozens of nicknames coined by different
teachers such as Samson, Goliath, and Big Foot... Later on, in his teen years, in the

stadiums of his small town, he was nicknamed Mickey Mouse for his skills at dribbling
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in very narrow spaces and scoring in very difficult situations. Later on, on the university
campus, during the years of militancy, he was nicknamed Superman for the qualities he
had in reconciling the different political spectrums representing the student body on the
university campus. After being expelled for his political activism, he started to frequent
local cafes where he became well-known as Charlie or Mr. Bean following the subjects
of his jokes...

In this way, he had dozens of nicknames in his account while he remained himself.
Things, however, were different with his real name. His full name remained the same
but the faces and identities responding to it were so many. He could remember that
when he used to meet someone with the same name as his, he would feel jealousy
running in his veins. He felt as if the other person was unworthy of the name he held,
that the name was his property, and that nobody else should share it with him. One day,
he dared go to the authorities to protest against their allowing his name to others, making

all the officials there burst out laughing.

In his early youth, at the age of twenty-four, he bought his first mobile phone. The
first thing he did, then, was to deliver his new phone number to his family members,
neighbours, and acquaintances. He was, however, surprised to find himself forgotten by
everybody, later on. He waited for such a long time to hear his people give him a call
and inquire about his life and heath but that day never came.

One day, at a family party, he was told by everybody he met that they tried to
contact him so many times, using the phone number he had given them but they failed
to talk to him as other people responded instead of him. At first, he believed it to be a
white lie intended to avoid collision and break the ice. Afterward, he tried to dial his
number from the nearest phone booth and made sure that he shared with people many
things other than his legal name. He shared also his private phone number.

‘Hello!”

‘Hello! Who's speaking?’

‘I am the owner of the phone number to which you are answering!’

‘Are you joking, sir?’

‘Joking! Why joke with a stranger I have never seen or met?’

‘But are you giving me a call just to tell me that we should exchange our phone

numbers?’
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‘No, sir. Don’t get me wrong. This is not an offer to exchange phone numbers.
Rather, it is a notification that this number should be exclusively mine.’

Then, he put down the phone and contacted his telecommunication company
which reassured him that the existing phone number would be soon exclusively his.

He flung himself into an armchair and relaxed, waiting for a call of confirmation
from his telecommunication company. He spent so much time, looking at the ceiling
and back at his phone. Some telecommunication companies, he thought, behaved the
way mean individuals did. They expected you to spend your time and money on a call
that they should be giving.

Najim stood up and went to the mirror in the living room to comb his curly hair
and shave his chin. The last thing he could do before a mirror was to have a look at his
face. The mirror reflected a quite different face from yesterday's: a long, sad face with
few wrinkles around the eyes and new grey hairs on the temples.

He thought that there might come some time when he would be the last one to
recognise himself as he was sure that everybody would not fail in doing it. His
experience with his poor neighbour, Aisha, served him as a lesson. Every year, she
found it hard to save money and send her son to the studio to be photographed. The
dozen photos required for the annual inscription at school seemed, to her, very
expensive. So, she asked Najim at the beginning of every year if he had extra photos to
give to her son who, to her eyes, looked like him.

Najim, before the mirror, recalled the image of Aisha’s son and could not help
laughing at the comparison between the image he had fixed on himself and that of a
big-headed, middle-sized young man who lived next door.

Other familiar coincidences were repeated on and on. A beautiful young lady,
once, waited for him in the street, smiling and fixing him with her eyes. When he got
nearer, she blushed, lowered her head, and hastened away, leaving him both
disappointed and happy: disappointed for being left midway and happy for being
reassured that his image was loveable.

At that time, a ring was heard but he could not tell if it was a phone call or a
doorbell as both had the same melody. He went first to his mobile phone and found the
monitor blank. He remembered that nobody called him on the existing phone number
except when the number was wrong. Then, he went to open the door, knowing that it

was the last possibility available. He got closer to the door, examining the foreign
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silhouette reflected on the glass pane. Then, he opened it on a man in a long black coat
with a pair of black glasses and a hat on.

‘Police, please!” the officer gravely said. ‘Are you Mr Najim Solaimany?’

“Yes, sir!” Najim answered.

‘You’ve got a complaint addressed against you and you’re convened to the station
for planning to do mischievous things to the presumed victim, Farid Jwahri?’

Najim looked around for some pretext to enable him to refuse the officer's order
but found none. He, then, followed the officer to the police car outside in the street.

In the police car, Najim denied everything that might trap him in a charge he could
not even understand:

'T have been away these latest two weeks. My house was locked and I am not used
to giving my keys to any of my neighbours, friends, or acquaintances.' Najim said,
stooping to search in his pockets for something. 'Oh, here is the physical proof that ['ve
been away these recent days. These are my tickets for the train. This one dates back to
last Monday at 10:30 a.m. and this is today's return ticket with the date quite clear on it.
I was not here yesterday and any charge against me will be mere allegation!'

Najim stopped for a while and waited for the officer to say something but the latter
kept driving and Najim had to give more evidence to be more convincing:

'l plead innocent but I won't deny that there might be someone like me who might
have done it on my behalf as I have two doubles in this town. All of us are born on the
same date and have consequently the same age.' Najim stopped to remember more
details. 'My first double is a journalist who works for Hassan and Hussein Media
Company by day and goes to Cafe United Nations by night.' Then, putting his forefinger
on his temple: 'My second double is a very ambitious politician who spends most of his
time at the extreme right-wing party during the day and the rest at Cafe Twin Centre.
However, in both cafes, you will find me there at the same time in flesh and blood. Yes.
Even my closest relatives mistake me for them!'

The officer braked and put the car out of gear. With a gesture of his index, he
showed Najim the stairs leading up to the office at the police station while keeping the
conversation on:

‘Even your relatives mistake you for them!” The officer exclaimed.

'l can remember now a very, very queer event that joined the three of us all
together a couple of weeks ago.' Najim said, following the officer's steps. 'In fact, I had

an operation on my right eye on the first Friday of March, the date of my surgery, three
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weeks ago. After that, I rested for a few hours in bed. In the evening, I asked the surgeon
whether I could leave that very day and he accepted.’

The officer dragged a chair and sat behind his desk without giving the least
comment. His looks showed a rising interest and Najim had to carry on:

'All by myself, I went out of the clinic. I took the train home. When I arrived, I
had to take a taxi as the railway station in the town was too far away. My surprise,
however, was great when the taxi driver I met for the first time wanted to know whether
I traveled three times that day. I answered that I had been away for many days, that I
had surgery on my eye, and that I had just come out from the surgery room. Laughing
out loud, the taxi driver told me that he had heard that, from me, three times from me
earlier, that day: the first time in the morning, the second time in the afternoon, and the
third time was being replayed in the evening.'

The officer tilted his head and narrowed his eyes but could not hide his widening
pupils and Najim had to keep it going:

'T tried to convince him that I was not the one whom he had met but he insisted
that he cannot mistrust his eyes. He was already driving me to another address that he
believed me to live in when I asked him to turn right, drive straight to the roundabout,
and turn left before stopping opposite the museum. I paid him and asked whether the
man he thought me to be lived in that house. He shook his head, not believing his eyes
or mind. I turned and walked away but the car engine behind me that kept running even
after I got in and closed the door behind me.'

'Did you do any move to check if the taxi driver was right?" the officer asked. 'He
sounds to have no interest in opposing you for the sake of opposition, I guess.'

"That night, with the adhesive bandage on my right eye, I went to Cafe United
Nations and was surprised not at finding my double sitting in his habitual place on the
right-hand side of the veranda but because I found him with an adhesive bandage on his
right eye, too.' Najim stopped, felt with his fingers his bare arm and said: 'l was shocked.
I felt myself swelling with anger, the way animals do when they find themselves face-
to-face with their image in the mirror. I stood motionless, gazing at my nightmare with
at least one bulged eye. A shrieking car brake in the street shook me awake and I had to
disappear as I felt that my first double had noticed my appearance too and that my queer
feeling would shift right away to him.'

'But the taxi driver told you that he had met you three times. So, there had to be

another double. Did you do any move that way?'
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‘That very night, I went to the second cafe, Cafe Twin Centre, and found my
second double with the adhesive bandage on his right eye too. I couldn’t believe it. I
couldn’t stay long, there. I might have run away at the sight of somebody else who not
only looked like me but was experiencing the same activities and destinies as me. That
night, I forgot to take the medical doses that the doctor had prescribed for me. I stayed
up late in bed. Perhaps, I did not sleep at all.’

‘So, what's this entire story about?’ The officer asked.

‘If ever I should be convened to any kind of formal investigation, all the three of
us should be convened, sir, not only me.’

'Do you have their phone numbers or their addresses?'

'Their phone numbers, I can get them right away. I know their full names. So, I
can take their phone numbers out of their pages on any of the social networks available.
One minute, please!'

Najim picked up his mobile phone and started typing, clicking, and double-
clicking while the officer took a cigarette and started smoking silently, looking vaguely
at the ceiling.

‘Here they are!” Najim shouted.

The officer hastened to see the hunt and a broad smile was drawn on his face. He
copied the new data into a notebook. Then, he called out on the junior officer to take
the new data and contact the two people wanted.

The junior officer took the notepad and hurried away to his office where he
seemed, through the glass door, to be calling two people at the same time, using two
receivers. The serious air on his face turned, at times, very angry looks but he seemed
to have settled it down by the end of the call, folding his notepad, nodding in
approbation, and getting ready to leave his office to hand in the result of his phone calls

to his senior officer:

‘They say that they will be ready to come here on condition that all their doubles
should be convened, too.’

‘Their doubles!’ the senior officer exclaimed. ‘Do they have doubles, too?’

“That's what they said, sir.” the junior officer answered.

The officer was surprised. He even whispered to himself, stifling a smile with the
back of his hand:

'"What if their doubles turned out to have their doubles, too?'
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Beeps were heard on the telegraph device in the next-door office and the junior
officer had to hurry up to read the latest news.

‘Here they are!” The junior officer shouted through his glass door. ‘Forty phone
numbers!’

‘But that is too much!” The senior officer exclaimed. ‘How many names are
there?’

‘One, two, three, ten, forty. Forty names, sir!” The junior officer answered.

‘Forty!” The senior officer exclaimed, audibly.

The senior officer could not believe that a human being can have forty doubles
living around. So, how could he investigate with forty-one people at the same time on
the same subject that was so new to him?

‘Can you pass me their names so that I can seek their faces in the database!” The
senior officer said, turning on the computer on his desk.

‘I have already done it, sir.” The junior officer shouted from his desk. ‘You can
have access right away to their files.’

The senior officer clicked on a link, wrote a password, and waited for the
application to work. Then, he wrote the first name, the second, the third, the tenth, and

the fortieth. At each time, he had the same photograph accompanying the data wanted:

Name: Nizar Addourra

Identity number: LB3910.

Date of Birth: December 23rd, 1968.
Profession: Public Works Contractor.
Social status: Widower.

Nationality: Moroccan.

Address: 05, Almahalla, Ksar El Kébir /Morocco.

Name: Nadir Edhaybi

Identity number: AB1084.

Date of Birth: December 23rd, 1968.
Profession: Nurse.

Social status: Divorced.

Nationality: Moroccan

Address: 18, 4™ Floor, Residence Hicham, Complex Al Majd, Tangier/Morocco.

Name: Rami Eddahabi
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Identity number: WW2515.

Date of Birth: December 23rd, 1968.
Profession: Bus Driver.

Social status: Married.

Nationality: Moroccan.

Address: buzoén 652, Posta Central, Malaga/Espaia...

"Now, I see. All these people have the same face as you. They also have your same
date of birth!" The senior officer said. "Now, things have gone clearer although I've
become more confused. Anyway, I'd like to thank you for your cooperation!'

Najim, at last, smiled and got up to leave. However, the senior officer invited him
to drink something. He ordered a cup of coffee and a couple of that day’s newspapers.
He dragged a chair to the extreme corner of the place and asked Najim if he could sit
down.

A waiter got in, handling a couple of newspapers and holding a cup of coffee on
a tray. Najim took, with the first hand, the cup and, with the second, the newspapers.
He sipped at the coffee, spread the first newspaper open, and buried his face in it. The
newspaper seemed as large as a white blanket behind which Najim hid the upper part
of his body while his black pair of shoes were kept out to shake their nervousness away
and point out to the real centre of Najim's interest: the senior officer's desk.

