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My beloved Mariam,

If you read this letter, it will mean I’m nearer to reaching my goal. It’s proof that I set out on the billowing
sea, and defied and traversed it in order to be closer to you. I've bridged the distance because I want to be
near you.

Khalil Gibran was wrong: distance does not make the heart grow fonder.

I know that my unanswered letters and the things people who run into you often say about you prove that
you have pursued your life without reserving a place in it for me. But I want to hear it from you directly. I
don’t want to believe that our time together was a whim, a trifle. We promised to be true to each other
forever, remember? And since our separation five years ago, I've lived for that promise.

T won’t stay if you don’t want me to, but I must be sure you don’t want to continue with me. I must see your
face and hear your voice one more time, though rejection would be painful. But I must do this, my dear
Mariam, to be able to move on with my life.

So you see, I've crossed the sea — alone. All by myself. For you. For my dream. I’'m one step closer. The
waiting drove me mad. My life would have been over before I knew it. I had to do something. I kept yearning
for the future, but was imprisoned in a now that had resolved never to end, never to become the past. Like a
fetid pool of stagnant water. It took a lot of courage and many sacrifices on my part, but I finally managed to
awaken from that deceptive stupor, in which neither reality nor dream showed its true colours. I'm taking my
life into my own hands now. I’ll prove to you that my love for us is genuine. Do you remember, Mariam, the
gift you gave me?




02

When love beckons to you, follow him,

Though his ways are hard and steep.

And when his wings enfold you yield to him,

Though the sword hidden among his pinions may wound you.
And when he speaks to you, believe in him...

I'm carrying it with me on this journey — as your prayer for me.
Till soon, my dearest Mariam,

Younes

Nourdin hung over the railing constantly, vomiting his intestines out and moaning that he should
never have left. After the coastline vanished behind him and the sea became darker and rougher,
he leaned towards Younes, swearing on his mother, in a faltering voice, that he’d pay three times as
much to be able to return. Younes said nothing, and felt the heavy stone in his stomach as Nourdin
doubled over again to vomit bile.

Nourdin hadn’t really needed to come, Younes reflected guiltily. He hadn’t been set on
crossing to the other side. Younes wanted to hug him, hold him close, kiss his head and ask for his
forgiveness.

For his thoughtlessness.
For his mad and egotistical plan.

For his friendship, which at times was nothing more than a haughty sufferance of
Nourdin’s presence.

Sometimes he ignored him for days on end because he could no longer bear his endless
optimism. To ask for his forgiveness because he often preferred to see the back of him! It had taken
a supreme effort on his part to conceal his disappointment when Nourdin had ecstatically
announced that he too had registered at the University of Oudja. His only consolation was that
Nourdin hadn’t registered in the same faculty; literature wasn’t his thing.

Younes had often wondered where the friendship came from, where it had begun. It
seemed so natural; they had lived beside each other and gone to the same elementary and
secondary schools. The friendship had always existed; they’d never had to work at it. An entirely
self-evident lifelong bond born out of a series of mere coincidences.

‘Are you really going to do it?” Nourdin had asked, filled with awe.
Younes had nodded.
What was the point of departing alone or staying behind alone? From the moment Younes

had told him about his plan, Nourdin had become an accomplice, had been in on it. It had become
Younes and Nourdin’s plan. It had been a long time since they’d made such a grand plan together.
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Their last great undertaking had been during their student years at Oujda, when they’d set out for
the south together, the Western Sahara, in honour of Omar. A fellow student, a Sahrawi.

He had died in a car accident.

Omar was always the first one to get up. He’d throw the curtains open so the sunlight would
suddenly flood into the room unhindered, much to Nourdin and Younes’s annoyance.

Nourin and Younes would instantly make themselves as small as they could, pull their
blankets up over their heads, pin a corner of them tightly between their legs and clutch the edges
as firmly as they could with their hands. Ready for what was to come.

Then Omar would turn to face the sleepers, move towards them and suddenly rip off the
blankets with all his force. The boys never knew where he’d start, but neither of them managed to
hang on to their blankets. Younes never gave up and half fell out of bed in a vain attempt to hold on
to that corner of blanket that he’d managed to keep locked between his feet or in his fist.

‘Get up, sleepyheads! The Sahrawis are at the city gates.’

‘Get lost!”” mumbled Younes, grabbing blindly for his blanket, which by now was lying on
the floor. Nourdin made no effort at all; he just rolled over uncovered and tried to fall asleep again.

Omar left for classes that morning as he had on all the previous mornings, with a smile on
his face. They would only see him again towards evening — in the hospital mortuary.

Except for a slight bruise on his chin, Omar looked as he always had. Younes even thought he
detected a grin around his mouth, and sat staring at him for a while holding his breath, convinced
he would leap up at any moment and mischievously embrace them with a triumphant ‘Fooled you,
didn’t 1?”. But he didn’t jump up. And Younes and Nourdin didn’t go back to their room that
evening.

They had very little money, though at the time it seemed an inconvenience they could ignore with
impunity. The only thing that mattered was the memory of Omar. After the accident, Younes had
put Omar’s personal possessions into a box, which he then stored under his bed.

They had resolved to take the box to Omar’s mother in Oum Dreyga.

That trip, from the north to the deep south of Morocco, had opened their eyes. They had
never expected the beauty of the desert to be so overwhelming and so impalpable.

The Sahara.

A Sahra.

It was a landscape that wouldn’t let itself be shaped by man.

It was man who had to adapt to the desert if he wanted to survive.

That was also where they saw the infamous Moroccan Berm for the first time, their own Berlin
Wall. Only a few stones high at some places and simply ceasing to exist at others. As if disappearing
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briefly under the sand to make clear that this boundary ran deeply, and wanted to separate
everything that lay above and below the sand. Once and for all.

