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Prologue  
 

They call you Tama. 

 

You live near Paris in an attractive four-bedroom house. One for 

the parents Mr and Mrs Charandon, one for their two daughters, 

and one for each boy.  

 

You look after the three youngest children. You also do the 

cleaning, the washing, the ironing, the tidying and the cooking. 

If need be, you do the sewing too. You get up at 5 o’clock in the 

morning to make breakfast for the whole family. Then you get 

going on the housework while Mrs Charandon has a rest or goes 

out to do the shopping.  

 

She was born in Morocco like you. Before she got married, her 

name was Sefana Khaznaji. Your understanding is that Mr 

Charandon worked in your country for an agribusiness firm and 

met his wife there. They got married and settled down in France 

with their first daughter. Sefana is a pretty name. It means pearl.  
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Tama, the name she has chosen for you, is a diminutive of 

Tamazzalt, which means the devoted one. She claimed that it 

would bring you good luck in your work. Luck being a relative 

notion…  

 

Generally speaking, you’re allowed to go to bed at around ten, 

providing you’ve finished your duties. Sometimes it’s later. 

They give you a plate of food that the children didn’t want to eat 

themselves, and you go off to eat in your little space, which 

consists of a thin and narrow mattress on the floor of the laundry 

room, a blanket and an old pillow. This is where you sleep, 

between food provisions that you are not allowed to touch and 

the washing machine. There’s no radiator, but fortunately it’s not 

too cold in there. 

 

For a wardrobe, you have a cardboard box where you keep your 

clothes and on top of which Mr Charandon has authorised you to 

place a lamp. You are strictly forbidden to leave the house. When 

Sefana goes out, she locks the front door. But in any case, you 

would be afraid to go out. You don’t know the area, or anybody 

living here. Outside is a foreign place, full of fear and enemies. 

 

One afternoon while Sefana was sleeping, you dared to take a 

few steps out into the garden. It was quite an adventure! It was a 

nice day, almost warm, and you couldn’t resist. You didn’t 

intend to go very far, just to feel the sun a bit on your skin, to 

look up at the sky and to listen to the birds. To reacquaint 

yourself with the outside world. It was nothing radical. 

But Sefana saw you, grabbed you, insulted you and locked you 

in the laundry room. When her husband got in that evening, he 

beat you so hard that you fainted. And for five days they gave 

you nothing to eat, not even the children’s leftovers. 

 

You’ve been shut up in this house for a year. They call you 

Tama. You’re not allowed to use your real name. But every 

evening before you go to sleep, you whisper it several times over 

so as not to forget it. 

 

They call you Tama. You’re nine years old.  
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 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, Article 4:  

No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the 

slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.  
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1  
 

It was still dark and still cold. Winter was never mild here. It was 

brutal and merciless towards man and beast alike. It ground 

down rocks and souls as well as hopes. 

 

Gabriel went out onto the terrace with a cup of steaming coffee 

in his hand. The first timid rays of dawn hinted at a distant 

horizon. His house stood in the middle of a windswept desert. 

The nearest neighbours lived several miles away. But it had been 

Gabriel’s choice to live in a place where nobody else wanted to 

live and which everybody else had deserted. The rugged climate, 

the solitude, the silence and the anxiety-ridden laments of the 

Aiguolas wind suited him. The place seemed to have been 

fashioned for men like him, who wanted to forget or be 

forgotten. Men who wanted to purify their souls, suffer in peace 

and die in silence. 

 

Gabriel drank his coffee slowly. The night was already no more 

than a vague memory, even if shreds of the chilling images of 

his nightmares still lingered in his mind, like clouds persisting 

after the storm. He went back inside where the temperature was 

remarkably mild, put his cup in the kitchen sink and picked up 

the car keys. He put on a woolly hat and leather gloves and left 

the house. They were patches of black ice lying patiently in 

ambush for their next victim. A car to send plunging into a 

ravine, a man to kill. 

 

Conscious of the danger, Gabriel drove at a sensible speed. By 

the time he got to Florac, it was light and still nearly as cold. 

January was only just coming to an end and plenty of 

unforgiving winter still lay ahead. He bought provisions to last a 

week and stopped in at the tobacconist’s and the chemist’s before 

setting off again. As it left Florac, the road wound through brown 

gorges inaccessible to the sun and then descended towards 

Nîmes. Gabriel turned off and drove across an old bridge which 

had miraculously survived the assaults of the angry river that 

raged beneath it. He passed by two old abandoned buildings and 

then turned onto a much narrower road which would take him 

into the mountains twenty miles further on. The sun finally 

began to light up the sparse frozen grasses and the dead winter 

chestnut trees brandishing their naked branches like warnings. 