The senior officer went back to his monitor, scrolling up and down. He continued
comparing the faces and dates of birth. He seemed quite involved in his quest and very
much interested. He called out on a colleague of his who hastened, right away, in:

‘Inspector, I have a challenge for you!” The senior officer said, inviting the third
officer to the investigation.

‘What’s it about?” The inspector answered.

'It's about the subject you're most interested in physiognomy.'

‘Are you serious?’

‘I know that you’ve benefited lately from a highly professional training abroad
but I bet the present case is a real challenge for you!’

‘Ok.’ the inspector nodded, getting more and more curious.

‘We have a crime: a moral one. We already have the accused person’s photograph.
We know his age and date of birth but not his name since the accused person has forty
legal names.’

‘Is it a detective case or a quiz?’
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‘I told you that it's a challenge and you're now feeling the main part of it!’

He turned the monitor slightly leftwards so that the inspector could have a clearer
view. He, then, displayed the forty photos in ten rows and four groups:

‘What can you see here?’” The senior officer asked.

‘Forty shots of somebody who may be accused of some crime.” The inspector
replied.

‘No, Inspector. These are forty photos of forty different people who aren't twins
and who don't even know each other.’

The inspector felt himself, for the first time, challenged and he dragged his chair
closer to the monitor, asking the senior officer to click on each photo separately,
aggrandize or minimize it, or even compare it to the previous one:

“Yes. You're right, there.” The inspector confessed, rubbing his chin. ‘But the
differences are microscopic at first sight! Did you say that all these people photographed
have the same date of birth?’

The senior officer nodded. The inspector took some time to accept the fact:

'That's very possible.' he said, at last. 'The natural law that governs their
similarities is that of twins. They have the same face, date of birth, and all the rest:
voice, walk, look, smile, temper, and blood type.'

‘Are their looks the only common point between them?’ the senior officer
inquired.

‘Anyone who experiences any kind of relationship with anyone among them will
get to understand right away how the other forty copies will think and live without any
need for time to test them and analyse their reaction.’

Feeling rising interest, the senior officer ordered the junior officer to show the
victim in. The junior officer opened the back door and showed in a tall man with dark,
curly hair. The senior officer stretched his hand towards the newcomer, saying:

‘Your identity card, please!’

The newcomer handed the officer the required document and drew back, waiting
for the following order.

‘Mr. Farid Jwahri, you have officially addressed a complaint against Mr Najim
Solaimany, haven’t you?’

‘Yes, sir.’

The senior officer opened a link on his computer and invited Farid to come closer

and identify his aggressor.
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Surprised, Farid started counting the figures on the monitor:

‘One, two, three, four, ten, twenty, thirty, forty!” He stopped to look at the senior
officer; then, at the inspector. ‘Is that one man or forty people?’

The senior officer, seriously, repeated his question gravely aloud:

‘Please, who is your man among these forty people?’

Farid, still struck, echoed:

‘So, they are forty doubles and I’ve got to pick up one and only one out of them.’

The senior officer interfered:

"You shouldn't only pick up one man out of forty innocent people. You should
know that you have no right to error. Otherwise, the price will be very, very expensive!'

Farid, seemingly stressed:

"'Why couldn't you, officer, save the time and effort and do the job yourself? The
man [ am charging is the man who lives in the house I have pointed to in real life, in the
address known to everybody. So, do your job and identify him.' Then, facing the officer,
Farid asked again the previous question: "Who is he, among all this tribe of doubles?'

The senior officer, getting angry:

‘The address you gave us was locked during the presumed time of aggression. Its
people were on holiday in a faraway town. Still, you insist that someone was there and
that he threatened you. So, I will ask you for the last time: Who is your man among all
these people? The description you gave us applies to all of them.’

Farid begged out:

‘Just carry on investigating and the guilty man will show out of the flock.’

'Our investigation showed that nobody among all these forty was there, in that
address. All of them are the same age, go to the same cafe at different times, and have
surgeries on their right eyes on the same day... So, who is your man? Your choice is the
only fact missing in our investigation report.'

The inspector joined in the investigation:

‘If you fail to identify your man, you’ll incur severe punishment as you’ll shift
from victim into aggressor. Then, your victims, who are now waiting for you downstairs
in the lounge, won’t forgive you. The damage you’re doing to them is so big. So, be
careful!’

Feeling trapped, Farid accused the man in the first photo and the inspector
answered:

‘That man is dead. He passed away on December 23rd, last year.’

26



Given a second chance, Farid put his shivering forefinger on the tenth face in the
tenth photo and the inspector answered:

‘That man has been working for the last ten years abroad. He comes home only
once a year. He does it usually in summer. He has two months ahead before coming in.’

Feeling his body shivering all over, Farid slid his hands in his pockets and accused
the fortieth face in the fortieth photo and the inspector answered:

'"That man is a politician. He was born on December 23rd, 1968. His name is Farid
Jwahri. He...'

Farid interrupted the inspector with bulged eyes:

‘But that's my name, sir!’

Najim, from the extreme corner, lowered the newspaper as low as he could and
looked thunderstruck at the sight of his double. With his mouth wide open and his hands
stretching a newspaper that had gone out of his interest, he looked as mummified as the
inspector and the senior officer.

‘My God!’ the officers exclaimed. ‘Are you one of the forty doubles?’

Farid, shocked, inquired:

‘All I want to know, now, is how my photograph was tagged to the present affair.
I am the accuser while my photo is among the accused's list!’

‘Your name was probably stirred by some of the doubles when they were
convened.” The inspector answered.

The senior officer ordered a bottle of water. He flung his head backward and
closed his eyes, leaving Farid Jwahri completely baffled. He kept so until the waiter
came in with a bottle of water and a glass in a tray. He put them carefully on the desk
and went out. The senior officer blinked, breathed heavily, and poured himself a glass
of water. He drank it and said:

“This is the queerest file I have ever dealt with where the accused is himself the
accuser.’

Farid bent again to examine his photograph on the senior officer's monitor but
remained quietly paralysed. The senior officer no longer needed to look at him. He just
listened to his breathing getting quicker and quicker. Now, he came to know that the
name of the aggressor is within reach. He, then, asked:

‘What's the relationship between you and the one you’re accusing?’

‘No relationship, sir!’
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‘There has to be something like that but with a different name. Can you
remember?’

', sir, I have never met him or talked to him.'

‘Have you ever seen him somewhere, sometime?’

‘Yes.’

‘How many times?’

‘Once.’

‘When was that?’

'As far as I can remember, it dates back to the last Friday in March, three days
ago, when I had surgery on my right eye in a clinic, a hundred miles away.' he paused.
Then, continued: 'In the afternoon, I begged the chief doctor to allow me to leave the
clinic. In the evening, I was already in my hometown, in my habitual chair, in Cafe
United Nations, sipping my coffee on the veranda with my right eye under the adhesive
bandage and the left one wide open, looking at my other image in flesh and blood
standing there across the street, looking at me, to my astonishment, with his right eye
under the sticking-plaster, too.'

"Were you quite sober, then? Wasn't there any effect of anesthesia?’

‘Absolutely not. I was quite sober and conscious. I even felt that he was planning
a mischief for me.’

‘Why shall he do that for you while you have nothing in common?’

‘On the contrary, sir, we have a lot in common. Unlike other people who own their
rights of singularity and privacy, we both have none of these. Any of us might
impersonate the other’s character and have his secrets revealed or misused...’

‘So, now, you're trying to send him away from your sight, possibly to jail.’

‘I never said that, sir!’

‘Let’s say you do that, at least, unconsciously.’

‘I don't know, sir.’

The senior officer stood up and called out:

‘Officer, have you noted down these confessions?’

“Yes, sir!” The junior officer replied.

Then, turning to Najim behind the newspaper in the extreme corner of the place,
the senior officer called out:

‘Mr. Najim, come and meet Mr. Farid!’

Surprised, Farid turned pale. The officer intervened:
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‘Mr. Farid, keep calm and save some of your energy for the coming events. There are still
thirty-nine more doubles waiting for you in the lounge, downstairs! So, let’s go down!” He
stepped aside to make room for the two gentlemen. ‘This way, please!’

On the edge of the stairway, the two gentlemen stood motionless. They kept gazing
defiantly at each other, waiting for the one who would turn his back on the other and lead the
way down.

Downstairs, there was such an utter silence that the descending steps echoed all over the
place. The lounge was supposed to accommodate nobody. On getting in, the place looked
crammed with around forty people. Getting nearer, Najim and Farid were startled to see that
they were face to face with themselves. At first, they thought that they were opposite a giant
mirror, reflecting their faces tons of times. Farid raised his arm both as a greeting to the audience
and as a test to the supposed mirror. The result was deceptive. Nobody answered his greeting.
No mirror reflected his mime. At that time, Najim and Farid knew that they were not welcome.
They stood, therefore, silent opposite forty pairs of eyes fixed right on theirs.

The people in the lounge seemed very prudent and cautious not to touch one another’s
elbows or knees. Rather, they seemed mummified, looking all ahead as if to avoid one another’s
looks.

'Mr. Najim,' The senior officer called from the background. 'There's a free seat, over there.
You may join the audience!' Then, turning back to Farid: ' Who's your man, among all these
people, Mr. Farid?'

Farid kept quiet. The officer, having waited for a long time, had to re-ask his question
differently.

'I'm sorry, sir. There's only me in this lounge. I've never been in such a situation. Never!'
Farid said, scanning the faces opposite and recounting them. 'I've never faced such a huge
number of me! | haven't experienced it even in my wildest dreams. I never knew there were so
many copies of me!'

Without asking for permission from anybody, one of the forty lookalikes, out of the rear
seats in the lounge, snarled out:

‘Have you convened us, here, just to charge us for looking like you?’

Then, there came a second offensive from the second lookalike. Then, many more attacks
followed.

'l didn't go to work. I thought I was convened for something serious!'

‘Don’t you know that we left our jobs behind and that our trouble’s getting double?’

‘What about me? I’m a diabetic and you’re making me feel worse!’

‘I’ve just come out of work. I didn’t even have lunch although I have an ulcer and my

stomach aches me!’
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'l came right away from the hospital. I have surgery this evening and I need to keep cool
to make it a success but the deal you're dragging me to is leading me to the other side!'

Farid, feeling his cause going the wrong way, improvised a solution:

'I will give up this charge and set you free from all the trouble I got you in. I am sorry!'

For the first time, the crowd seemed to give up their old reserve and started, all at once,
jeering and brandishing their fists in the air:

“You may be the one to start this procedure but, surely, you aren’t the one to stop it!’

Surprised, Farid wanted more clarification and the answer came in a choral way:

‘We mean that we’re the ones to decide, now. Not you. This is what it means!’

‘Do you mean that you’ll charge me back for what I did?’ Najim asked, shivering.

'Ours will be fortyfold. If we take you to court for compensation, one at a time; you will
have to face forty charges in total, then. This means that you will be sent to jail for the rest of
your life. Once you are set free, you will find us all dead. At that time, you'll feel that your
freedom is double since you'll be free from jail and free from our rivalry.'

Feeling credibility in their choral allegations, Farid whimpered pitifully:

‘Are you going to do it?’

Then, he knelt, pleading for mercy:

'l have been a lonely child and I have grown up to ask for what I want and get it. I've
always believed that there's only me who exists in this image and that [ have the full copyrights
that nobody should ever share with me the way companies do with their products. I never knew
that I'm just part of my greater self and that my full image is in my other twin brothers that I'm
meeting for the first time, now.' Farid stopped to ask for a glass of water. The senior officer
poured him one. Then, carried on: 'People, here, share with me everything. They have on their
bodies even those small private signs I used to believe them to be exclusively mine.'

Najim stood up, seemingly not approving of Farid's humiliating/base/disgraceful
behaviour, and addressed the crowd:

‘Dear sirs, as you may have seen out of my physiognomy, I’m one of the forty people
convened here. More than that, I’'m the one who directly or indirectly convened you all to this
station as I was the only one accused while I was innocent. That’s why I got you as evidence.
Now that the storm is gone, I want to tell you this.’

The audience turned quiet and seemed more interested than ever.