A bit farther along, the line resurfaced and continued on its uncompromising path; the
demarcation line between occupied and unoccupied territory. Every time they entered a village,
they were warned about the thousands of landmines littering the landscape. Omar had made
himself unpopular with the students and professors by not mincing his words about the matter. He
couldn’t care less about Younes and Nourdin’s warnings to mind what he said because terrible
things could happen to him if he ran into the wrong people.

‘What ever could happen to us that could be worse than having our land taken from us?’
Omar always replied. Younes never had an answer for Omar. But today, in this boat, he did.

He would tell him there was something far worse than a people without a country.
It was a country that deprived its people of all hope.

It was a country that offered no future to its youth, a country that crushed the dreams of its young
people.

That forced you to leave it any way you could.

To leave, to go somewhere else, if you wanted to have a life. Younes hated this country that was his,
this country where he had been born but that offered him so little, that remained so
uncompromising and inflexible despite all his efforts to make it his own. That’s what he would have
said to Omar if he’d been able to turn back the clock. And if he could have turned back the clock, he
would have left silently, without involving Nourdin.

Only the African at his side remained icily calm, as if accepting what was to come. Younes couldn’t
see the features of the tall dark man against the menacing sky with its fluorescent clouds. He was
staring ahead, motionless, as if he knew what was to come and was completely prepared for it.
Things were the way they were.

They had tested fate. And fate had decided to be merciless.

He looked strong, very strong. If anything were to go wrong tonight, he would have the
best chances of survival. With his strong arms, he was better equipped to withstand the
overpowering waves. With his body, he would be able to resist the raging waters that had no
beginning and no end. Younes thought his own chances of survival were very slim — there was no
need to delude himself. Even now, still sitting in the little boat, he felt weak and lost. His hand on
his chest, he realised it was an unequal fight and that if it came down to it, even the African would
have to concede defeat.

The letter, his money and his identification papers were all tightly sealed in plastic and
taped to his body. He wouldn’t regret losing his money or his papers, so long as he could take his
letter safely to its destination.

A few weeks ago he had searched like a madman for an empty notebook, a piece of paper to write
the letter on.
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There had been no paper anywhere in the house. It was night-time and everybody was
sleeping, and here he was with all these words and all these thoughts for her and nowhere to put
them.

He’d already torn out all the empty pages from his school notebooks. All that were left
were pages and pages filled with mathematical formulas, grammatical exercises and tafsirs,
commentaries from the Qur’an. Every line was filled, there wasn’t a blank space to be found where
he could write her name or declare his love for her. He looked everywhere, turning page after page,
patiently, occasionally even reading a sentence or formula before quickly leafing on through the
ink- and letter-filled notebook, never pausing for the memories that the words or numbers evoked.

Then he stumbled upon a page on which he’d drawn a wind rose with blue and red ballpoints. He’d
marked the four directions of the wind and written a caption beside each:

EAST: the past, and the great stories
NORTH: timeless, and the great void
SOUTH: the present, and the black horror

He vividly recalled having hesitated about which was north and which was south when he’d drawn
the blossoms and thorns.

Upon rediscovering the page now, he still wasn’t sure.

As he saw it, the south was the horror because things were going from bad to worse there.
Especially since the world had started invading their living rooms via the satellite, so that now they
were bombarded non-stop with the myriad faces and manifestations of prosperity. It was painful to
watch how the pale beauties, in a relentless stream of Standard Arabic, revealing a high level of
education and an elevated culture, were now spurring the viewers on to buy low-fat yoghurt,
washing powder, exclusive sportswear and electronic gadgets. Even the barren infertility of the
desert dunes, on which they were promoting cross-country vehicles, appeared sumptuous. Even
the loose sand, every last grain of it, seemed vivid proof of the abundant prosperity.

They would cast their almond-shaped eyes upwards in his direction, as if he were more
than just a spectator.

‘Extend your hand, it’s within reach, everything you ever wanted.’

They talked to him, deceptively and sweet-voiced.

‘Danone or Nestlé? Samsung or Nokia? Hyatt Hotels and Qatar Airways, Marhaba,
welcome, Mister Younes. Dash washes whiter than white the world over. Yoplait, Adidas, Nike,

Mercedes, Pentium computers, the most powerful and the fastest.

Colgate for a gleaming smile, radiant like us. Beautiful, flawless. L’Air du Temps. There’s
no squalor, no illness, no death in our world. Enjoy.

The whole time he watched these advertisements he suffered the ultimate humiliation: he was
filled with an all-consuming jealousy.
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Not even hate.
But envy.

Low, miserly, dishonourable, humiliating envy, so that he even averted his eyes when
looking in the mirror. For fear of being confronted with something: that which made him unable to
have what they had. Perhaps his glance wasn’t self-assured enough. Perhaps his lips revealed
weakness. Perhaps his chin wasn’t suggestive of decisiveness.

Jealousy.

It was the same feeling that had possessed him when the Sapherians, the second-
generation migrants in their thirties and forties, had descended on their homeland in huge fancy
limousines that made everybody turn green with envy. But that illusion was quickly shattered.
Thanks to Al Jazeera. Thanks to that same satellite.

He saw how they lived there in the banlieus, the suburbs. How they were even stopped
from entering the heart of the big cities.

How time after time they didn’t get the job.

He heard how the Europeans talked about them. How they were invariably labelled as the
fifth column. How political parties unashamedly and brazenly grew in size and popularity thanks to
the unbridled hatred for their community.

He wasn’t jealous of them. He pitied them. It was their own fault. He would have done it
much better.