Traveller, do not venture here… 
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As the 4-wheel drive patiently navigated the bends, Gabriel lit a 

cigarette, turned on the radio and listened vaguely to the news. 

They were talking about poverty and unemployment figures. 

Gabriel had never experienced that. They were talking of the 

fears of other people for the future and of times of want. Gabriel 

hadn’t felt any fear for a long time. A very long time ago, he had 

given up on the future and tamed the sense of want. For a very 

long time, he had not really had any feelings to speak of. 

 

After a fifteen-minute drive, during which he didn’t come across 

another living soul, Gabriel arrived at his destination. A small 

hamlet consisting of four ageless houses of which he was the sole 

owner. One of the four buildings was inhabitable. Gabriel had 

renovated it, allowing the other three to fall into ruin. He parked 

his pickup at the bottom of the stone steps and carted the 

shopping inside. 

 

Sophocles the old Great Dane was lying in front of the fireplace. 

He barely lifted his head when his master came in, half-heartedly 

wagged his tail and then fell back into a deep sleep. As he did 

every morning, Gabriel checked his emails while drinking a 

second cup of coffee. A few ads, some spam, nothing important. 

Hardly anybody ever wrote to him. 

 

He put his parka back on, went outside and lit another cigarette. 

The sky was an icy blue, the sun remained cold, but the wind 

was relatively gentle. Gabriel opened up the stables just opposite 

the house. ‘Hello, girls,’ he said as he went in. Two Hanoverian 

mares: the silver Gaia and the chestnut Maya. They seemed 

agitated. Gabriel called them and they came up to him. He 

stroked their muzzles, tapped their crests and whispered 

reassuring words to them. 

 

And that’s when he saw her: a woman stretched out on the straw 

at the far end of the stable. Gabriel’s heart missed a beat. He 

hesitated a moment before approaching the inanimate body. 

‘What are you doing here?’ No reply or hint of movement. 

Perhaps she was dead. He stopped a couple of paces away from 

the stranger. She was lying on her side with her back to him. He 

nudged her gently with his foot – still no sign of life. He 

crouched down next to her and put a hand on her shoulder. All 

of a sudden she turned around brandishing a weapon. Gabriel 

recognised the dark shape of an automatic pistol. 
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‘Get back!’ He edged back without making any sudden 

movements as she stood up. Gabriel noticed that she was moving 

awkwardly and then saw a dark stain on her T-shirt through her 

open jacket. ‘Let’s go into the house,’ she said in a low voice. 

There was no trace of fear in her face and her eyes were empty.  

 

He went out of the stable with the stranger on his heels. He 

unhurriedly went up the steps and opened the door. Once they 

were inside, he turned round to face her and the gun was still 

pointing at him. It was a large calibre Beretta. Sophocles moved 

towards the intruder growling. With a simple wave of the hand, 

Gabriel signalled to him to be quiet. 

 

‘Now what?’ he asked. In the light he could now see her face. 

She had a gash and a bruise on the forehead, as if she had 

headbutted a wall. She was very young, certainly not twenty, and 

rather pretty. Perfect matt skin, and there were bits of straw in 

her tousled, slightly curly hair. She had clearly slept in the stable 

and it was obvious that she didn’t know how to use a gun. She 

was holding it awkwardly, but this by no means made her less 

dangerous, not least because the safety catch was off.  

‘I want some food… In a bag.’ Gabriel went into the kitchen area 

and fished a plastic bag out of a drawer. He put two packets of 

biscuits and some fruit into it and placed it on the counter which 

separated the two rooms. The stranger placed her free hand on 

her wound – it was a nasty gash just above her ribs. When she 

took her hand away, it was red with blood. 

 

‘Money!’ she said. ‘Everything you’ve got.’ 

 

He got his wallet out of the inside pocket of his parka and took 

out two €50 notes. 

 

‘Your telephone too. And the keys to your… car…’ 

 

Gabriel did as he was told and awaited further instructions. She 

was finding it increasingly difficult to speak. ‘On your…knees,’ 

she managed to say. He knelt down without flinching. With a 

trembling hand, the young woman grabbed the bag and put the 

money, telephone and keys into it while keeping her eyes fixed 

on him. Then she edged backwards, still pointing the gun at him. 

As she opened the door, her legs finally gave out on her and she 

collapsed in a heap, letting go of the gun and groaning in pain. 

She reached out for the pistol, but it was already in Gabriel’s 
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hand and he was pointing the barrel at her head. Now it was his 

turn to give the orders. 

 

‘Stand up.’ She got up onto her knees and with a great effort 

struggled up onto her feet. 