'T've followed the change that Farid's been experiencing so far.' Najim went on. 'He
started fanatically attacking and believing in his offensives; then, he shifted to confess his guilt
and apologise to all of you.' Then, pointing to Farid: 'In his shoes, I surely would have done the
same. We're all humans and egoism is our master. I won't be afraid to confess publicly that, at
times, I felt jealous when somebody bore my full name, shared with me my phone number, or

happened to look like me. I have declared war on those rivals the way all of you might have
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done." Then, drawing a circle around him with his index: "We surely undergo the same
experience but we don't stop to consider it. We do that only when other people fall knee-deep
init.’

Then, he stepped out of the row, strolled towards the foreground, and stopped next to
Farid, who was still down on his knees:

‘Just a few moments ago, when I saw Farid, here upstairs, I swelled the way hens do
when they want to defend their territories.’

The audience laughed.

‘That was exactly the image I saw you in when I set foot into this lounge.’

The audience burst out laughing.

“You were mummified. You couldn’t even touch or face one another, knowing that the
one sitting next to you is a top rival since he got all you have, even those things that he shouldn’t
have.’

Laughter became the only noise heard in the lounge.

‘So, sirs, why not get reconciled with yourself and forgive the man who did publicly and
said aloud what you do discreetly and whisper it in your privacy?’

Some heads started nodding.

‘We’re all the doubles of one another, not only on the physical plane but on all the other
levels.’

'l have been fighting to be that Only-One, wanting my name and my image to be
exclusively mine. But, like you, I hide my ugly avidity when someone is been tried publicly the
way all of you do, now!'

All the heads, now, nodded.

‘Tolerance is needed. If we can’t tolerate and forgive one another, now, when can we do
it?” He stopped as if expecting an answer. Then, he carried on: ‘Shall we do it when we’re
racist? “When we’re sexist? ‘“When we’re chauvinist?’ Then, with a defiant look, he asked:
‘Please, tell me. I’'m waiting for your answer!’

'Let's make of this case a shining coin in our account. I suggest that everybody among
us celebrate it in his way.' Then, pointing to Farid: 'l know you are a political activist but why
not organise a political tour around the country advocating Tolerance?'

Najim turned around and saw a journalist that he knew by sight and proposed:

'And you, sir, you can write a report about it and publish it in local and national press.'
Then, to the crowd: 'All of you can volunteer and do what you feel like doing and save this
precious opportunity from being a mere case of misunderstanding at the police station!'

Someone stood up and volunteered to write a poem about it. Another promised to convert
that session into a play and turn around the country with his theatre company to interpret it. A

third, who was a film director, swore to work on a screenplay focussing on the same subject and
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make a film about it. A producer stood up and committed to sponsoring all those initiatives as
they all belonged to his sphere of interest and Najim protested against excluding his initiative
since he was a short story writer and he had in mind an embryonic story the title of which would
be Looking for a Forty-Double Man. The producer laughed out loud and came closer to hug

Najim amid an excitement that the senior officer swore he had never witnessed at the office.
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Magically Yours!

To most passengers on the ferryboats sailing by, Gibraltar was nothing but an
unproportionally giant rock denying the local inhabitants the required space for
agricultural activities and residential ambitions. It was a mere sign that the crossing
reached its final point and that they had to get ready to land. To the remaining
passengers, it was simply a natural statue that stirred their curiosity, making them
lengthen their necks to see what was beyond.

To the illegal immigrants rowing along from North Africa on board large plastic
speedboats, the lonely mountain through the thick patches of fog looked so very
different. It appeared rather like the mumpy head of a giant creature stuck in deep waters
between the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea, seeming to live only to see the
latest groups of African immigrants drown the way he had done, a long time before.

Yet, to the Gibraltarians who used to open their windows every morning and stand
up in their balconies to make sure that they were safe with Gibraltar still there in the
guard, the presence of the mountain showed that another round of life was announced.
However, those who missed that morning chance usually had their excuse: having given
a wonderful party the day before while still feeling the difficulty of accepting that
another day had so quickly come and that the sun was already in the sky and that balcony
over there belonged to that category.

It was the last balcony to let the new morning’s fresh air come in when its windows
were finally flung wide open. Then, there were the curtains knotted very sleepily wide
apart allowing the loud music played inside to drift out with the appearance of a couple
of faces showing in the foreground against the crowd dancing in the lounge deep in the
background. The balcony door, at last, allowed its shutters to part, making room for the
couple to invade the space, dancing. The young lady had her right hand in the young
man’s while she kept her left behind her back to hold a parcel.

The young man stopped dancing. He insisted on seeing his partner join him with
both her hands in his. After a short hesitation, she showed him her left hand and gave
him the parcel. She seemed to like the hasty way he unfastened it before even thanking

her. He seized the book inside and seemed so surprised. His mouth was set wide open
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as if in readiness to devour the gift itself. Then, he started dancing at the end of the
balcony, brandishing what seemed to be the dearest present he had ever been given:
Kafka's Metamorphosis. The young lady joined him. She insisted on hearing him read,
in her presence, the dedication she had written on the first page of the book:

To My Only Love,

Wishing You the Life You Are Dreaming of.
Magically Yours!

Mary.

She was quite pleased to see his pupils widen and his smile broaden as he read the
dedication. She kissed him, reminding him that her birthday would be celebrated in the
following day:

'I'm dying to see what you'll bring me as a present on such a dear occasion!'

‘What do you expect me to bring you, darling?’ Chris said. ‘A gold pen? A gold
ring? Or a golden poem?’

Mary smiled broadly and said:

‘If you want to meet my expectation, rewrite that Metamorphosis between your
hands!” Mary said, quite confident in Chris’s fulfilment of her request. ‘I want you to
develop your creative skills and move from an aspiring author into a published one.’

Chris laughed out loud and promised to do it that very evening before even going
to bed. They burst out laughing, throwing their heads back while holding each other's
hands. Chris felt that the last song in the album was about to end and that nobody among
the guests in the lounge inside would dare change the disc. He dragged Mary away from
the balcony, dancing to no music. In the lounge, he reached out to slide a new disc in
the drive. Then, he pumped up the volume and set the guests dancing on tectonic
rhythms, reggae improvisations, rock and roll music... He felt happy to see all the
dancers yielding to his musical choices: raving when rocking, fluttering when dancing
reggae, and swirling when freehand glowsticking...

At midday, a comic figure suggested spending a second day at Chris's and moving
collectively on the third day in a formal procession to Mary's birthday party since the
guests would be the same. The guests laughed out loud while Chris hastened to the CD
player and pumped up the volume to drown out any further proposals that might eat up

the time he would devote to Mary’s book that night. He anticipated all the guests by
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setting the door wide open, finding excuses for those who have domestic commitments
to fulfil. He hugged them warmly one after the other, thanking them wholeheartedly
for having reacted positively to his invitation and shared his joy and happiness.

Left all alone with a heavy task to fulfill, Chris felt fatigue deep inside. He had
spent two days, serving his friends and enjoying his birthday party. He sat down behind
his desk, opposite the big mirror covering the wall from right to left. He took Kafka’s
Metamorphosis and started reading it with eyes half-closed. He was deadly tired but he
had at the same time a duty to fulfil the reward which would be so precious: A broad
smile on his beloved's face. However, the book between his hands turned out to be too
crazy to summarize or rewrite while sleep between his eyelids proved too stubborn to
resist.

Chris opened a notepad, took a pen out of the drawer, and started writing sleepily.
To write, he had often driven himself drunk, believing that his creative self would never
reveal itself in the presence of his conscious self. Now, he was involved in a different
experience, redeeming his creative self just by drowning himself in half sleep.

Having blackened a dozen pages, he stopped to feel the electric vibration left from
the party still running around his brain. He lifted his eyes to the wall opposite him and
was pleased to see that electric vibration taking the form of an aura around his head in
the giant mirror. The vibration in his head grew more intense and the aura before him
in the mirror seemed to grow more and more distorted. He made a great effort to keep
his sleepy eyes open but only to make sure that the distortion taking place in the mirror
in front of him was not in the aura zone but in the facial one and he woke up.

Was that the effect of sleep?

Was that a newly detected defect in the gigantic mirror on the wall?

Chris remembered so very well the time when he had that mirror nailed, before
his eyes, on the wall. He had tried it, along with his friends until the mirror proved
innocent of all weaknesses. He could still remember how he had stood in front of the
mirror with someone to be compared to either in the foreground or in the background,
on the left or the right...

At that time, he made sure that the rhythmic throb on his face matched awkwardly
the growing deformation reflected in the mirror before him. While his right hand
pointed to the mirror sarcastically, his left hand felt his body yielding to the

metamorphosis that had chosen him out of all the living beings.
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Friday evening was the time he loved best but not when he had health problems
as the doctors were on weekend leave, ambulances away and pharmacies closed. He
pulled out the desk drawer, took out a pocketbook, and started searching for a general
practitioner's telephone number:

‘Who’s speaking?’ The voice asked.

‘Doctor, I’'m sorry for the inconvenience but I’'m in trouble. I'm in a really big
trouble, doctor. | suffer something | have never been through before. Something like a
metamorphosis!’

‘Can you talk about it a little?’

‘A distortion around my face, doctor.’

'‘Mumps, probably!" The doctor exclaimed. 'That's a contagious infection with a
life duration extending between two and three weeks. Serious complications might
include deafness, sterility among men, and infertility among women. The initial
symptoms of infection can be the loss of appetite, fever, and headache...'

The doctor stopped abruptly but was heard across the receiver to be searching
through a voluminous book. Then, he carried on:

‘But don’t worry! Mumps are quite common here in Gibraltar because of the
densely populated city area that provides bigger chances for this virus to survive.’

‘Can I rely on you to pay me a home visit as I can’t go out with such a distorted
face?’ Chris implored.

‘Where do you live?” The doctor asked.

‘Governor’s Street, half a mile away from your office.’

‘That's OK. I'll see you tomorrow morning around ten a.m. In the meanwhile, stay
at home and have some rest. Bye!'

Chris found it a good opportunity to spend the night reading Kafka’s
Metamorphosis while writing his own. He read a couple of pages and stopped to
meditate over them. Sometimes, he closed his eyes as if to enjoy both metamorphoses:
the one he was reading and the other he was experiencing. The idea of summarising the
novel gave him some kind of enthusiasm to finish his task before going to bed. Yet,
when he got deeper, he found his summary futile. So very futile. He shifted to writing
his impressions on the events of the novel, praising the aspects that seemed original to
him and criticising the remaining. Again, he found that too far from being a creative
work and he shifted to meditating his situation. At that time, so many common points

between his condition and that of Gregor Samsa, the main protagonist in Franz Kafka’s
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Metamorphosis, became visible to his eyes. Then, he stopped writing about Samsa's
transformation to concentrate on his own.

In the mirror opposite him, his face seemed to be a real hot piece of fat and he
started shaping it the way he pleased. He pulled his cheeks down and his face turned
triangular and he liked it. He took his mobile phone, raised it as high as he could, and
got a selfie. He put down his phone and shaped his face rectangular. He found it so
very funny. He took another selfie and started comparing the first one with the second.
He found them both crazy. He dragged his ears backward, pulled his chin forward, and
erected his nose. He took his mobile phone, framed a self-portrait, and immortalised the
new shape in a third selfie.

He stopped for a while to think about an impossible shape for his face and was
happy to find that an oval would suit him best. Once changed, he could not recognise
himself. Without thinking of a selfie, he hastened to try another facial form: the oblique
one. At that time, he heard a knock and he had to hurry away to the door and press his
nose against the door pane to see who was out there. He was astonished to find that
morning light was already brighter outside, and, a few inches away, the general
practitioner, with his right fist clenched tightly, knocked very hard on the door. Chris,
aware that the photochromic pane kept him invisible, stopped there, behind the door
pane, watching the doctor shouting out almost in his face:

‘Chris, I’'m the doctor. Open the door!’

A strange idea came to his mind right away: not to open the door. He felt sorry for
having contacted the doctor the day before but how to repair that mistake? Chris seemed
to like his new state and he grew quickly used to it.

‘Excuse me, sir. Can you help?” The doctor asked a passer-by. ‘Your neighbour's
wire phone rings but nobody answers. The knock is on the door and, again, nobody
seems to be inside.’

