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 Layla, will I ever know which white hairs on my head are  

due to you, to love, or me?  

You they slander, but with no idea about  

who they say such evil things… openly.  

O Umm Malik, it’s said that lovers pass  

but the love in one’s heart stays eternally.  

God, I beg, if You’ve made Layla my fate,  

with my eyes that love her, let her see me.  

If not, then let me be free from this desire,  

for... having met her has been my tragedy.  

Any man, would take his life for a woman  

like Layla, even when despair’s normality.  

O friends, if I am ordered not to meet her,  

make death’s bed, shroud, ask His mercy!  

  

Layla & Majnun (translation by Paul Smith)	
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Lydia (the funeral) 

 

Today is December 9th, 2011, and my father has just died at 

the Saint-Ouen retirement home where I put him two years 

ago, not long after giving birth to my second son and going 

back to work. I was at the newspaper, busy writing an article 

on the Senate’s decision in favor of foreigners’ right to vote. 

Since I’ve only held this job for two months and I still have to 

win my spurs, I was completely absorbed and hard at work, 

answering one of my colleagues’ jokes and advances with a 

distracted smile. 

This measure indicates the Senate’s clear shift to the left 

and let’s us foresee the Socialists’ victory in the next 

election… That’s how far I’d gotten when my phone rang. My 

husband, on the other end of the line, dropped these few 

words in a short and saddened tone: “The retirement home 

called. Mohsin is dead.” 

I had visited my father several times, a few weeks earlier. 

In the fall, he had contracted a rather serious bacterial 

pneumonia that had required a couple days in the hospital. At 

the time, I had been worried, but the speed of his recovery had 

surprised the doctors. 

“Patients that age often exhibit some resistance to 

antibiotics, the intern had said. But your father reacted very 
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well, the whole team is optimistic. In a few days at most, he’ll 

be able to go home.” 

On my last visit to the retirement home, where he had 

returned to his room but was not allowed to leave the bed just 

yet, I had admonished him for his recklessness. 

“The nurses told me you became sick after you spent the 

afternoon sitting in the garden in nothing but a sweater, and 

that no one was able to convince you to go back inside. In 

October, with such a strong wind!” 

“The garden is so beautiful, this time of year, you know, 

with its red or yellow leaves and its airs of great decadence, 

like nature’s swansong before winter arrives,” he’d replied, 

lowering his eyes like a small child being scolded. 

He had then expressed regret at not seeing his grandsons, 

who were on vacation at Antoine’s parents’. But my father 

was not one of those men turned bitter or demanding by time. 

He had never complained about his fate, nor of his solitude 

nor his boredom. However, squeezing my hand lightly, he’d 

asked me to be sure to bring them over, next time. 

This wish, that death prevented me from granting, was for 

some reason the first thing that came to my mind. When I 

hung up the phone, stiff and crushed, I started crying, with a 

hand over my mouth to stifle my sobs. That colleague of mine 

who enjoyed chatting me up went from mocking to worried. I 

soon found myself hugged, stroked and comforted by a swarm 
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of compassionate and unwelcome people who were 

smothering me but whom I didn’t have the strength to push 

away. 

I ran out of the building, legs teetering on the asphalt slick 

with rain, and removed my high heels so I could keep running 

in tights on the wet ground. On the Garigliano bridge, that I 

was crossing to reach the subway station, cold wind slipped 

into my half-open jacket and the clouds, pearly-white against 

the iron gray of the sky, seemed to rush by so fast that it made 

me dizzy. For a second, as I dove into the subway entrance, I 

thought there had been a mistake. My father was feeling better. 

He’d recovered. He had no heart problems, no cancer, no 

degenerative disease. He was old, he was lonely, he had 

nowhere to go, but he was still hanging on.  

Autumn Lights retirement home is a simple yellowish 

building slathered in roughcast and features a rather large 

garden where some fruit trees grow and where I could usually 

find my father in the spring and the summer, sometimes even 

in wintertime. He was one of the few residents well enough to 

do some gardening and, despite the nurses’ reluctance, he had 

been allowed, thanks to the passive and stubborn patience that 

characterized him, to take care of pruning, digging and even 

to tend to his dear trees whenever they were sick. My father 

loved plants because he shared with them the love of silence 

and the “perpetution” of life. Mohsin always said 
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“perpetution”. Like so many French nouns he’d deliberately 

altered, perpetuation seemed to him a strange word, one 

which certainly did not belong in the dictionary.  