 

‘Let me go!’  

 

‘With my car, my phone and my money?’ he replied with a 

terrifying smile. ‘Or perhaps that’s not enough for you?’ 

 

With her foot, she pushed the plastic bag towards him and 

stretched out her hands in front of her. ‘I just want to leave… 

Leave, that’s all…’ 

 

Hardly had she uttered this entreaty than she collapsed again. 

Her head hit the floor violently and this time she remained inert. 

Gabriel slid the gun into his belt and moved towards her 

cautiously. No, she wasn’t pretending – she really had lost 

consciousness. He lit a cigarette and smoked it calmly as he 

observed the stranger sprawled at his feet.  
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2 

 
I remember something of my mother. Her face is now hazy, but 

I know she was resplendent like the sun. Her long black hair was 

shiny like silk and her hands were as soft as her smile. When I 

was with her, I had the feeling that nothing bad could happen to 

me. That nothing could ever separate us. 

 

I’ve mainly retained sensations: a caress, a scent or a tender 

word. A few images too: laughing with her, dancing pressed tight 

against her, holding her hand and running barefoot on the warm 

sand, sitting on her lap, and snuggling in her arms and falling 

asleep. 

 

Mum died when I was five-and-a-half years old. After the 

funeral my father took me to stay with his sister, my Aunt Afaq. 

A woman with a stern expression and rough hands who hardly 

ever spoke. She said I was a millstone and that I needed to make 

myself useful. It has to be said that Afaq already had three boys 

as well as a husband, and so I did my best. I waited until I was 

on my own to cry over Mum. To remember her protective 

embrace, her reassuring odour and the songs she used to sing to 

me. I dreamt of her every night as if she hadn’t really gone. As 

if her fever hadn’t snatched her away from the daughter who 

loved her. 

 

When I turned six, Afaq packed me off to school. I considered 

myself lucky to have three days a week there. The school was a 

full hour’s walk away but I was happy to go there and learn so 

many things and meet girls of my own age. When I got home, I 

would change before I went and got water from the village, and 

then I would help my aunt get dinner ready. When I wasn’t at 

school, I would do the laundry and look after the goats and the 

small vegetable garden where Afaq grew the produce she sold at 

the market. 

 

All in all, we got by quite well. I lived with my aunt for two-and-

a-half years while my father married another woman and had two 

sons with her. He rarely came to visit us and he’d always leave 

again without me. I forever hoped that one day he would say the 

magic words: Get your things, we’re going home. 
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I had just turned seven when a man arrived in the village. He had 

knocked at every house before reaching ours. He told my aunt 

that he knew rich people in the city who wanted to take on a 

young maid to look after their home and their children. He 

promised Afaq money and he promised me a bicycle to go to 

school on. He assured me that I would be happy in the city, that 

I would make friends and that I’d even earn a small wage. 

 

I didn’t say a word to him directly, as my aunt did not give me 

permission to; she spoke on my behalf. She said to the very well-

dressed gentleman that she needed me and that she wasn’t 

interested in his proposal. After he had left, Afaq explained to 

me that the man was a liar and she had said no to protect me. My 

aunt had worked as a servant as a child and she didn’t have happy 

memories of it. Despite her warnings, I felt a little sad. I 

imagined that it must be wonderful to live in the city and to own 

a bicycle. 

 

On the day of my eighth birthday, a Sunday, my father arrived 

early in the morning accompanied by a lady. It wasn’t his new 

wife Nawel, and for a moment I thought he had left her and 

married another woman, but I was wrong. This woman’s name 

was Mejda, and she was from the same village as my mother and 

had been vaguely acquainted with her. She lived in France and 

was in Morocco on holiday. 

 

Mejda was elegant, cheerful and very kind. She had brought 

presents for my aunt (enough to feed the children for a month) 

and even a birthday present for me: an adorable doll with 

porcelain face and fine clothes. I don’t think I’d ever seen 

anything as beautiful, except for Mum, of course. She had hazel 

eyes, red braided hair and pretty pale pink lips. She had a broad-

brimmed hat and a dress like those worn by the princesses in 

fairy tales. 

 

I was dazzled. I took her in my arms, hugged her to my breast 

and said she would never leave my side again. We had lunch and 

I was allowed to keep the doll on my lap throughout the whole 

meal. It was an unforgettable moment – one of the most beautiful 

moments of my life. 

In the afternoon, my father told me that Mejda had offered to 

look after me and take me to France, where I would have more 

opportunities and a better future. He thought it was a good idea. 
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He didn’t ask me for my opinion, of course, and in any case, it 

would have confused me if he had. 