The passer-by shrugged his shoulders and went away. The doctor needed badly
an answer to his question and he had to ask that old man who was easily dragged along
to Chris’s doorstep, introducing himself as Jude Blackbird and John found himself
forced to do the same:

‘I’m a general practitioner coming to pay Chris a home visit.’

Jude blinked with surprise and stepped nearer:
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‘Chris’s my neighbour. He had such a noisy day yesterday. There were so many
people around him and there was so much fuss in here. | was deeply asleep when
something like a gunshot was heard in his flat!’

‘A gunshot?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps, it was something else. I was deep asleep.’

‘Can it be a criminal act, a murder crime?’

Jude tried a newer demonstration:

‘Doctor, the lights inside the flat seem to be still on, Chris’s wire phone is on and
he answers neither the knocks on his door nor the calls on his mobile phone. This means
a lot to me but, to you, does it mean anything?’

The doctor stepped back and frowned:

‘Do you mean he’s dead?!” The doctor exclaimed. ‘But we had a phone talk right
after the party was over!’

‘When did you last talk to him?’ Jude inquired.

‘Yesterday evening.’” answered the doctor.

‘What was your talk about?’

‘His health.’

Jude shrugged his shoulders stepped rightward, out of the door frame, and
disappeared.

Left alone on the doorstep, the doctor stuck his nose against the door pane. The
reflection of the daylight on the pane prevented him from seeing through. However, he
kind of saw another face sticking his nose against the opposite part of the pane and he
wondered audibly:

‘People say that nobody’s in here. Shall I inform the authorities and help the dead
man inside?’

He took out his mobile phone, dialed Chris's number, and got ready to listen to the
long ringing tone that would end with the robotic advice to dial that number later as
nobody answered. Yet, this time, the automatic response, was faster than ever
announcing that his interlocutor's line was busy and advising him to have another try
later.

John clenched his fist and knocked hard on the door. He would not stop unless a
voice so neat and near answered the knock:

‘Coming!’

The voice was so clear that John almost jumped back in astonishment:
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‘Chris, are you there?’

The door opened slowly. An oblique face, quite bigger than what natural heads
were born to be like, leaned out of the doorway to welcome the doctor in.

‘I apologise for having made you wait for such a long time. I had a phone call. I
was talking to the tattooist, trying to fix an appointment this afternoon.’

The doctor did not seem to find it a good excuse but said nothing. He sat on the
nearest sofa in the lounge while Chris stood opposite, with his back to the wall.

‘Can you come closer!” The doctor said.

Chris came along and sat on the sofa, next to the doctor who started examining
his face with his fingers:

“Your case seems quite different from what I guessed yesterday.’ The doctor said.
‘But it has so many things in common with mumps. So, if you want me to give you a
prescription and a medical certificate that’ll allow you a logical period of rest, I can do
it with pleasure.’

'‘Medicines and rest, doctor, I'll need them later. For the time being, | don't think
I'll need any. I'm going to a party this evening. To be frank, I think that my new shape
fits the conditions and expectations of the party | am invited to!

The doctor, astonished, looked up and down at Chris and kept silent for a while.
At last, he overcame his reserve:

‘Are you serious?’

Chris tried to laugh out but his distorted face prevented him. He used his hands to
reframe his face the way he did to smoothen or customize a piece of hot piece of fat.

Astonished, the doctor inquired:

'So, you're going to dance and jump the way people do on such delirious
occasions!'

‘I don’t know, doctor. I’'m sure I will surprise people there but without exposing
my health to any risk?’

'Can you tell me the reason why you've decided to act that way?'

‘Well, it’s so simple, doctor. It’s love!’

The doctor smiled reluctantly, trying to keep the conversation going the way it
should:

‘Modern doctors aren’t interested in the big achievements taking place in the field
of psychology. Just a few of them are. | confess that | am one of those very few doctors

who link physical health to the psychological one.” The doctor stopped to think about
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the right way to make himself clear. Then, he carried on: ‘You may have thought a lot
about metamorphosis or seen a horror film about that and wished subconsciously to
follow the same path!’

Chris did not say a word. The doctor continued:

The subconscious mind is a great force. Suffice it to give him a command and he
will fulfil it!

The doctor stopped, waiting for a comment but heard nothing. He carried on, then:

“This way, we may have to act on the same basis by using a counter-command.’

This time, the doctor stopped for a longer time, looking at Chris right in the eyes:

‘Chris, I’ve been talking to you for such a long time and you answered none of
my questions although you seemed to be speaking!’

Chris, finally, said:

‘The birthday party I'm going to need a gift, a special gift, and | know what my
baby loves it to be like. I believe that | have that gift in me, now. What she loves best
as a birthday present is this new distortion that you're persuading me to cure!

The doctor, amazed, inquired:

‘Is it love or self-destruction?’

'‘When you love somebody, everything seems to be alike. When you fall in love,
you can never see the dualities that you are usually acquainted with in your daily life.
When you fall in love, all those dualities that you spend your daytime defending melt
away.' Chris stopped for a while, looking vaguely away. ', when you fall in love,
everything melts away and you can hardly see anyone further than the one you love. It
is just as if you zoom your whole vision on your beloved. At the same time, you can
hear nobody but her voice while all the other voices sound very far away. When you
fall in love, the universe can accommodate only two people who have to do what each
other pleases.’

The doctor, trying to keep serious, asked:

‘Is it love or hypnosis?’

‘I told you, doctor, that when you’re in love, no dualities are allowed. There is
only love. That’s it!”’

The doctor seized, with both hands, the edges of the sofa, ready to leave:

‘So, I’m just intruding on a love affair!’

Trying to apologise, Chris said:
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‘No. It’s me who asked for your help and, yes, I will need medicines and rest but,
perhaps, from tomorrow on!’

He showed the doctor to his desk. He helped him sit down and withdrew to the
extreme corner of the lounge, waiting for the doctor to regain his temper. The doctor
took his time behind Chris' desk, rubbed his temple with his forefinger, and started
prescribing:

‘Look, I’ll give you some antibiotics and a seven-day rest. During this time, you
will have to enjoy the maximum rest: watch TV, read books and magazines, surf on the
net but particularly in bed. Relax! Is it clear?’

Chris nodded. The doctor, feeling at last satisfied, stood up and headed for the
door when he remembered to offer a second help:

‘Shall I give you a drive and get you to the party you’re invited to?’

Chris apologised again:

‘I’ve called a tattoo artist home! I still have another job to do here before going
out, doctor.” Then, he stretched his hand out for a shake: ‘Thank you for everything,
doctor. It’s very kind of you to have paid me a home visit!’

The doctor reminded him of the rest he would need and the times he should be
taking the medicines prescribed and went downstairs.

Chris strolled back to the bathroom and stopped next to the mirror, humming a

tune:

Knock, knock, knockin' on Heaven's door

Knock, knock, knockin' on Heaven's door...

Out of the gentleness of a knock at the door, Chris could identify the tattooist's
presence on his doorstep. This time, he had to hurry along the corridor and welcome the
well-built man tattooed from forehead to ankles, wearing a psychedelic T-shirt and a
pair of cargo shorts. Chris welcomed the newcomer, who showed right away visible
care for the task he came for. He stepped in, went straight to the table in the lounge, put
his backpack down on it, took out the tools he would need, and laid them carefully, one
after the other, next to the backpack. Then, he got a guidebook and gave it to Chris:

‘Here are the samples I recommend but feel free to suggest other patterns if you

have any!’
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Chris scratched his head, looking for his model out of hundreds of samples. To
help him make up his mind, the tattooist asked Chris about his sexual orientation. When
he saw that his question embarrassed Chris, the tattooist had to clarify the urge behind
his question and justify the goal he was targeting:

‘Tattoos refer directly to your sexual identity and the tattooist’s function is to
make that identity visible to the public.” When the tattooist observed that Chris was
reassured, he re-asked his former question but in a different mode: ‘Are you
heterosexual?”’

‘Tam.’

‘That’s right. I'll tattoo the front part of your body, then.’

Examining Chris’s appearance, the tattooist wondered aloud:

'‘Which one are we going to work on: the neck, the chest, the belly, or the arms?’
The tattooist asked, taking the guidebook once again to show Chris the patterns
susceptible to reflect the latter's personality. "These patterns are for heterosexuals.
Choose some out of them!" The tattooist stopped for a while to scroll down the page,
looking at the samples as if he had never seen them before. Then, he added: 'This pattern
down here will suit your chest.'

On turning the page, he pointed out to another one:

‘This one will suit you on the neck!’

Then, a third one:

“This will suit your arms and forearms!’

Chris shook his head. He slid his hand into his trouser pocket, and took out a piece
of paper on which his tattoo pattern showed very clearly:

'l want this to be tattooed on the front part of my neck, chest, and the visible parts
of my forearms.'

The tattooist read the text written on the piece of paper almost aloud:

‘Magically Yours!’

He looked at Chris and wondered:

‘What does it mean?’

‘It means something very private and I want it to be tattooed on my body!’
answered Chris with a grave voice.

The tattooist closed his guidebook and nodded. The tattooist kept quiet for a while
as if expecting further proposals. Chris, on the other side, did the same. Silence

prevailed for some time and Chris had to say something:
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‘Do you think that tattooing is a good idea, a beautiful one?’

‘An apparent tattoo is like a fruit peeled out to tantalise a guest. It’s like a book
dedicated to a reader.’

Chris laughed heartily at the idea of being converted into a fruit or a book while
the tattooist fumbled in his packsack to get more tools out. He checked his watercolours
and pencils. He sterilised his lining needle with alcohol water and loosened his large-
sized ink caps. Then, he asked Chris to take his shirt off, lie down on his back, and keep
his head down without paying heed to what the tattooist was doing.

At first, Chris followed the tattooist's advice the way blind believers usually did.
Afterward, the electric buzz started hurting Chris's ear more than the tattoo machine did
to his body.

‘Just a few minutes and it's gone!’ The tattooist whispered to console Chris. "That's
the price you'll have to pay in exchange for a beautiful tattoo that'll mark you forever!

That word had a tone of something magic that made Chris endure the pain and
keep quiet all along the session until he saw the tattooist getting ready to leave. Then,
he sat up, tiptoed to the wardrobe, and picked out a brand-new T-shirt that would show
his newly tattooed patterns during the evening's party. He shone his shoes and came
back to the tattooist's side to show him out.

The tattooist was surprised to see Chris getting ready to go out, careless of the rest
that a tattoo session normally required. He dared not inquire as the mobile phone rang
in Chris’s trouser pocket and diverted his attention:

‘Hello, Mary!”

‘Hello, darling!’

‘How’re the preparations going?’

'Everything's all right. Some of our friends are already here!'

‘That’s fine!’

‘I’m calling you to remind you of the promise you made.’

‘I gave you my word, babe!’

‘When are you going to come, honey?’

‘Right now, darling. I’ll be with you in a few minutes. I have just finished my
metamorphosis!’

'Oh? I'm so very lucky to be in love with a real Gregor Samsa!’
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An Exceptional Dreamer

On Bridge Hassan 11, Rabat-Salé busiest road, vehicles kept flashing red lights all
the way long as they braked, beeping their horns wildly at a midday traffic jam.
Benefiting from the tension around, a handful of dirtily dressed teenagers roamed
around the powerless cars, waiting for the right chance to pick up any light propriety
out of the imprudent drivers' dashboard. Others, loaded with circulars and pamphlets,
were busy delivering the programme of a seemingly very important seminar on
Freedom or Security.

On the pavement, on both sides of the bridge, children found the circulars and
pamphlets scattered on the ground worth care and attention. They picked them up,
turned them into paper planes, flung them into the air, and enjoyed running after their
aircraft as they flew up or swirled down.

On leaving the bridge, some cars turned left at Boulevard Mohamed Elyazidi only
to find themselves cruising to and fro looking for a place to park on either side of the
street opposite Atlantis insurance agency. Most drivers roaming by were customers of
that agency built intentionally out of glass to show that it has nothing to hide. Those
who found a place to park sat inside their vehicles waiting for their turns while watching,
through the glass walls, the queue slowly progressing towards the desk of that beautiful
clerk who seemed both self-confident and persuasive as most customers who had faced
her kept nodding all the time to her proposals and instructions.

‘All-risks-insured, please!’