Walking past these trees on my way to the hospice lobby, 

“perpetution” comes back to me and this memory makes me 

laugh, a laughter soon mixed with plaintive tears that 

disconcert the nurse who is escorting me. 

For the third time, I ask her about the circumstances of 

Mohsin’s death. Did he have a heart attack? A ruptured 

aneurysm? The nurse says an infection may have eluded the 

doctors during Mohsin’s tests when he left the hospital, three 

weeks earlier, and caused septicemia. Or it may not have 

anything to do with it, she adds, noticing my distress. A lot of 

elderly people die this way, in the night, sometimes during a 

nap, without waking, without any obvious clinical reason, 

merely of old age. She says Mohsin’s belongings have already 

been put aside so that I could take them. 

“He left you a letter.” 

Like all the other children whose parents have passed away, 

I regret everything my father has taken with him and that I’ll 

never know; I regret that Mohsin will never witness my son 

Salim’s latest feat, or see the poetry notebook illustrated by 

my eldest, Loïc, whom Antoine and I are so proud of. For a 

second, I think of my mother and realize I’ll have to let her 

know, my mother who hasn’t spoken to Mohsin for ten years, 
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who didn’t even show up when I called her to tell her he was 

sick. My father had no other family. He just had me, and I 

wasn’t there when he breathed his last, I hadn’t contacted him 

for two weeks, hadn’t even called him to make sure he was all 

right. I only thought of myself, of my new job, I dealt with 

goings-on of current affairs, erratic schedules, worked on 

weekends and staggered hours. I had forgotten my father. I 

am infinitely guilty. 

Mohsin’s body is lying on his bed, near the window, at the 

back of his little bedroom. The whole hospice smells of ether, 

or of cleaning products, at any rate it has this hygienic smell 

designed to mask that of old age, sadness, decay. But my 

father’s bedroom, just like all the places he’s lived in, as far 

back as my memory goes, smells like orange blossom, leather 

and still other things, indefinable things that emanate from his 

body and that drive places to grow accustomed to him, to 

become a part of him. Neither the fake synthetic lace curtains, 

the blue-gray linoleum, the plywood closet nor any of the 

unremarkable and squalid furniture could supplant this subtle 

but obstinate fragrance, and when I close my eyes, I see 

myself as a child, walking between him and my mother, in the 

golden city of Oran, golden like Mohsin’s light eyes and his 

brown skin, seemingly so smooth now that he’s lying here, 

motionless, on the bed. His large brow, which I was used to 

seeing split by two deep vertical lines, his high cheekbones, 
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his long and beautiful aquiline nose, his whole face looks 

strangely rejuvenated. 

To me, only daughter of a late marriage, who only knew 

Mohsin when he was middle-aged and old, it seems that it’s 

his son sleeping here, an unknown brother in whose face I 

discover my own features for the first time. I take my cell 

phone out of my pocket, frame this appeased, almost fresh 

face, and snap a picture. The nurse, noticing this, tells me to 

wait until the funeral, that he’ll look nicer once he’s been 

prepared. I didn’t know dead people get made-up, I’m twenty-

seven and I had no idea. I start crying again. I am left alone, 

after being shown Mohsin’s belongings in a corner of the 

room: his clothes folded into equal piles, the drawings I gave 

him as a child and that he’d kept, unbeknownst to me, the 

friendship bracelets I don’t remember weaving him, other 

small objects, and finally an ornamented and inlaid wooden 

box of his own making – before retiring, my father had been a 

cabinetmaker and a carpenter – along with the letter, sitting on 

top of his clothes, the only one he’s ever written me. 