 

That very evening, I said goodbye to Afaq and my cousins and 

left with my father and Mejda in a car that she had hired. It was 

a big car that wasn’t of the stony trails and must have been worth 

a lot of money. My father would never have been able to afford 

such a car. I sat in the back and during the journey I thought of 

Afaq, who had been so sad to see me go. I was neither happy nor 

sad, just worried. 

 

We didn’t go via my old house as I had hoped, but directly to the 

airport instead. I saw Mejda give my father what looked like 

eight hundred dirhams1, a small fortune. He laid his hands on my 

shoulders and said: I couldn’t leave you at Afaq’s for much 

longer and I don’t have enough money to feed my two sons and 

my wife. So how would I be able to feed you? In France you’ll 

go to school and you’ll learn a profession. It’s an opportunity 

for you. 

 

He told me to behave myself and to do my family proud, and 

then he kissed me. He got on a bus and I watched him disappear. 

Mejda took me by the hand and we went into airport terminal. 

She was very kind with me and assured me that I’d get the chance 

to see my aunt and my father again very soon. That I was going 

to experience what all Moroccan children dreamed of 

experiencing one day. That I was going to enjoy myself in 

France. 

 

I was in a strange state, both elated and scared. Mejda had given 

me a passport that was not in my name, explaining that she 

hadn’t had time to get one issued specially for me. She asked me 

to memorise the name on it, and I can still remember it to this 

day. If the police were to ask, I was to say that I was her niece 

and that we were going to France on holiday. It felt kind of like 

a game, and quite an exciting one.  

 

When the plane took off in the middle of the night, I was 

enchanted! I’d never left my village or Afaq’s village… Mejda 

slept for the whole flight and when she woke up, she was much 

less kind. 

                                                           
1 Eight hundred dirhams = approximately 80 euros. (Author’s note)  
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On arrival in Paris, we took a taxi and, on the way, Mejda 

explained to me that we were going to the house of her cousin 

and her cousin’s husband: Thierry and Sefana Charandon. That’s 

where I would be living from now on – with strangers. And it 

was explained that to thank them for putting me up in their home, 

I would be working as their servant. We crossed Paris in the rain, 

and never had I seen such a big and beautiful and rich city. Never 

had I seen so many cars all at once. I felt that I was switching 

planet, or century. I wished I could have stopped and looked 

around and explored. I asked Mejda lots of questions, but she 

didn’t reply and wasn’t smiling any more. She was very curt, and 

I assumed that the long journey must have tired her out. 

 

When we arrived at my new parents’ home, I felt very 

intimidated. Mejda’s cousin Sefana showed me around the house 

and stressed that I was absolutely forbidden to go outside, 

because if the neighbours spotted me, they would call the police 

and I would be thrown in prison because I had no right to be in 

France. If anybody asked, I was to lie and say that I was her 

niece. It seemed that I had become everybody’s niece and no 

longer existed in my own right. 

 

Mejda soon left, taking with her the doll she’d given me at 

Afaq’s, which left me with a strong sense of foreboding. I could 

sense that I wasn’t going to like it in this place. I was cold and 

scared and angry at Dad for abandoning me. For selling me in 

order to feed his sons. 

 

I listened in silence as Sefana explained to me that I would have 

to work to reimburse what she had paid to my father, and that 

from now on it was up to me to take care of the house, of the 

children and of everything else. She told me she had two 

daughters and a son, and I could see that she was pregnant again. 

She also told me that I was not permitted to speak unless spoken 

to, that I must keep my mouth shut, and not listen at the door. 

That if I damaged anything, I would have to pay for it. At the 

time, I couldn’t see how I would be able to, but later on I would 

find out. 

 

Then Sefana asked me what my name was, pondered for a 

moment and then announced that from now on I would be known 

as Tama. 
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As of today, I’ve been here for one year and one week. There’s 

a calendar in the kitchen that I look at every day. Every day, I 

count. Every day, I wonder if it might be my last and I will finally 

be freed by my father coming to fetch me. 

 

This morning I hoovered the whole house and then I did the 

ironing. Today is Friday, and on Fridays I do four hours of 

ironing. Sefana says I’m slow and lazy and that I’m lucky she 

puts up with me in her house. Luck being a relative notion… 

 

It’s better that I don’t answer her, unless I want to get into 

trouble. She is tall and beautiful and always smells really nice, 

probably because she spends hours on end in the bathroom. I’m 

only allowed in there to clean. To wash myself, I have to use the 

sink in the kitchen early in the morning when everyone else is 

still in bed. I’ve got my own towel and I have to wash separately 

with my own soap, which nobody else touches, and with a bottle 

of shampoo that gives me knots in my hair. I have just one 

change of clothes, and Sefana insists that I must always be clean. 