‘Ok, Mr. Reda!” The clerk answered after glancing at the driver’s documents on
her desk. Then, she started humming the tune of a popular song. Slowly, she raised her

head and fixed Reda with a detective look:
You too
You may say I'm a dreamer

But I'm not the only one...

Reda found himself compelled to join the song:
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I hope someday you’ll join us

And the world will be as one...

The clerk suddenly stopped, pointed out to his nose, almost shouting out with
unexpected joy:

‘So, you’re the one?’

"'Whom do you mean?' he answered, smiling.

‘I mean Reda Lamaallem, this season’s The Voice award winner!’

She looked right and left before standing up to join him with her cell phone in
hand for a selfie:

‘What a surprise!” She almost shouted in his ear, raising the phone for a dozen
shots, varying poses and gestures.

‘Life is nothing but a series of surprises!” Reda said.

“You’re right but this one is the best!” she answered, renaming the photos taken
and storing them on her device.

'If so, I'll tell you that I need high-category cover including insurance against theft.'

‘Of course, you’ll have it!” The clerk said, going back to her desk. ‘But don’t you
find it useless to insure a car against theft since cars are seldom stolen and insurance
indemnity is weak? Besides, the latest brands of cars are digitalised. They are,
consequently, immune against stray hands.’

Reda seemed to disagree with the clerk but could not say it out loud. How dare he
disagree with such a charming fan who showed both affection and service? At times, he
was about to change his mind as he thought of the worst: to be one of those very few
victims of car theft. For the first time, he felt the huge weight of responsibility: How to
keep what he got. However, when the clerk smiled at him, he forgot all about his worries
and kept quiet.

He was going to leave when the clerk asked him to keep seated. She would get
his insurance document ready in the manager's office. She stood up, smiled, and click-
clacked away. Reda had only just let his mind stray when he heard her high heels click-
clacking back again. He could not help smiling at the quick way his insurance document
was filled out and delivered. He had thought that it would take ages like the driving
licence and the car registration document normally took two months on average before

being available to ordinary citizens. He took the document, thanked her, and left.
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In the street, he unlocked the car, sat in the driver's seat, sighed with relief, and
rested with his eyes closed. He breathed deeply and seemed to enjoy the exercise. He
opened his eyes all of a sudden and looked around. He seemed to like the way things
around him were done. They looked quite different from the way they had always been
on his old motorbike. He even found comparing a car to a motorbike bizarre but he liked
it.

Cars, to him, were different with almost nothing in common with motorbikes. In
a motorbike, all accessories were under the saddle, the helmet always on, and only one
person was allowed as a second rider who would stick to your back when the speed
turned higher. A car, on the other hand, felt like a little home with a cosy salon for at
least four people. Besides, accessories in a car seemed to be in their right place: heavy
things in the car boot, tiny things in the drawers, bottles of water in the side pockets,
mirrors in every corner, and windows all around you to allow you see the world in all
the possible dimensions.

Another accessory that Reda had been denied in the motorbike era was the
presence of a radio to accompany him in his drives and trips. A radio would get him in
touch with what was going around in the world. He hurried to switch the radio on. He
felt as if he would listen, for the first time, to the radio. The pleasure was so visible that
he kept listening to the first station he fell on. It was reminding the audience of that
Monday as the deadline for submissions to the first Golden Motorbike Grand Award, a
competition worth a brand-new Mercedes.

Reda felt jealous inside. Why give a motorcyclist a car, as a prize? He should be
rewarded with the latest call in the world of motorbike fashion. The idea of a
motorcyclist rewarded by a Mercedes just like his made him feel sick. He had spent all
his teenage years learning songs and interpreting them, studying music, and
participating in the most difficult competition ever before being awarded that car. The
news announced was not too bad but it changed his mood a little.

When the local news was over, he checked another radio station. This one was
playing a song that he loved so much, John Lennon’s Imagine, but he preferred to listen
to the version he had on DVD. He picked a disc out of the rack and slid it into the drive.
He waited to see what the image would be like. The driver hissed for a while before he
could see himself on The Voice, a famous Arab TV show broadcast from Beirut.

The Voice Competition, he remembered with great pride: how he was elected

among six thousand talents from all Arab countries. Thousands of talents performed
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thousands of songs in the presence of a jury looked upon as legends in the world of
music. He could still remember those unforgettable moments when the members of the
jury howled with pleasure, especially in the final when Reda had so wonderfully
performed Imagine. The result had been a hundred thousand dollars in prize money.
His fellow contestants who couldn't drive chose money over the car and they had the
car value minus twenty-five percent. That was the reason why he chose the car instead

of money.

Those good memories refreshed him. He blinked with joy and opened his eyes to
see many cars around searching for a place to park. He thought of giving them his place.
He started the engine and drove off. In the boulevard, there was so much traffic, as
usual. So, Reda took the back streets, driving while looking out of the rear-view window
to watch the trees running away, back to the beginning of time, and he felt the beautiful,
high spirits of childhood coming from faraway times to pour down again into his veins.
He felt extraordinarily happy and accelerated as hard as he could. Only then, he could
feel, for the first time in his life, what it meant to drive a car.

Driving, like painting, was an action of recomposing the place around. When he
drove, everything changed on his windscreen. Even the sky would change its colours
and seem quite different from that seen when on the ground. In such coastal towns as
Asila, the sky was silver with purplish clouds. In Moulay Bousselham, the bluish sky
peeps, now and then, out of the green foliage that formed a natural ceiling for the forest.
In Mehdia, the magic blue colour in the sky made him go further with his drive.

On looking at the sky high above, the little wings, on the rear-view mirror, seemed
incredibly long on both sides of his car boot. With those wings, his car felt as if flying
in the sky. He enjoyed the idea of being driving a winged jet airliner when he noticed a
pale bearded motorcyclist behind the wings of his car. The motorcyclist was all by
himself but he made Reda feel like a VIP escorted by a motorcyclist. Of course,
motorcyclists are usually in the foreground leading the motorcade, not lingering in the
background but, to Reda, it did not matter. The importance lay in being escorted,
guarded, and venerated. The rider was pale and stern with a black pair of glasses that
doubled the severity of his countenance. He vaguely reminded Reda of his own early

life as a hippie, and he started singing:

Get your motor running

48



Head out on the highway
Looking for adventure

And whatever comes our way...

While enjoying the drive with the pale rider behind, a new question that should
have been asked at the very start came suddenly to his mind:

‘Where Shall I park the car?’

Of course, the idea of parking should precede that of getting a car but in Reda’s
case, things were reversed as he had got his car as a prize. That was the source of all
this surprise and confusion.

He stopped at the nearest park spot and relaxed. Stopping in the street inside his
car had become such a wonderful way to see people from a very different perspective.
It was like sitting on a chair with one's elbows on the table in the street, listening to
music while cars or people drove or walked by. When he felt tired, he wound up the
windows so that street thieves among passers-by could not hear him snoring or see him
sleeping, thrust the mp3 headset into his ears, and put on a pair of black glasses.

Sometime earlier, he had dreamt himself driving in the wrong lane. When he had
woken up, he found himself in his seat behind the steering wheel driving straight
towards a fast-driven tank truck and he corrected the drive. From that moment on, he
had turned both confident and proud of his subconscious mind. He kind of believed that
in his dreams, there was a continuity of his reality and he loved that. Normally, when
people wake up, they can remember their dreams with difficulty, starting from the last
scenes and going back again to the earlier ones. In Reda's case, things were different.
He did not have to make the slightest effort to recollect anything. All he had to do was
wake up to find himself in the middle of the dream in process, living the remaining part
of the story he had been dreaming of.

Lately, he dreamt of the pale rider in a completely different temper, looking so
happy that Reda felt jealousy devouring him. Of course, when he woke up, he found
himself parked and the hippie still there, behind him, on his motorbike. The pale rider
was motionless, contrary to the image seen in the dream, with his long hair playing in
the air, a pair of black glasses on, and bare, strong arms that gave no chance for the
handlebars to waver.

Reda laughed out loud:

‘My angel!” He called out. ‘My protector!’

49



In his childhood, Reda’s father had told him that a little angel shared their house.
He even showed his son where the angel lived: in the window looking right over the
bathroom. That little angel was the one to help his father with all the prophecies that he
was famous for. In his dreams, Reda’s father could see anything that had been done or
told in his absence or sleep. On getting up, he would find himself in the middle of the
action taking place, knowing what had been done and living the rest of the story.
However, his prophetical powers were challenged by theft and thieves. He had always
stood helpless before these two challenges, finding himself unable to spot the action or
track down the doer when the latter was off the scent.

Reda now glanced at the motorcyclist’s face and found him very serious. He
almost believed he might be blind with that black pair of glasses on. He even bore the
signs of an extra-human, an angel, a real angel and Reda thought that he would always
need him by. He started to prepare his subconscious mind by greeting him aloud through
the closed car window, calling him Protector! and Angel! but the pale rider never
seemed to see his gesture or hear his greeting.

A police van drove slowly past him and Reda thought of his identity documents.
He took his wallet and checked the documents one after the other. He found out that the
driving licence was missing and he rushed out to fetch it. At home, he made such a mess
in the living room, bedroom, and kitchen and he started imagining the worst scenarios
possible.

At last, he remembered having hidden it, sometime earlier, inside his car under
the foot mat. He sighed with relief and lingered out again but the parking space seemed
to him bigger and emptier. He did not know the reason why such a stupid idea came to
his mind. He decided to forget about it and carry on his walk towards his car but needed
first to know where the car was. He was sure that he had left the car there but he needed
someone to convince him that it was gone. He wanted at least someone to talk to, to
complain to:

‘Where’s my angel?” he whispered as he looked around, expecting something
magic. He searched in his phonebook for numbers that might help. Finally, he chose to
call the insurance assistant:

‘My car’s been stolen and I’m in big trouble' Reda said. 'I’ve heard that a village
in the north of the country specialises in dismantling Mercedes cars in less than half an
hour. All the villagers, there, have been in Germany working for the same company.

Once they retire, they come back home to pool their talents. They have all the money
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required to buy the stolen cars and all the skill needed to dismantle them into spare
parts.’

'No, sir. There's no such stolen parts market in the country. Just keep calm and
expect us to contact you now and then. Keep calm, sir. This is just a rumour. Your car
will be brought back to you, soon!'

At that time, the pale rider passed by again, and Reda shouted:

‘Angel, have you seen my car?’ but the pale rider seemed not to hear him and
stopped a long way on.

A car got nearer and Reda decided to ask the driver whether he had seen any red
Mercedes parked there just a few moments earlier. Interest rose in the other driver’s
face:

‘Oh, yes. The breakdown truck is towing it right now down the boulevard!”’

Reda asked the man to do him a favour and drive him to the place where he could
have a chance to stop the breakdown truck.

'‘My name's Bachir,’ the driver said, 'and I'm a country policeman.'

'Pleased to meet you.' Reda answered, remembering, at last, to introduce himself
while Bachir bent on the steering wheel as if in a hunting session, weaving in and out
between vehicles and lanes like a small needle in a light piece of cloth. All his attention
was focused on the breakdown truck before finding himself shouting, all of a sudden:

‘There it is!”

The red car, like a giant bug, was being towed away down the boulevard.

‘Sir, can you stop!” Bachir shouted as he drew near the breakdown truck. ‘This
young man is the pride of our city. His name’s Reda Lamaallem, The Voice winner of
this season, and that car is the prize he got!'

The men in the breakdown truck jumped out of their cab:

‘Congratulations, Reda. We’re so very proud of you!” The first man shouted.

‘What a pleasure to meet you!” The other said.

‘The pleasure is mine, dear sirs. That car is mine and [ will be happy if you unchain
it!”

‘Allow us a selfie, first!” The men said.

“You will have tons of selfies. Just unchain it!” Reda replied.

The two men unchained the car and came hastily to pose for selfies with The Voice

prize winner before leaving with very broad smiles on their faces.
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‘I’m inviting you to dinner. I have never felt so hungry!” Reda told Bachir, who
resisted and gave ready-made excuses but yielded, at last.

Reda drove his car and led the way. Bachir followed him in his car, accelerating
when Reda accelerated, braking when He braked, and stopping when Reda's tail lights
shone near the doorsteps of Bouregreg Restaurant.

‘I never knew that Rabat had such a luxurious restaurant!” Bachir said.