As long as the nurse is still in the room, I don’t open the 

envelope. The box contains a bundle of analogue Kodak 

photographs tied together with a rubber band, some taken 

with an old Polaroid, perhaps the same one I always asked to 

use as a child, despite Mohsin fiercely refusing for fear that it 

would get damaged if ever I dropped it. 
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“Your father would often look at these pictures,” said the 

nurse, “every day even, but he never wanted to pin them up 

on the wall, although I offered several times. It’ll brighten up 

the room a bit, I said, it’s so impersonal in here. He just didn’t 

want to.” 

In the box, on top of the photos, I discover a piece of paper 

folded twice on which a long quotation is scribbled, from 

Layla and Majnun, I think, the one that starts with: Layla, will 

I ever know which white hairs on my head are / due to you, to 

love, or me?  

The story of Layla and the Fool has always been dear to my 

father’s heart. He kept the Majnun’s collected poems in a 

thick Arabic leather-bound book, which he frequently opened 

and sometimes read me excerpts from. But my questions 

irritated him; he would then close the book and explain that 

the poems had been written in the old days of the Prophet’s 

Arabia, by a man very much in love and very unhappy 

because he could not marry his beloved, even though he was 

handsome and rich. Such a story sparked off new questions: 

did she love another man because he was a fool? No, she 

loved him, the Fool. Not being able to possess Layla had 

driven him mad. And when I insisted on knowing why the 

lovers had been separated, my father sometimes became 

troubled and thought about it. 
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“Because the Fool spoke”, he’d say. “Because he told the 

whole world, men, beasts, birds and trees, that he loved Layla. 

Therefore, people did not want him to marry her anymore.” 

“And what about the beasts, the birds and the trees? Did 

they also condemn the Fool’s love?” 

“The beasts, birds and trees remained his only friends. He 

lived with them, drank water from the wadi, grazed the dry 

dirt, rode the antilopes. And always, he sang his love for 

Layla. If a man came to find him and questioned him, he 

would think he lacked reason, except if he spoke to him about 

Layla: in that case, the Fool would start crying and recited 

poems…” 

My father would then go back to his reading. I didn’t 

always understand why declaring one’s love was such serious 

business, but I stopped inquiring. 

Other times, my father would cry while listening to 

Schubert’s Elf King on the old record player in the living 

room. He mostly wept over the child’s death and my mother 

would whisper in my ear: “Go sit on his lap, quick.” 

Deep down, I I don’t think I enjoyed these mysteries. Why 

did Mohsin need to cry for people who didn’t exist, when my 

mother and I were alive? Naturally pragmatic and not very 

impressionable, I would then glare at my father’s library, 

filled almost exclusively with works of poetry, his old record 

player and his armchair, organized like a fortress in a corner 



 

 11	

of the living room. Thus hidden away, he only had to open a 

book or delicately set down the diamond on the black surface 

of the record to become isolated from us, to live for hours at a 

time a life in which we took no part and where dead children 

in a lied or a poor fool’s thwarted love were more important 

than my childhood joys, my good or bad grades, my 

schoolroom anecdotes.  

And yet, when I was little, Mohsin tried his best to take an 

interest in me. He walked me to school in the morning, 

holding my hand tightly in his; I was proud of how tall he was 

and of his protective appearance. He helped me with my 

homework, read me stories, invented games, knew my best 

friends’ names. But as time went by I grew up and, gradually, 

imperceptibly, I felt him slipping through my fingers, eluding 

me, escaping before I could do anything to hold him back. He 

and my mother did not get along anymore; at night, their 

shouts echoed throughout the house. My mother’s high-

pitched voice gave me headaches. Mohsin spent more and 

more time locked up in his workshop or in his living room 

corner, spoke to me if it was absolutely necessary, didn’t 

know my friends or my boyfriends anymore. He would barely 

even answer the questions that, timidly, I sometimes dared ask 

about his work or his friends’ health. He often left in the 

evening and didn’t come back until late. I had grown used to 

his half-presence, his frequent absence. I would daydream or 
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work in the kitchen, the math books open amidst the flower or 

hollowed out pepper hearts, while nearby, Wafa, my mother, 

spewed outs recriminations against Mohsin that I didn’t even 

hear anymore. Without my father’s authority, Wafa quickly 

lost any control over me. I’d go out without telling her where 

I was going or when I would be coming home; I was cheeky 

and insultingly negligent; I broadcasted my adolescent scorn 

all around me in order to keep at bay other people, their 

feelings and mine. 