She often checks my hands before I prepare their meals, and if 

they are not immaculately clean, she scrubs them with a brush 

that takes my skin off. 

 

I don’t think she likes me, and I fear that she’ll never like me, 

but I haven’t lost hope and I really try to please her. I bring her 

nice hot tea in her bedroom or in the living room. I make her 

favourite cakes and I perfume her pillow and her linen. She has 

a wardrobe full of wonderful clothes that must have cost a lot. 

Much more than me, according to her, but then I’m not worth 

anything. 

 

This afternoon as I was tidying the girls’ room, I found an old 

doll in the bin. She’s missing an arm and most of her hair, and 

her clothes are stained, but she’s got a pretty smile and huge blue 

eyes. I fished her out of the bin and hid her in my box. This 

evening I’ll be able to have a good look at her and maybe talk to 

her. I know she won’t answer me back, but it’ll be better than 

always talking into thin air. 

 

I imagine she belongs to Fadila, the elder of the two daughters 

who is thirteen. She never speaks to me except to give me orders. 

Despite her age, I have to help her to get dressed every morning, 

brush her hair and tie up her laces so that she doesn’t have to 

bend down. I find her pretentious, or arrogant, as Afaq would 
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have said. Fadila means virtue, and the name doesn’t suit her at 

all! 

 

She’s the only one with a name like those from home. The others 

have bizarre names. The second daughter is called Adina and she 

has just turned nine. The two boys are called Émilien, who is 

five, and Vadim, who is six months old. His bedroom is the other 

side of the laundry room partition. Sefana has bought me a baby 

monitor so that I wake up whenever he needs me. At night, I’m 

always the one who has to get up if he cries. I’ve learnt how to 

change his nappies and to feed him with the bottle and a spoon. 

 

Although I don’t have a choice, I don’t actually mind looking 

after him. He smiles the whole time and sometimes even giggles. 

The best moments of my day are when I’m with him, no doubt 

because he seems to like me and has yet to understand that I’m 

nobody. 
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3  

Gabriel got behind the wheel of his pickup and headed out onto 

the road below. He opted to drive up towards the pass. The 

stranger might have arrived by car, and if she had, he needed to 

get shot of the vehicle. 

 

He crossed the pass and began the descent, and three minutes 

further on he spotted it just past a bend: an Audi slammed into a 

tree. It was a sports model and the windscreen had shattered. Its 

driver had no doubt forgotten to put on her seatbelt, hence the 

injuries to her forehead. 

 

He towed the Audi back to his place and stored it at the back of 

an old garage before searching it from top to bottom: a USB key, 

which he slipped into his pocket, an old packet of Camels and 

three lighters. Nothing of interest. He committed the registration 

number to memory and closed the garage doors. There now 

remained no trace of the young woman ever having been in the 

neighbourhood.  

 

* * * 

 

Gabriel lit a cigarette. The afternoon was drawing to a close and 

it was shaping up to be a bitterly cold night. Driven by hunger, 

the predators would soon be leaving their lairs to go out hunting. 

And then they would devour their prey, sometimes eating them 

alive. That was how it worked: the survival of the fittest. 

 

Gabriel stubbed his cigarette out in an old ashtray and went back 

inside. He examined the contents of the USB key on his 

computer. There was nothing but music, bad music. He wrote an 

email to somebody who might be able to identify the owner of 

the Audi from its registration. Then he searched through the 

pockets of the young woman’s jacket, which was much too big 

for her, but they were empty. There wasn’t a single clue or hint 

as to where she came from. He wanted to know her name and 

something about her life. He wanted to have something to say 

when the time came to put her in the ground. 

 

He went into the bedroom, turned on the light and quietly 

approached the bed. The stranger’s face was covered in sweat 

and her eyeballs were moving beneath her closed eyelids. He 

placed his hand on her forehead and could feel that she had a 
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fever. The wound was a serious one, and her condition was 

worsening. She needed a hospital theatre and a surgeon – just 

what he couldn’t offer her. She should have sought refuge at 

somebody else’s place. 

 

Gabriel pulled a chair up to the bed and sat down. For several 

minutes he watched the young woman struggling to stay alive. 

But she was going to die, she had to die. And if she were to 

survive despite her wounds, Gabriel would do what was 

required, though he hadn’t yet decided when and how. But he 

had plenty of time, and in any case time, which only served to 

make you believe that pain and memories were eternal, no longer 

mattered to him at all. That was how those things became mortal. 