‘Big moments need to be celebrated in big places!” Reda answered. He stopped
talking as the waiter bowed before him. He ordered his meal and helped his guest choose
his out of the menu on their table.

‘Roasted chicken with rice, then!’

The waiter bowed and retreated but came back in no time surrounded by other
waiters loaded with trays, plates and glasses.

“You have a wonderful car and you have a difficult task to accomplish: to treat it
the way you treat yourself!” Bachir started.

Busy pouring out juice and lemonade, Reda agreed all the time.

"Your car reflects your state of mind, tendencies, and social class.' Bachir carried,
using his knife and fork to cut his chicken into small pieces. 'Even people who'll get to
know you, they'll call you after your car: Audit man, Mercedes guy, BMW driver...'

Busy eating, Reda contented himself with nodding.

‘In this way, you and your car become one.” Bachir continued, showing a great
appetite for both subjects: lunch and cars. ‘Whoever scratches your car, will make you
feel the scratch. Whoever respects your car will make you feel that respect. Whoever
despises your car will let you feel that contempt. Whoever will steal your car will make
you feel the loss of your identity and your other self...”

Reda glanced at his watch and asked Bachir:

‘How did you find the dish?’

'Delicious!" Bachir said, wiping his hands and mouth and getting ready to leave.

Outside the restaurant, Bachir stretched out his hand for a shake but Reda looked
completely lost:

‘Where’s my car?’

Bachir’s face turned pale as he found no word to express his surprise. He needed
a little time to recover his strength before calling the police station:

‘Hello, officer. A car’s been stolen near the boulevard. A Mercedes, red colour,

number 32549 A 44.°
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‘Do you mean the one that has just passed by the second control checkpoint,
leading a wedding procession?’ The answer said through the phone.

‘We have no wedding ceremony, sir. We parked our car and went to a nearby
restaurant to have lunch. When we came out, we found ourselves reduced into mere
pedestrians!’

‘This smells like a criminal act. Drug smugglers often steal cars to use them as
means of transport pretending to lead wedding processions. Anyway, keep in touch. We
will contact you soon!’

Reda suggested returning to the restaurant for a drink but Bachir opposed the idea:

‘I’'m afraid. It may be my car next!’

‘So, let’s have a drink right here, next to your car!’

Bachir smiled and accepted the offer when the pale rider appeared suddenly at the
turn of the road. Bachir, noticing a pinkish colour invading Reda’s countenance, asked
him if the man coming along could help. Reda shook his head:

‘He just reminds me of my car. He is always driving by my side and that makes
me feel good on the road!”’

At that moment, Bachir’s phone rang:

‘Hello, sir. Where are you, now?’ The voice said.

‘In the same park where the car was stolen!’

'Can you come into the police station, now?"

The two men gulped down their drinks and drove uptown, taking the most
deserted streets to save time.

‘There it is, man. Red and beautiful as ever!” Reda shouted, happily, pointing to
his car parked opposite the police station.

‘Reda, I must tell you this. You don’t seem to have that car as a prize for your
artistic talents. To men, it seems that you’ve been given that car as a kind of trust and,
now, you’re required to prove to what extent you can keep it in a world of sharks before
you can deserve it!’

Reda was surprised at the new tone in his fellow’s speech but kept quiet while
Bachir carried on:

‘Do you think that you’d have done that, with such a car?’ Reda asked.

Bachir feigned a smile:

‘I apologise. I must go. I have so many things to do!’

‘Me, too. I must go home and have my siesta. [ won’t feel good without it!’
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‘Have a good siesta, then!’

Reda was in such a hurry to jump into his car, start it, and glance at the rear-view
window, looking for his bodyguard. The pale rider was there, as usual, with his bare,
tattooed arms stretched out like a sleepwalker. Reda felt happy again, driving back home
like a VIP. He stopped near the window of his ground-floor flat. He got out of the car
and hurried up straight to the bedroom. Siesta, for him, was such a sacred habit for both
rest and prophecy.

In his siesta, Reda dreamt himself a scout walking across the country, hitch-hiking
by the side of the road. There was such heavy traffic but nobody stopped to pick him
up. Then, a luxurious car like his came along at very low speed, as if to stop. Its red
colour reminded him of his car. When the car was one foot away, the front left window
slid down and he could see so very clearly the pale rider sitting in Reda's driving seat,
steering as he jeered out:

‘I hope you have found my second-hand motorbike in the right place!’

Reda woke up, terrified. He hurried outside with his pair of pyjamas on. He was
surprised to find out that there was no second part of the siesta dream. He was in the
same place where he had left his car before his siesta. Instead, there stood a motorbike
familiar to him with the key in the ignition. He looked around. Nobody was by. He
stretched his arm and felt a folded piece of paper pinned on the saddle. A small

paragraph was scrambled in a nervous handwriting:

Dear Sir,

Unlike you, who wanted to have both a car and motorbike, | contented myself with
just one of those. | used to love my motorbike and enjoy riding it. That was long
before you came into my life and decided to take my motorbike away from me,
invading my dreams on me, and turning them into nightmares. | have decided to
leave my second-hand motorbike to you but I will take, in exchange, your brand-
new car. | have acted fairly, I think. Haven't I1? Now, | have a request for you:
Can you stop your omnipresence in my dreams? | have my night to rest and my

dreams to explore. Won't you keep away?

Reda dropped the paper. His legs were failing him. With the help of his hands, he
raised his right leg over the back seat of the motorbike and rested on the saddle, feeling

the shiver gaining more parts of his body. Throughout his life, he had experienced such
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a feeling only once: When he lost his mother. Now, he knew that the new loss was as
great as the old one. He also knew that he did not behave the way people did when they
believed that they deserved what they had. He wished he could have another chance to
prove that he was worth the joy he was given.

He grasped the handlebars and raised his head to face the sun. He closed his eyes
and breathed deeply. The sun coming out of the fleeing clouds heated his face and he
could feel its shades on his eyelids. The reflection of the sun on his eyelids was
gradually changing colour from black to yellow to pale. He felt pallor invading him
thoroughly and shrank back from the idea of becoming another pale rider following
another car driver.

He opened his eyes and found the motorbike he was riding looking like the
Antichrist with one eye as a headlamp and two horns as steering handles. Only then
could he see that cars looked like humans more than motorbikes did. Some cars might
have Chinese eyes and flat noses. Others might look affectionate and loving, pursing
out their mouths for a kiss. Some others might look funny or childish with their tiny
sizes while the rest might look serious and brave with their bonnets looking like very
big foreheads.

He glanced at his wristwatch. It was five o'clock, that Monday evening. That date
vaguely reminded him of an appointment that he could barely remember. He scratched
his temple with his forefinger but could not tell. All of a sudden, he got it: the deadline
for submissions to the first Motorbike Grand Award competition. He glanced back at
his watch to make sure that there were still fifty minutes left for him to renew his chance

of a second try at a joyful life. He started the motorbike, set it running, and rode away.
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Giants and Butterflies

Of all days of the week, Sunday used to be her favourite. However, when her
birthday party coincided with Sunday evening, L kbira did not look the happy teenager
she was supposed to be. A mysterious sadness reigned over her countenance while
waiting for the giant birthday pie. She sat on her cosy armchair in the centre of their
garden turned into a dance floor by unchained guests drifting right and left with the loud
music played out of the giant speakers nailed on the walls of that lonely villa in
Crossroad Jilaliya between Larache, Asila, Tetouan and Tangier, cities of the extreme
north of Morocco.

All of a sudden, music was turned down, lights switched off and an echoing choral
invaded the place while a giant pie decorated with candles was seen, through the

darkness, to float along as if on a magic carpet:

‘Happy birthday to you!
Happy birthday to you!
Happy birthday!

Happy birthday!

Happy birthday, Kabby!’

L’kbira blew the candles out and a storm of joyful shouts followed. Then, there
were firework displays in the black sky, a pulse of rhythmic music in the still night and
a feel of ground vibrating under the frenetic feet of dancers clad fancifully and turning
drunkenly around L’kbira, who seemed to count, with her eyes, the birthday presents
heaped in different parcels around her.

Of all the gifts piled up at her feet, L’ kbira seemed most happy with that belly-
dancer doll winking with a laminated happiness. The doll was half-naked, showing two
big butterfly-like wings fluttering on its back with every dancing move performed. The
doll shook its hips to make the metal coins on its belt jingle. It leaned forward to draw
in the air half the circle then backward to close it. Then, it started turning around with

one foot stuck to the ground and the other slightly hanging in the air, tapping and
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swirling to the rhythm of the oriental hand drum heard from the tiny speakers under her
wings.

Aliaa, L’kbira’s younger sister, got closer and could not hide her happiness when
she saw the doll dancing:

'I'm sure you'll be a great oriental dancer. The one who gave you this present is
giving you a beautiful wish that you deserve to make it true.’

‘What can I expect but happy and beautiful words from a happy and beautiful
sister?” L kbira answered, feeling with her fingers her sister’s forearm. ‘Even your name
sounds sweeter than mine!’

'l happen to envy you for the lovely name you have. L’kbira is such a wonderful
name that means the elder daughter, the elder sister, the greatest woman, the noblest
lady, the tallest of all...’

‘It does but it’s an archaic name. Yours refers to the same things but it sounds as
young as you. With such a name, you can’t feel ashamed of yourself when called out in
public places or when you’re the focal figure in a party!’

‘Come on, Kabby!' Aliaa said, leaning down on her sister. Nobody ever dares
make you feel that way!"

‘They won’t. I know it but I feel the contrary, all the time.” L kbira stopped, all of
a sudden, and looked so very sad. ‘My name sounds bigger than [ am, Aliaa!’

‘I’ve never known you’re so sensitive to your name, sister!” She stretched her arm
to caress L’kbira’s hair in consolation. ‘No, Kabby. Nobody ever thinks that way. Trust
me, dear!’

‘Everybody wants me not to think that way but I do. I feel that right from my pet
name Kabby, the alternative name they coined for me since my early childhood!'

'l call you Kabby!’

‘I know but have I ever called you anything but your official name: Aliaa?’

‘I can’t remember. I think not!”

‘Can you see, now, the unseen? Can you hear, now, the unsaid?’

Aliaa blinked the way people do when they change perspective and come to see
things from a new angle:

'‘Our parents, when they gave us our names, they gave us their slogans and dreams
as first names. The result is that most of our names turn out to be bigger than what we
are in reality. Most of our names turn out to go in the opposite direction than what we

do in real life." Aliaa kept silent for a moment then said: 'Does it hurt, Kabby?’
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‘At my age, eighteen years old, and at my size, six feet, it hurts!'

‘Soon, you’ll be a wife and a mother. With those roles, you’ll love your name
much better as it’ll suit your new social roles!’

'l want neither of them. My name will suit me better when I grow as tall as Mum.
At eighteen years old, there is still a chance to make that dream come true!" L’kbira
stopped when she saw her uncle dancing a few steps away and she thought of dragging
him into the conversation: ‘Uncle, don’t you see that I look like mum?’

'No," he said, without stopping his dance. "Your mum was blond while you're
brown. You take after your dad but both of them are tall. A quality that you seem to
share with them!'

‘Do you expect me to get taller, uncle?’

Her uncle stopped dancing and walked along, searching for something in his
pocket:

‘Don’t you remember your parents? They had that fatal accident only one year
ago!’

He took a little box out of his pocket and handed it out to L’kbira:

“This is your birthday present, Kabby. Won’t you open it in my presence?’

L’kbira undid the little box, opened it, and felt happiness spreading in all her veins
the way sensitive nostrils react to strong perfumes when sprayed in the air. She was
surprised to find within the little box a gold necklace at the butt end of which dangled a
beautiful butterfly:

‘Thank you very much, uncle!” she said, kissing her uncle on his forehead.

'I've been waiting for this occasion for such a long time, dear niece. That present
isn't mine. That's your dad's. He used to like butterflies. He considered them as the
emblem of spring, rebirth, and happiness. He gave me that necklace on some of my
birthday occasions. Now, I'm handing it back to you!

She put down the oriental belly dancer doll by her side, on the armchair, and got
the necklace next to her nose to smell her father’s scent in it!

‘Uncle, you look so very much like Dad. | appreciate your stay with us this
weekend but | want you to stay longer. That's why I'm thinking of joining, next year,
the Faculty of Letters at Tetouan University and being one of your students in the
Department of Philosophy. That's my wish!"