The nurse has left and I am still sitting at the edge of the 

bed, the open box full of photos on one knee, the letter I’m 

afraid to unseal on the other. Through the hospice window I 

contemplate the winter sky, I listen to a magpie’s shrill cry 

resonate in the courtyard. This single noise, vibrant and lonely, 

far from the prevailing tumult of the newspaper, far from the 

suddenly senseless and vain human bustle, far from the 

elections, from social progress, from boisterous life and 

perpetual movement, eases my mind. I dare put my hand on 

my father’s forehead. It is cold and dry. I dare kiss this 

forehead. 

Just as I’m about to open the letter, Antoine arrives, 

drenched in sweat; he has rushed through his last clients to 

meet me as soon as possible. 

“My Lydia…” he says, breathlessly, before hugging me. 
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I’d like to respond to his tenderness, abandon myself in it, 

but I can’t cry anymore just then, and silence quickly 

descends over us. Little by little, the winter’s night fills up the 

room; soon all I can see is Mohsin’s profile, then only his 

nose, huge, thin. I’m afraid and stand up to turn on the light. 

A nurse, coming into the room, beats me to it. I turn towards 

her. 

“May I watch over him tonight?” 

“Of course. But tomorrow, you’ll need to have him 

transferred to the morgue for the funeral. Our mortuary is full.” 

Thinking about the dead people kept in the basement, 

Andoine shivers, but the young woman adds, probably to 

dissipate his discomfort: 

“You understand, this is not a good season. A lot of people 

die in the middle of the winter or during heatwaves. 

Personally, I believe it’s the gray skies that depress them. 

Your father was Algerian, like me. So sometimes, we’d talk 

about Algeria and it would cheer him up a bit. He had a good 

sense of humor, your dad.” 

I look up at her, startled. I knew my father had many 

qualities, but not that one. Unruffled, the young woman 

continues her speech. 

“I complained a lot about my son, you see. He’s a fifteen-

year-old oaf who thinks about nothing, nothing else but girls 

and finding ways to do as little as possible. Mohsin told me 
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that he too had been lazy in his youth, that when he was 

fifteen he let his mother pamper him instead of leaving home 

to find work in town. But then he married your mom, the 

daughter of a bigwig…” 

“That wasn’t my mother.” 

The nurse blushes deeply, embarrassed. 

“My father’s first wife died a long time ago,” I add hastily. 

“I’m his second wife’s daughter.” 

“Oh… He told me about you, though… I must’ve gotten 

mixed up.” 

“Or maybe he’s the one who got mixed up.” 

She shakes her head. 

“I don’t think so. Mohsin’s memory was excellent, he never 

got confused. Sometimes he’d even say it was his very own 

curse. Remembering everything. So I’d scold him, because 

our patients with Alzheimer’s are always so confused, it’s 

tough…” 

Antoine volunteers to shut her up, I don’t have the strength 

to do it myself.  

“Sorry to interrupt,” he says, getting to his feet. “Darling, 

I’m off to pick up Loïc from study hall and relieve Salim’s 

babysitter. Be sure to call me if you need me. I can ask Sarah 

to spend the night and then come back, you know.” 

“No, no, I’d rather you stayed with them. They need you to 

explain and I could use a little alone time. 
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Antoine kisses my temple and the tips of my fingers before 

leaving. The nurse is still standing near the door. 

“If there’s anything I can do for you…” 

“Candles. I’d like some candles. I don’t want to watch over 

him in this electric light, it’s too harsh.” 

I want to say: too surgical. But unfortunately, candles are 

not allowed in the building. If I were to fall asleep and one of 

them accidentally started a fire… I give up and turn on the 

bedside lamp instead. 

Once I’m alone, I pull an armchair closer to the bed and sit 

down, then I open the letter, a bit feverishly. My father’s last 

words, he who hardly ever spoke. What if I find proof of his 

love, a guarantee of a tenderness I’ve been lacking my whole 

life? 

Glancing at the header, I notice the letter was written a few 

weeks ago, when my father was still in the hospital.  