 

The stranger was beautiful. Her matt skin glowed under the 

effects of her fever. Gabriel pulled the sheets down to the foot of 

the bed. A shiver ran through the body of his prisoner, the cold 

assaulting every part of her body. Having exhausted her last 

reserves of energy in trying to get the better of him, she would 

not be long now in passing into the other world. 

 

Her legs were long and slender, and she had delicate ankles. 

There were numerous bruises on her inner thighs. Gabriel was in 

no doubt as to what had caused those marks: a man had forced 

himself on her. Her body also bore witness to other, older 

torments. She had scars just about everywhere, and cuts, burns 

and untreated wounds. Her skin was a parchment on which a tale 

of horror was written in relief. 

 

He disappeared for a few minutes and can back with a small 

towel and a tub of cold water. He delicately wiped the young 

woman’s face and rinsed iced water over it. Her teeth began to 

chatter, and she started trembling like a leaf stirred up by a raw 

autumn wind. Gabriel took off her T-shirt and wiped the rest of 

her body. 

 

‘No…,’ she murmured. ‘No…’ 

 

He pulled the sheets and blanket back over her freezing, 

suffering, vulnerable body. She was at death’s door, and Gabriel 

had seen people in that state before. He had never averted his 

gaze, never. He tied her wrist to the bedstead and left the room.  
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4 
 

It is midnight and Sefana and Thierry have finally gone to bed. 

But Tama is not sleeping, despite her fifteen-hour day. She is 

thinking of her country and of Azhar, her father. Her father who 

got rid of her like you get rid of your rubbish. Worse still, he has 

earnt money from the work she has been doing here for over a 

year now, and who knows for how much longer. 

 

Two nights ago, she had a terrible nightmare in which Azhar was 

cutting her up into pieces to be served as a meal to his sons. Tama 

feels guilty about thinking ill of him, but she can’t help it. She is 

so tired, and yet she just cannot close her eyes. At night, her mind 

is assailed from every direction by questions, like a swarm of 

wasps which she can’t escape or swat away. 

 

She persuades herself that she finds herself here because she did 

something wrong, something very wrong; that she was not kind 

enough, or pretty enough or strong enough, perhaps all three at 

once, and that Azhar felt no pride in her. Time and again she tells 

herself that somehow, she must have deserved to be punished 

like this. How many times her Afaq had told her that you get 

what you deserve in this life. 
 

 Tama gets up, half opens the door to the laundry room, holds her 

breath and listens. She cannot hear a thing or see any light, so 

she quietly closes the door again, sits down and turns on her little 

lamp. Then she releases Batoul from her box and sits her on the 

edge of the mattress. Batoul is the name she has given to her doll, 

because at school that’s what her best friend used to call her. 

 

‘They threw you in the bin, too,’ she whispers. ‘But I saved 

you…’ Batoul stares at her with her wise-looking eyes. Tama 

tries to arrange her hair to make her pretty, although she hasn’t 

got much of it left. ‘You know, one day my father will come and 

fetch me when I’ve been punished enough. But don’t worry: I 

won’t leave you behind. You’ll come with me! You’ll see, my 

own country is beautiful, and the sun is much bigger than here…’ 

 

She takes her in her arms and switches out the light. Nightmares 

are always more manageable if there are two of you. 

 

* * * 
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‘Come here,’ orders Sefana. 

 

I put down my duster and go over to her. She forces me to sit 

down and picks up a pair of scissors. I know what’s going to 

happen, so I close my eyes and clench my fists. My plait 

descends to the small of my back, and Sefana cuts it off at the 

top of the nape of my neck. I want to cry but I hold the tears back. 

 

‘There, much better like that,’ exclaims Sefana with a look of 

satisfaction. ‘Now you can get back to work. And sweep all this 

up!’ 

 

I get the broom from the laundry room and sweep my own hair 

up off the floor. Adina watches me with a sly smile. We are 

almost the same age, but she’s taller than me, now doubt because 

she eats her fill. 

 

This morning I heard the little pest say to her mother that I was 

prettier than her and that my hair was more beautiful and shinier 

and longer than hers. She even cried and stamped her foot. 

 

For the first time, I can feel something strange that is stronger 

than anger. I feel the urge to disfigure her with the scissors, to 

gash her cheek, and why not her eyes…? Later on, I will learn 

that this feeling is called hatred. 
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The darkness receded, giving way to an initially hesitant and 

then increasingly assertive brightness. The skies would be clear 

today and it would be cold. 

 

Gabriel opened his eyes and immediately looked across at the 

stranger. She was still breathing – the night hadn’t taken her 

away. He got out of his armchair, stretched and went out of the 

bedroom. In the dining room Sophocles signalled his pleasure at 

seeing his beloved master again. Gabriel stoked him a few times 

before opening the front door for him. He stoked the embers in 

the hearth and made some tea. 