'‘My specialty, there, is the philosophy of evolution. Do you feel like studying that

kind of logic?'
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‘I do.” L’kbira confirmed.

‘Then, you’ll be most welcome!”

‘By the way, uncle, do you believe that evolution is a matter of will and intention?’

‘Sometimes, it’s a matter of will. Some other times, it’s a matter of heredity.’

‘The important thing is that change happens!’

‘The word change intervened the uncle, 'varies according to the direction it takes.
If the change goes forward, the transformation is called evolution; but if it goes
backward, the transformation is called metamorphosis...’

'Do you believe, uncle, that humans can become giants someday the way legends
have always believed?' L’kbira asked, showing great interest.

The uncle seemed not to have anything to say on that subject. He kept quiet. With
her question unanswered, L kbira surfed in abstraction. When she looked up, she could
not believe her eyes. There were giants everywhere around her: giants walking, giants
jumping, giants dancing, giants standing, giants with small trunks and short upper limbs
but with very long feet, giving a fairy show in their garden. L’kbira loved the fantasy
show. She resisted lowering her eyes to the long stilts showing under the long trousers
of the colossal clowns who span around while heading for the exit gate pulling away
the long line of the drunken guests who turned sober enough, at the exit gate, to wave
goodnight and wish L’kbira a long life full of love and happiness.

The family voices inside were as funny as the drunken ones outside. Those were
the voices of L’kbira’s family members escorting her to her bedroom with
multicoloured candles burning around her and red-lipped Kkisses stamped over her

cheeks:

‘Happy birthday to you!
Happy birthday to you!
Happy birthday!

Happy birthday!

Happy birthday, Kabby!’

Left alone on her bed, L’kbira turned her TV set on. She knew that Sunday
evening's TV programmes were usually annoying but she had to do any activity that
might help her sleep. There was a romantic film on the first channel, a football match

on the second, and a documentary film on the third. She kept the documentary on and
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put the remote control aside, leaned back on her pillow, and rested, with her arms behind
the nape of her neck.

Despite the weight of sleep on her eyelids, she tried to keep her eyes open. The
documentary film on TV was about the skeletons of human giants newly revealed by
Tsunami on the eastern coasts of India, the skulls of mysterious giants shoveled up by
Bedouin Arabs while digging up wells in search of water in the deserts of the Arab
Peninsula, and giant graves encircling the three main pyramids in Egypt... The
documentary looked interesting but she was so tired that she could not tell when she
had gone deeply asleep.

When L’kbira woke up on Monday afternoon, she felt heavier and lazier than ever.
She turned the alarm clock around and was surprised to find out that she had slept for
more than a dozen hours. She attributed it to the weariness related to the previous night's
fiesta. She sat up with great difficulty, stretched her arms, and hit the knuckles of her
left fist against the wall that she had never reached before. Only then, she felt the need
to open her sleepy eyes and made sure that the injury was not too bad.

She stretched her feet on the floor, groping for the slippers, and dragged them
along with her toes. She tried to put them on. To her astonishment, her feet could not
slide so smoothly the way they usually did. She felt that only four toes could fit. She
leaned forward with great effort, putting her palms on her knees to push her trunk up.
At last, she found herself shuffling away to the bathroom, panting out her exhaustion
and sweating all over.

In the bathroom, facing the mirror, L kbira found great difficulty in trusting that
the image opposite her was hers. She stretched her arm to feel the mirror and saw for
the first time the XL copy of her arm, hand, and fingers. She felt her arms, one at a time,
and found that their skin had thickened. She got closer to the mirror and made sure that
her face was visibly distorted. She was about to collapse but she controlled herself and
managed to get out of the bathroom without any trouble that might drag her to the
family's noon talk around lunch table.

At the lunch table, L’kbira avoided looking at the other members of her family,
straight in the eyes. She kept quiet to hide the ongoing change in her but the change
was too obvious to be hidden.

“Your feet have grown much bigger, Ma’am.” The maid said, who dropped a
spoon and bent down under the table to pick it up. “You’ll be a beautiful, tall princess.

I'm glad of it!”

61



L’kbira's uncle, who grew suddenly interested in the new changes on his niece’s
body, sipped at his coffee, smiled broadly and said:

‘With such a big pair of hands and a tall stature, you’ll be a successful basketball
player and you’ll be solicited by the greatest teams in the NBA, dear! That was your
father’s teenage wish but you can make it true in his memory.’

‘Can growth be so selective,” wondered Aliaa, ‘targeting a lonely member of a
family and neglecting the others?’

‘Don't be jealous, my dear!” Her uncle said, smiling. “Who knows? Maybe your
turn’s coming. You’re only seventeen and you have all the chances to grow up till you

touch the sky with your palms!’

Feeling flattered, Aliaa looked at L’kbira and smiled.

‘The laws of heredity are blind, Aliaa.” Her uncle continued. ‘They don't seem to
follow a particular path. Sometimes, they target only one member and some other times
they comprise the whole family. Have you forgotten your neighbours who are all nine
myopic except for their eagle-eyed child?”’

Aliaa laughed out loud:

‘Yes, his myopic sisters accuse him of stealing their quota of sight!’

L’kbira was so very tired that she felt like sleeping although she had just come out
of bed. This made her family reconsider her case:

‘kabby, are you OK?’

L’kbira improvised some excuses that made her sister rush to the phone book and
search for doctors in the nearest cities:

‘Hello, dear endocrinologist! We're in serious trouble and we'll be thankful if you
consent to come to see my elder sister who suffers from a strange disease! Things might
get worse if we leave it for the weekend, doctor!'

‘Hello, dear orthopaedist! Can | give you our address so that you come and see
my sister? | wonder if you can come today, evening. The weekend that you suggest may
be too late.’

‘Hello, dear rheumatologist! Can we rely on you to drop in this afternoon? No,
there are four days ahead for the weekend!’

‘Hello, dear neurologist!’

L’kbira, feeling sleepy again, left the table. She went right to her bedroom without
even brushing her teeth. She fell deadly asleep right after her head had touched the
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pillow. During her sleep, L’kbira got up several times to find herself stifling. Her tongue
had become thicker and covered all the palatal area while her teeth had grown
unbelievably fast.

On getting up, late at night that Monday, she sat up by the edge of her bed and
was surprised once again to find that only two toes could fit into her slippers. She
thought instantly of the mirror. Bare-footed, she shuffled away to the bathroom. Facing
her image as reflected in the mirror, L’kbira discovered that what she saw was far clearer
than what anybody else could notice in real life. This time, in the bathroom mirror, her
scull turned visibly bigger, her nose more arched, her teeth much broader, her lower jaw
more protruding, her tongue thicker and her voice peculiar and manly.

'Can these be the signs of fatigue?' She wondered, terrified. 'I'm, actually, tired but
can fatigue stir growth so quickly? | feel growing up faster than anyone else in the
world!'

On glancing at the watch on her wrist, L’kbira was startled at the sight of its leather
band thrust deep into her arm almost preventing blood from going to her left palm and
fingers. She whispered to herself:

‘Every time, I wake up in a new shape, with more weight. I feel that the whole
trick’s been played during sleep but shall I stop this unwanted growth by boycotting
sleep?’

She knew that she could never boycott sleep since she was asleep most of the time.
Yet, starting from the first dinner after her peculiar change, some of her light meals
were brought right to her lap in her bedroom. Sleep did not bring her only physical
growth but also good news. There were always good pieces of news.

The following day, Tuesday afternoon, her uncle came in with requests for
partnership from locally known travel agencies. Her sister brought a funny proposal
from social networks asking Labeera to get married to another giant who was ready for
the adventure. Their maid hurried in to see if L’kbira was ready to participate in a TV
programme entitled Exotic, informing her that a staff of journalists and technicians were
already on the doorstep, waiting for her approval to get in.

The daily peculiar change that L’kbira was undergoing was utterly frightening to
her. She saw herself gradually changing into a contemporary sphinx: a lady with a
gigantic appearance and a prehistoric skull, a manly woman with a grave voice devoid
of any feminine tone. This made her think of a way to confirm her feminine identity by

celebrating it. So, she ordered diamond earrings, gold bracelets, and crocodile skin bags.
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However, she found out that the ready-made items bought were too small for her and
she decided to become, from that time on, very fastidious about the sizes of her orders
and to have her make-up and hairstyles done at home.

The hairdresser came early, that Wednesday morning. He was, consequently, the
first comer but she had to wait in the living room till L’kbira got up at around midday,
as she usually did. She, then, sat drinking coffee, eating cookies, and chatting on the
phone with her assistants in her distant salon.

At noon, the hairdresser saw L’kbira stepping out of her bedroom, shuffling
towards the bathroom; then, back to her bedroom. Knowing that she might go back to
sleep again, the hairdresser stood up and hurried to join her. She found her probing her
way under the blankets again. L’kbira sat still on the edge of her bed and invited the
hairdresser with a movement of her hand.

The hairdresser bent over L’kbira, kissed her, and started undoing her kerchief.
She found her hair in such a mess, sticking with sweat and smelling bad. She went to
the kitchen and came back with a towel around her neck, a large bowl in her right hand,
and a steaming kettle in her left. She put the bowl in L’kbira’s lap, surrounded her neck
with the towel, and started shampooing her hair and combing it clean.

Having dried her hair, the hairdresser asked L’kbira about her choice of haircuts
out of the guidebook between her hands. The pageboy style appealed to L kbira so much
with the fringe dangling over the eyebrows and the nape of the neck showing bare but
the hairdresser disagreed as that style would certainly make her look manly. Instead,
she proposed another feminine style that would be heightened by a bluish dye and
L’kbira accepted willingly. In the doorway, the lady tailor greeted the two ladies,
expressed her sorrow for having come too early, and showed her readiness to wait in
the living room.

After a while, the hairdresser withdrew, presenting her excuses for the lady tailor
who joined at once L’kbira in her bedroom and started suggesting fabrics, colours, sizes,
and designs. Having reached an agreement, the lady tailor left for the market, giving her
an appointment the following week.

Left all alone in her bedroom, L kbira could not resist sleeping. She felt her eyelids
falling heavily and her fingers losing all contact with enthusiasm. She had no desire to
watch TV. She took the remote control only to postpone sleep for a little while.

However, the TV show she fell on helped her not only to postpone sleep that night but
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also to leave it for good. That show had a title, Exotic, a programme recorded earlier
that day at L’kbira’s.

‘In today's show, as every Wednesday night, we have a special guest who’ll show
us into her private life, a life quite different from the one that most people refer to.
Ladies and gentlemen, please, welcome L’kbira Torres!’

The lead camera widened the view and L’kbira appeared sitting, in an armchair
much bigger than the journalist’s. The image, however, was soon balanced by the
director’s zooming on each one separately.

‘Dear L’kbira, being different, what does it mean to you?’ The presenter asked.

'‘Being different can mean beauty in some contexts as much as it can mean
exclusion in others. It all depends on your position whether you're on the dominant side
or the dominated one!'

‘Let’s make it clearer: What does it mean to be a little taller than the rest, a giant,
if you don’t mind the word? The representation everybody has about giants is that one
rooted down in the human subconscious mind through myths and legends throughout
history.’

‘To be agiant is to lose your old friends and become more and more alone, a victim
of hypertension, headaches and heart failures. It means living the remaining years of
your life with no public places to accommodate you or means of transport to give you
a lift. It also means co-existing with all the whispering gossip around you. That’s what
it means to be a giant among modern-time people.’

‘But, surely, there are some striking advantages of being a giant. Aren't there?’
the presenter asked.

The lead camera focused on L’kbira’s lips: the lower one, then the upper one. The
lower lip seemed bigger while the upper one looked rather dangling:

'‘Advantages? You may be alluding to fame as there'll be, very soon, plenty of
tourists coming from every corner of the globe for the sake of taking a photo or two
with the giant that | am!" She said, trying to sneer but the rigidity of her facial muscles
prevented her from doing it. 'People, in general, are easily attracted to fantastic beings.
They are very interested in them whether they are dinosaurs, elephants, or ostriches. It's
an interest based on curiosity. Living next to a giant isn't frequent among humans.
Besides, people seldom need someone taller or stronger by their side. Rather, they need

by their side a lower-ranking disciple, be it a human or an animal or any other sort of
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propriety because they need to satisfy the burning thirst for power boiling deep inside
them.'

