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Sweaty Road

 

 

 

 

It had been almost three years since I
last visited this place. The last time I was here was for my
brother's wedding who married his childhood sweetheart. I remember
it so well as if it had just happened last night. The village was
in an upheaval that night and the smells of saffron, paprika and
cinnamon perfumed the atmosphere in our house. I can remember
grandma sitting in our courtyard next to Haim's wife
and taking care of the slow-cooking meat with prunes. My mother had
bought a new caftan that was the gossip of the village. It had been
especially made for her by a tailor in Fez. Its green silk and
black dotted sleeves revealed my mother's beauty and charm. Her
wide black eyes and smooth brown hair are thought to be unique to
the Turks who my mother descends from. Nobody in our village is
Turkish, but everyone had been told the tale of my mother's Turkish
origin. The tale claims that some Turkish merchants stopped in the
town's lodge for the night and in the morning as they prepared for
leaving, one of them fell ill and could not carry on with the
journey to the Sultan's court in Fez. He then stayed and was looked
after by the local imam who was also the doctor of the village and
this lasted a long time. When he recovered, he had got too used to
the place to leave and subsequently decided to stay and married my
great great grandmother. The people of my village are not very used
to foreigners that’s why my mother's family have always been looked
upon as some kind of foreign body within the closed community of
Sidi Hamza Ben Ali, the saint that looks after and
protects the prosperity of my people. My grandma says that
Sidi Hamza Ben Ali is a place just for Muslims and
Jews. She believes that Christians are dirty and impure because
they eat pork.

 

“Hello my boy” shouted my father as he
hugged me and held me very tight to him. His jacket carried the
mystical smell of musk that I grew up with and his arms felt as
strong as they always have been around my body.

“Hello Hadj,” I replied before I added:
“It has been a long time dad, hasn’t it?”

“Ohh yes, but you have come back at last.”
He replied whilst releasing the tension of his squeezing arms and
diverting his attention to my luggage.

“ Let Hamid look after the
bags, let’s go to your uncle’s. He has prepared a feast for you big
boy.” He added before starting to walk to the station’s big
entrance where the car was waiting with Abdul the driver waiting
next to it.

“ Hello Sir, How are you? We have missed
you a great deal.” Uttered Abdul as he opened his arms to give me
his caring and warm hug which I have always associated with our
family summer holidays on the coast. They were moments of happiness
for me, as I have always loved swimming, but my mother dreaded it
as she could not swim and had to look after me and my eldest
brother whilst dad was sipping coffee in the cool courtyard of our
beach house in Taghazout.

“Get in our big boy, It is your day
today.” Abdul said with a wide smile drawing on his face as it
revealed his decaying teeth managing to make an appearance behind
his dark tainted lips as a result of chain-smoking.

The car started to make its way between
the small alleys of Sidi Hamza Ben Ali. On the way we
passed the mosque where a gang of the village elderly gathered on
its doorstep exchanging gossip probably about the olive groves and
who produced the biggest and juiciest olives this harvest season.
Between all of their faces I spotted a familiar one, that of Haim’s
father.


             
“Stop stop.” I said to Abdul and father. Abdul put his foot
on the brakes very sharply and the wheels of the car rubbed against
the road’s surface which caused a squeaking noise and a strom of
dust to emerge from the muddy layers of the road and cover our car
completely. I opened the door and stepped outside in a rush to
greet Abraham and get some news of Haim.


             
“Shalom Ba Abraham,” I said as I shook his hand. It took him
a while to realise who I was as the storm of dust caused by Abdul’s
brakes had reduced the vision of these old frail men.


             
“Shalom my dear son, how are you? I have not seen you since
your brother’s wedding. Where have you been all this time?” He
exclaimed whilst his eyes expressed great joy and happiness to see
me.


             
“I am very well thank you Ba Abraham, I have been very busy
in Casablanca with my new job and everything. You know, life in the
city is not like here. It is very busy and stressful and one does
not even get the chance to talk to his neighbours, let alone going
anywhere to visit family.” I explained, trying to justify my
absence from the village. “How is Haim by the way? I have not heard
father mention him at all? Has he moved to the city as well?” I
carried on in a desperate attempt to get some news about
Haim.

Abraham’s happy eyes suddenly turned into
a deep expression of sorrow and pain as tears started filling his
eyes.


             
“Salam Abraham.” My father mumbled as he joined us before
adding: “Let’s go Yusuf, Your Uncle is waiting. Abraham will join
us in a bit, won’t you Abraham? “


             
“Of course Hadj Ottman, I won’t be long. It’ll
just have to clean the synagogue and then I’ll be with you.”
Answered Abraham which gave my father an excuse to drag me back to
the car and carry on with our journey to my uncle’s
house.


             
“Don’t talk to Abraham about Haim.” Father told me as we
continued our short journey.


             
“Why? Is there a problem with asking about my best friend? I
have not seen him or heard from him since Younes’s wedding three
years ago. What is wrong with that father?” I commented with an
intuition that something has gone horribly wrong with
Haim.


             
“He is a disgrace to our village and his family. His poor
father has been in deep sorrow since the dreadful events of that
day.” Father expressed with signs of a deep scar echoing through
the tones of his voice.