 

He drank two cups while watching the sun emerge out of the 

Cévennes mountains and immediately come to dominate them. 

He never got tired of observing this special moment, or of the 

surrounding landscape, whose beauty impressed itself on him 

every single day. 

 

Here, you could forget the ugliness of the world and the 

cowardice and cruelty of men. Forget all that was sordid, 

wretched and irreversible. Here, Gabriel could forget who he 

was. It was a fleeting state that lasted just a few seconds, but it 

was already more than he could ever have hoped for… 

 

Sophocles lumbered up the steps and went and lay down next to 

Gabriel. His master looked at him with a smile. There was so 

much love in that dog’s eyes, and so much wisdom, 

understanding and forgiveness. 

 

Sophocles had just turned eleven and had been lucky enough to 

know Lana. Gabriel dreaded the day when he would leave him, 

when this unmerited admiration and this boundless love which 

vanish into nothingness. 

 

And yet death was part of life, especially Gabriel’s life. It was 

his shadow and his doppelganger. It followed in his every step 

and preceded his every action. It was his terrible destiny, his 

curse. 
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‘Will I be able to go to school soon?’ 

 

Tama finally dares to ask the question which has been going 

through her head endlessly for weeks. Sefana looks at her in 

absolute astonishment, as if she’s just been told a gang of aliens 

have colonised Paris. Then she goes back to tending to her nails 

without even bothering to reply. 

 

‘Will it be soon?’ repeats Tama. 

 

‘You’re too stupid,’ sighs Sefana. ‘They don’t want someone 

like you at school. Now go and do some work, will you?’ 

 

Tama goes back into the kitchen. This evening the Charandons 

have guests, important guests, and so she needs to cook for ten. 

Before they arrive, Sefana will lock her in the laundry room so 

that no one sees her. Sefana will serve and strut around in front 

of the guests, boasting about having made everything herself. 

She will receive an avalanche of compliments on her skills as a 

cook. 

 

Tama picks up the washing-up liquid and takes the lid off the 

casserole. She squirts the liquid onto the lamb stew, rubs it in 

well and then quickly puts the lid back on. She then prepares the 

starter, a splendid mixed salad to which she adds a surprise 

ingredient: the contents of an entire chilli jar. 

 

* * * 

 

From the laundry room, I can hear the guests leaving. From my 

cell, I can hear almost everything that is happening in the kitchen 

and the dining room. So, I know that Mr Charandon was forced 

to order in pizza after tasting my salad and my lamb stew! 

 

In fact, I feel sorry for the lamb, who died for nothing and will 

end up in the bin. But what are the stomachs of the Charandons 

if not bins? That poor animal is like me when it comes down to 

it, because I was born for nothing to end up in a bin. 
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The light comes on and the door of my cage opens. I expect to 

see Sefana, but it is her husband standing in the doorway. ‘Come 

here!’ 

 

I know that I’m going to be punished. No doubt I’ll be sleeping 

in the garage, but it doesn’t matter, I’ll survive. He grabs me by 

the arm and drags me into the kitchen. Sefana watches him with 

rage in her eyes. 

 

‘What on earth did you do?’ bellows Charandon. ‘Those guests 

tonight were my boss and my work colleagues. Who do you take 

me for?’ I take you for an idiot, Thierry Charandon! is the first 

answer that crosses my mind, but I stay silent and hide my smile. 

 

‘The little bitch did it deliberately,’ declares Sefana. ‘To make 

us look stupid in front of our friends!’ 

 

Charandon shakes me violently as if he wants to rip my arms off. 

‘I’m going to teach you not to mess me about!’ he yells. 

 

I’m afraid but I don’t regret what I’ve done. He grabs me by the 

hair and drags me over to the stove. He turns on the largest ring 

and waits for it to get red. The he takes my right hand and presses 

it down on the ring. The pain shoots through me, intolerable and 

indescribable. My heart leaps, my stomach churns and my lungs 

shut down. I yell and try to pull my hand away, but there is no 

way of escaping from the torture. I twist in every direction and 

choke on my own screams. 

 

Finally, Charandon frees me and pushes me over to the table. He 

forces me down onto the chair and holds me there by the 

shoulders. The pain is unbearable – the palm of my hand has 

melted. 

 

‘I think she’s hungry,’ he says to his wife. 

 

While her husband holds me still, Sefana forces me to swallow 

a dozen spoonfuls of stew. I choke, I cry, and I feel like I'm 

dying. To stop me vomiting, Charandon presses his dirty fingers 

across my mouth. 