The lead camera focused on L’kbira’s fingers. She clasped her hands to hide her
inability to gesticulate:

‘How do you assess the socio-cultural care for gigantism and giants?’

'l found out all of a sudden that I live in a culture where giants are marginalised:
Science still delays all serious research about the giant skeletons found everywhere in
the world and keeps advocating the lonely theory of human evolution from short sizes
to medium ones, from apes to men!’

The lead camera focused on L’kbira’s eyes which seemed too small to hold such
huge eyeballs. The shot was overstretched to meet the end of the programme.

The following day, Thursday afternoon, many travel agencies, after watching the
TV programme, contacted L kbira via phone, telegram, fax, and email. They proposed
to include her name and address among the must-see tourist sites, monuments and
personalities in the area. They also suggested fair and fruitful partnerships:

‘Miss Torres, think big! The offer we’re negotiating will promote the whole area
you’re living in.’

‘The disorders I’'m living prevent me from thinking big!” L’kbira answered.

'Let's decide for you, then. Tomorrow, Friday, the first tourists will be at your
doorstep by midday. Once they're there, the one-thousand-mile journey will be started!"

On Friday afternoon, the first heralds of tourists were already queuing up in front
of L’kbira’s door with light summer clothes on and cameras in hand. When they were
shown into her bedroom, they gathered around her and started filming and
photographing. Some of them dared ask L’kbira for her earlier photos to compare the
present ones with. L’kbira’s apology, however, was predicted. She was visibly
exhausted and could not make further efforts.

Some tourists were much more enthusiastic than others:

‘How can I do to become like you?’ A teenager enquired.

“You must be very greedy!” A child roaming by replied. ‘You can’t become so
huge without eating so much!’

‘How can you accept living in such a low-roofed house while you’re a giant?” An
old lady asked.

“You must belong to a giant’s line!” A pregnant lady said.

The first wave of tourists got her the promise of a gift: a giant husband.
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‘Will you accept a giant as a husband?’

‘What’s the use of a husband for a giant woman?’

‘To cope with loneliness, make a family, feel love, and enjoy it!'

‘Can two giants be lovers?

‘If they can’t be lovers, they can at least be a couple and that’s a good reason to
carry on living!’

‘I may accept it, someday, as an adventure!’

‘The whole life is an adventure, Miss Torres!’

‘But I should see him first, at least in a photo!’

One of the tourists stretched out his hand and showed her a photo, shouting out:

“This one is the Atlas giant. I think you’ve heard of his story!’

On seeing his photo, she stepped back. The man bore a striking resemblance to
her.

‘I can’t believe it.” She rubbed her eyes with her fists as if to see clearer: ‘Do
giants look like each other the way Mongols and dwarves do?’

‘He’s your age and you’ll be a good match!’

‘I want to see him, first!’

‘He’s already here!” shouted a voice from the background.

L’kbira hid her mouth with her right palm as if to stifle a shout of surprise. She
looked left and right but all she saw were normal-sized people. She wondered:
‘Where’s he, then?’

A big manly hand rested on her right shoulder. She turned around and could not
believe her eyes:

‘So, you’re the one!’

The giant behind her smiled broadly:

‘Yes, the only one!”

The crowd participated in heightening the feel of the encounter by applauding,
whistling, and singing traditional wedding chants...

When the crowd left, by sunset, the giant fiancé had to stay and get used to his
new marital status. At first, the couple sat in the garden and enjoyed the fresh air and
the sunny caress over their giant bodies while they dreamt of surviving to see their
growth stop. Yet, instead of caring for each other, all they cared for was measuring their

blood pressure, checking their weight, making sure of the accuracy of the pair of scales,
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controlling the medical doses as prescribed, and the rendezvous of vaccination as fixed
on their time-table:

‘I couldn’t find my medicines. Where are they?” The fiancé asked.

‘Look, there, under your pillow!” L’kbira answered.

‘When is your next appointment with the doctor?’

‘Tomorrow afternoon!’

‘My blood pressure is going lower and lower. I don’t know why!’

‘Mine is getting higher and higher for reasons I ignore. I’ve been very calm, so
far. Perhaps, I should eat some garlic!’

‘These scales are a perfect liar!” He said, setting his first feet on the weighing
scales. ‘Look. Now, I weigh 200 kilogrammes.” He stepped down. Then, back on the
scales again. ‘Look at my weight, now: 250 kilogrammes!’

In the neighbouring room, L’kbira’s recent changes and habits were all shifted to
her younger sister. Aliaa was getting heavier and lazier, coming out of bed at very late
hours. She started taking as much time as L’kbira did in the bathroom, dialoguing
silently with the mirror. When she learned that she failed her Baccalaureate exam, Aliaa
did not drop a tear. At that moment, she came to know that she was losing her basic
feelings and that she was following her sister L’kbira's steps toward the unknown
labyrinths of gigantism...

Aliaa started recollecting her sister’s past changes to predict her own. She cleared
her throat to make sure that her voice turned graver. She tilted her face rightwards. Then,
leftwards. She got nearer to the mirror to spot the new facial deformations. She tried to
smile, jeer, and sneer but could not. She felt her facial muscles as heavy as thick curtains
dangling from very high hangers in still airs. At that moment, she started imagining her
metamorphosis to be a public gossip that would get her fame, economic partnerships,
and a giant husband the way it did to her sister, L’kbira.

L’kbira’s voice calling on her from the neighbouring room got Aliaa back to
reality:

‘Aliaa, won't you come and join us in the living room?'

Before Aliaa could answer, another call that sounded very urgent was heard in the
garden:

‘Miss L’kbira,” The maid shouted, leaving the outer gate, far behind her, open.

‘Four gentlemen want to meet you!’
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‘Show them in!” L’kbira answered, smiling at her fiancé and her sister, who had
just shown up in the doorway.

The maid withdrew and disappeared for a while. Then, she came back again to
show the guests into the living room.

‘Miss Torres,” The tallest of the gentlemen said, looking a little embarrassed. ‘We
hope that we haven't taken so much time!’

‘Better late than never, dear doctors!’

The maid reappeared, holding a silver tray with seven glasses on it, and a steaming
teapot that smelt green tea. The doctors seemed to be meeting each other for the first
time. They introduced themselves one at a time: At first, there was the orthopaedist;
then, the neurologist; then, the rheumatologist; and, at last, the endocrinologist. They
expressed their sorrow for having delayed their visit as they all work in the neighbouring
cities and were available only at weekends.

L’kbira glanced at her sister and fiancé. Then, looked at the doctors, one after the
other, saying:

‘When | contacted you a few days ago, | was the only one in our family who
suffered gigantism. Now, Aliaa, my dear sister, who was a great support to me, has
turned out lately to be a second victim in my family.' She stopped to drink a glass of
water and carried on: 'We're getting more and more strangers since, soon, we will no
longer be able to get even into our own house. Nothing at home will welcome us: chairs
have already become too narrow, beds too short and doors too low. Even public means
of transport outside will decline us and there'll be no more taxis in our life, no more
busses, no trains, no tubes, no ferryboats, and no planes.'

The endocrinologist sipped at his tea, trying to look less nervous. Then, he said:

‘The disease you are a victim of, Miss Torres, is probably a dysfunction in the
brain that activates the growth hormone. Modern medicine stands powerless before your
case.' His hands started shaking and he had to put the glass in his hand on the table.
"You'll have to accept your fate as it is. Even if medicine evolves in the future, you'll
keep your gigantic size. Neither Western nor Eastern medicine will help you out of this
situation or get you back to your normal size.'

The endocrinologist noticed that his tone upset his patient and he had to rectify
his discourse:

‘But this shouldn’t depress you. On the contrary, it isn’t a dilemma. Rather, it’s a

crossroad and you have plenty of choices before you.’
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The other doctors in the living room found the endocrinologist's words a good
pretext to acknowledge their helplessness:

‘Nothing can be done about it. We‘re surgeons and surgery is all we can do and
excel in. If you're ready for a surgery operation, you should come to see us in our offices,
Miss Torres. We'll need a scanner, radiography, and many more devices." The
rheumatologist said.

‘The source of your trouble isn’t in your brain’s work, Miss Torres. It’s in your
interpretation of it.” The neurologist said. “Your brain does its work as an engine
developing your growth while you regard it as a disorder and you try to redirect it
towards a different path.’

"Your case goes beyond doctors' specialties!" the orthopaedist said.

“Yes.’ the other physicians confirmed, all together.

‘But do we have to live the rest of our lives as burdens thrown on others?” L’kbira
asked, almost angrily.

'No, you're not born to be burdens on anyone, dear miss. All you'll need to know
now to understand your situation is that you're cornered.' The orthopaedist said. 'It's a
defensive technique that society exercises on its individuals when they take a path that
is different from that taken by the crowd. It's a social punishment the target of which is
to make those who're subjected to punishment accept their destiny as an exception, as a
minority, or even as a triviality!'

‘So, what do you suggest, doctors?’

‘I suggest that you stop complaining about your destiny and go out to the world!’
The neurologist said.

‘How can we go out to the world while the slightest physical exercise costs us a
twelve-hour time sleep?’

‘Miss Torres, you won’t spend your whole life growing up!” The orthopaedist
said, getting nearer to L’kbira’s face. ‘You won’t be growing up till you reach the sky
with your index. Believe me. Your growth will stop at a certain height but what will
you do with this new privilege you’re being given? What will you do with your gigantic
size? That’s my question to all of you, misses and sir. That’s the challenge you’ll have
to win.’

The neurologist sipped at his tea and continued:

‘Not all worms get wings but those who get them turn out into beautiful butterflies

and fly about in the air, announcing to the world the beginning of spring!" He looked
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L’Kkbira straight in the eyes and said: “You’ve finished successfully the first phase which
is living within a community of peers but can you and your sister do the butterfly?’

There was no reaction to his proposal and he had to reformulate his question:

‘Can you make your transformation a spring for the future generations, Miss
Torres?'

The neurologist looked at his wrist watch and all the others felt that it was time to
go. They stood up, and shook hands with all the people in the living room, reserving
L’kbira very special attention:

‘This is growth, Miss Torres, and you have to enjoy it!’

‘You’re a teenager and you’re growing up. You shouldn’t blame your growth
rhythm or feel ashamed of it!”

‘Enjoy your growth and take the most of it: go out to the world and see how
Mother Nature favoured you by making you taller and bigger than anybody else!’

L’kbira felt vibrating all over. She blushed and, for the first time, felt like smiling.
She blinked joyfully. She looked at the doctors alternatively feeling her neck moving,
for the first time, fluently. She was happy to feel young again.

She accompanied the doctors to the exit gate, telling jokes and laughing heartily.
When the doctors drove away, L’kbira, on the doorstep, waved her hands for such a
long time that her fiancé felt jealous. To stop her, he invited her for a ramble in the
neighbouring fields.

He took her by the wrist and led her towards the neighbouring green fields. They
walked about, saying nothing while watching the top of the trees and familiarizing
themselves with the new look that life seemed to put on. They were astonished to see
that the birds they used to see flying so far away in the sky were now flying a few yards
above their heads. They were also very happy to feel that their perspective towards life
and things around them had changed with their gigantic size.

When they arrived at the slope of the hill, they looked down at the houses, farms,
and the rest of the properties which people exchange for their lives and happiness and
felt being above all the properties of the world.

'‘Don't you see that butterflies are the only living beings that keep their sizes steady
in our eyes?' L kbira asked, with a deeply-felt joy.

‘Perhaps it’s because butterflies are flying next to our eyes that they seem gigantic,
too!’

“Things change when they rise to your level!’
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‘This we’ve never known it! We’ve been doing quite the opposite and we were

blaming our fate!’

‘Even you, you’ve been by my side but I’ve never seemed to see all this charm in

you!’

‘Do you mean that you see me, now?’ Her fiancé asked, smiling.

‘Of course, I can see you.” She said, laughing. ‘You’re a giant. Nobody can
overlook you!’

‘If you promise me, now, to keep your eyes on me for life; I’ll promise you to
accelerate my gigantism until I’ll be the only living man in your eyes!’

They laughed out loud and ran down the wild fields followed by giant butterflies.
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