 

Abdul pulled in front of my uncle’s house
and got out to open the door for father and me to leave the car.
The grand entrance of my uncle’s house reflected his importance in
the village as a mayor. The brown door was massive and shadowed by
the carved-wood arch that functioned as porch protecting the
delivery men from the burning sunshine. As soon as the door opened
the atmosphere changed. The palm trees in the courtyard replaced
the heat outside with a chilling and smooth breeze that penetrated
the layers of my white shirt and made its way to my hot chest. I
suddenly felt fresh and relaxed. The sound of the water in the well
echoed in the air and made the planted mint spring with a smell
that could be described as heavenly. As we passed the fountain in
the courtyard, I started hearing giggles, conversations and the
voice of my mother who as soon as she saw me grabbed me and
said:             

“Oh my dear son, if you only knew how much
I have missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too mum. I am so glad to
be back.” I answered as I hugged her and kissed her warm
cheeks.

“I have got a surprise for you darling.”
She said with a grin on her lips.

“What is it Mum? Come on, I am so
intrigued now. First Haim seems to be a sore subject and now you’re
telling me that you’ve got a surprise for me. I seem to have missed
a lot so tell me Mum, what have you got in store for me?” I
exclaimed.

“Didn’t your father tell you about Haim?”
She asked.

“No, he seemed reluctant to do so after
we’d met Abraham on the way to here.”

“Ohh, you wouldn’t want to know
dear.”

“No Mum, I want to know, what happened to
Haim?.”

“Well, he left. He went to
Israel.”

“Yes, so?  That could not be it Mum
come on! Half of the Jews in Sidi Hamza Ben Ali have
left.” I answered in a sharp tone.

My mother moved forward and indicated me
to follow her to the ladies room upstairs.


             
“So, tell me. What happened?” I asked persistently as we
entered the dark, silk decorated ladies room with the sunshine
forcing its way through the wooden blinds on the
windows.


             
“Well, don’t tell your father I’ve told you anything.” She
whispered attempting to emphasize the level of secrecy before she
added: “There were rumours in the village that he’d been caught in
an indecent act with another young man so he feared his father’s
reaction and left.” She said with expressions of disgust becoming
clearer on her face.


             
“Ohh my God! now I understand why Abraham was so
sad when I asked him about Haim. What about his wife? Did she leave
with him?” I asked whilst still recovering from the sudden surprise
at how serious Haim’s matter was.


             
“No, the bastard left her behind. She is now living with her
mother and she’s never been out of the house since his
disappearance. He brought shame to his father. I mean you can’t
forgive anybody such a sinful act let alone the Rabbi’s son.” She
replied with the tone of disgust and shame becoming even clearer in
her voice.


             
“But, let’s forget about that for now, today is your big
day.” She added.


             
“What’s going on? I’ve been hearing this from everybody, your
day, your day? What are you lot on about?”


             
“Well, you have grown older now and you live in
the city so you definitely need a wife to look after you.” She
answered with her hand caressing my shoulder.


             
“I still don’t understand.” I replied. “Does that mean that
you have chosen a wife and arranged an engagement for me?” I asked,
but I was not looking forward to my mother’s confirming answer. I
was dreading what was to be said soon.


             
“Yes, you got it in one clever boy. And guess what! It is
happening this evening.” Mother told me with a spark in her
eyes.


             
“   Ohh god, I mean who on earth told you that I need a
wife? Did I ever complain of loneliness? I am very satisfied with
my life as it is so why poke your nose mum.” I answered her angrily
just before seeing her sparkly expressions change to disappointment
and anger.


             
“Don’t you dare talk to me like that. Who do you think you
are? You think you’ve grown up and can make your own decisions. I
know that in the city people are disgraceful and would let their
sons and daughters get away with murder, but not my son. Yusuf,
don’t think you are refusing this, because if you did, neither me
nor your father will ever consider you as our son.” She threatened
me and stood up.


             
“I can see why Haim has left. You people have no respect
whatsoever for people’s privacy and dignity. You think you know it
all do you? Well let me tell you that you are wrong. You can throw
your old-fashioned, decadent and conservative values out of the
window. This is the twentieth century Mum.” I answered her whilst
raising my voice for the first time in my life.


             
“Don’t be such a disgrace to us Yusuf. Listen, you are going
to break your father’s heart. This is going to kill him.” She
commented before storming out of the room and leaving me behind her
taken aback.

 


             
Later that evening I opened the front door and was surprised
by the moonlight’s reflection on my body. It created a huge shadow
in the courtyard and I feared that someone would see it so I
quickly shut the door behind me and started running towards the
station. The 15 minute journey seemed to never end. At the station
there were no trains leaving and I realised that I was stuck in the
place. I ran towards the road leading out of the village, my shoes
seemed like heavy chains attaching me to the ground and slowing my
movements. For every yard I ran I stopped gasping for breath
without looking back towards Sidi Hamza Ben Ali. After
a while, I started seeing the light of a car approaching fiercely
fast. The car went passed me only to come back after two minute and
made a sharp stop and the doors opened quickly. “where do you think
you are going you foolish little selfish young man. Do you want to
do what Haim did? Eh?” I heard my father say before he grabbed me
and pushed me into the car with my uncle and Abdul’s help. “You
think you’ve become an intellectual do you? You’re wrong because
you only do what I tell you to do.” He continued whilst blocking me
in the backseat between him and my uncle. The car started to make
its way back to the village and I, slowly, started to lose sense of
existence as my exhausted body surrendered to my father's
grip.
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