 

‘Do you understand now, you little tart?’ he yells. ‘You do that 

again, and I’ll put your face on the stove.’ He stinks of alcohol 

and his eyeballs are bloodshot and bulging. 
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‘Say sorry!’ orders Sefana. ‘Say sorry this instant!’ 

 

Charandon takes his hand away. My whole body is trembling. 

‘Go on, say sorry!’ repeats his wife. 

 

‘Sorry! Sorry! Sorry…’  
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Mum would sit down next to me, take my hand in hers and ask 

me to close my eyes. Then her warm voice would guide me 

tenderly to the land of dreams. 

 

Oh rain, rain, rain 

Oh peasant children 

Oh Mister Bouzekri 

Bake my bread early 

So that my children can eat. 

 

At that time, I wasn’t yet called Tama. I knew nothing about the 

world. 

 

I draw Daddy 

I draw Mummy 

In every colour 

In every colour 

I draw a flag 

At the top of a cliff 

I’m an artist 

I’m an artist. 

 

At that time, I used to fall asleep with a smile on my face. 

Doubtless because I knew nothing about the world. 
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The second night at the side of this young woman who was 

fighting for her life. 

 

Occasionally she would open her eyes for a few seconds and her 

terrified gaze would meet his. Then her eyelids would close 

again and she’d be engulfed in another tunnel. There was the odd 

cry and the occasional groan. Mumbled words that didn’t mean 

much. She was delirious. 

 

Gabriel could spend hours contemplating her, but he did nothing 

to save her, because he hadn’t forgotten that the girl had to die. 

In fact, he had already started to dig her grave further up in the 

forest. It was the perfect place for the centuries to come. He 

could have sped things up by putting a pillow over her face or 

squeezing her fragile neck. She was easy prey, but he had no 

desire to cut short this tête-à-tête. 

 

And while she waged her battle against evil, Gabriel tried to 

imagine the purgatories she’d overcome to make it as far him. 

He knew nothing whatsoever about her, and perhaps it was better 

that way. 
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Every morning for a month now, Tama has been wrapping her 

right hand in a clean cloth and fixing it in place with a safety pin. 

The burn is refusing to heal, though it has to be said that she has 

not been allowed any cream or any bandaging. Just cold water 

and an old cloth. 

 

Every evening she washes her makeshift bandage and inspects 

her burnt, dead flesh. The pain is not as strong as it was, but it’s 

still there, vicious and throbbing. 

Since her punishment, Tama has been sticking to the rules. She 

hasn’t dared ask any more questions or miss a single meal. She 

doesn’t want to lose the use of her other hand too or to experience 

that atrocious pain again. When she serves dinner, Charandon 

stares at her with a hint of a smile and so Tama lowers her gaze. 

 

She has realised that this man and his wife have the power of life 

or death over her. Tama has realised that she is their property. 

They could murder her and throw her corpse into a river. And 

what then? 

 

Tama remembers that one day she was returning to the village 

and walking along the road verge with Afaq. Seeing a little 

animal dead on the tarmac, squashed by a car or a truck, she 

remembers asking her aunt if it was going to stay there rotting in 

the sun or if someone was going to come and bury it. 

 

Tama feels like that poor animal. If the Charandons kill her, she 

will slowly decompose in a ditch and nobody will bother to find 

her a final resting place. Who does care about her? Her father, of 

course. And her Aunt Afaq without a doubt. Tama clings to the 

idea like a fragile branch which is keeping her from plunging 

into the void. 

 

* * * 

 

About once a month on a weekday evening, Dad goes to a 

telephone booth and calls the Charandons. Sefana tells him that 

I’m turning out well and that I’m in good health. She says that 

I’m having some difficulty at school, that I’m not very academic, 

but that I’ll get there in the end. 
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Then she puts the speaker phone on and I can talk to him. 

Needless to say, she listens closely to every word I say, and it 

wouldn’t be a good idea for me to complain. One time I dared to 

ask him when he was going to come and fetch me, because I was 

so looking forward to coming home. I confessed that I wasn’t 

enjoying myself so much in France. 

 

And my father got very angry, saying that I was very lucky and 

that I was ungrateful, and reminding me of the poverty in the 

village. He said that Sefana was a true saviour for the whole 

family, taking me in and making sacrifices to send him ten euros 

every month to help him raise his sons. Naturally, Dad has no 

idea that Mr Charandon boasts of earning ten thousand euros a 

month and that ten euros is nothing to him. 

 

I apologised to my father and after I’d hung up, Sefana slapped 

me. She told me that if I ever said anything like that again, I 

wouldn’t be allowed to speak to him anymore.  


