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					Born in the Algerian Sahara in 1955.
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	The Attack (2005), novel
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			Yasmina Khadra is the pseudonym of Mohammed Moulessehoul. His father was a nurse and his mother was a nomad, and he was born in the Algerian Sahara in 1955. He served as an officer in the Algerian army for 36 years, and published six novels under his real name before adopting various pen-names in order to evade military censorship. He specifically chose the name Yasmina Khadra in homage to his wife, as those are her two forenames. The choice of a female pseudonym was also a way for him to take a stance in the debate over emancipation for Muslim women.

			He writes in French, but his works have been translated into many other languages, and several of them have been adapted for the screen.

		


		
			What the Day Owes the Night

			The love of a lifetime in colonial Algeria

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Khadra, Y. (2011) What the Day Owes the Night. Trans. Wynne, F. London: Vintage.

					1st edition: 2008

					Themes: love, friendship, war, identity crisis

			

			What the Day Owes the Night was first published in French in 2008. It chronicles the life of Younes, a young Algerian boy, whose father loses his fields to arson. He is then adopted by his uncle, a chemist, who introduces him to the pied-noir community (people of European ancestry who had immigrated to French Algeria) in the city of Oran. Strong friendships are forged, but they are tested with the arrival of the beautiful Émilie. When the Algerian War of Independence breaks out, everyone must choose a side while still finding their way through life.

			The novel has won several literary awards, including the Prix Romans France Télévisions in 2008 and Prix des Lecteurs de Corse in 2009, as well as being voted the Best Novel of 2008 by the literary magazine Lire.

		


		
			Summary

			In 1930s Algeria, the harvest is finally promising to be plentiful for Issa and his family. However, three days before reaping is due to begin, an arson attack decimates his fields, crushing his last hopes. Issa is left with no choice but to abandon his lands and return to Oran (a coastal city in north-western Algeria), where his brother Mahi, a chemist, lives. The brothers’ lives have followed diverging paths, and they have not seen each other in years. Mahi was educated from a young age, which gave him the chance to embark on a successful career and to live a peaceful life in an upmarket urban neighbourhood, whereas Issa only inherited a few acres of farmland. Although Issa feels as though his brother abandoned him and harbours a certain resentment towards him, he decides to go to tell him that he has lost their ancestral lands. However, he is too proud to accept charity from him, so he takes lodgings in Jenane Jato, the city’s slum. Realising how unstable his situation is, he returns to his brother to ask him for a loan. Mahi is willing to give him as much money as he needs, and even suggests that he could take in his nephew, Younes, in order to give him an education and ensure that he has a bright future. However, his offer is so tactlessly made that Issa thinks that Mahi is calling him a bad father, flies into a rage and puts an end to their dealings.

			Soon afterwards, Issa manages to scrape together enough money to launch a business venture, but El Moro, the terror of the local streets, gets word of his intentions and bullies him out of the money. A few days later, Issa has his vengeance, and El Moro is found murdered. Issa then rethinks his brother’s offer and entrusts him with his son.

			Mahi and his wife Germaine immediately adopt their nephew and decide to rename him “Jonas”. Their aim in giving him this new name is to help him forget his old way of life, and they try to treat him as their own son. Although he is grateful, the change is a shock to the young boy’s system, as he is unused to receiving so much attention, to dealing with a language barrier, and to the new culture he is being immersed in. Mahi spends several months teaching him good manners and the French language.

			Two years go by, and Jonas enrols at the local school. One day while coming home from class, he happens to see a drunken man being thrown out of a bar. He immediately recognises his father, but Issa flees in shame. Three weeks later, Mahi learns that Issa has disappeared.

			War breaks out in Europe, which worries the pieds-noirs. Mahi is arrested and jailed for a week for hosting meetings of the Algerian Nationalist Party at his house. He never wants to be subjected to that week of imprisonment again, and his fear drives him to leave Oran and move to Rio Salado (the former name of El Malah in north-western Algeria) with his wife and nephew.

			In Rio Salado, Jonas meets Isabelle Rucillio and shares his first kiss with her. However, when she learns his real identity, she refuses to see him again: “You surely don’t think I could marry an Arab? I’d rather die!” (p. 118). He also meets Émilie there, a nine-year-old girl who comes to the pharmacy for treatment every Wednesday. Jonas is captivated by her, but one day she suddenly disappears.

			This is also when Jonas meets his best friends: Jean-Christophe, Fabrice, Simon and André. One summer, when he is 17, Jonas falls under the spell of an older woman, Madame Cazenave. She is drawn to the young man’s charms, and entices him to her home, where she gives him his first taste of the pleasures of the flesh. Jonas is enraptured by this new experience and becomes completely infatuated with her, but she tells him to forget that it ever happened, passing it off as nothing more than a youthful fling.

			While Europe celebrates the end of the war, the nightmare is just beginning for Algeria. The country is demanding independence, but then spirals into chaos: arson and fighting become widespread, and the civilians are not spared. Mahi, who was already psychologically fragile, finds his grip on his sanity slipping a little bit more.

			André decides to open a diner. On opening day, all eyes are drawn to a gorgeous young woman: Émilie, who is the daughter of none other than Madame Cazenave. Fabrice and Simon immediately fall in love with her.

			Émilie and Fabrice begin a relationship, but Émilie then realises that the Jonas she knows now is the same boy she met at the pharmacy ten years earlier. From then on, she constantly tries to get him to notice her. Her mother picks up on her interest in Jonas, and makes him promise to stay away from her. However, she is too late, as he has already fallen hopelessly in love with Émilie. Nevertheless, out of respect for Fabrice and to keep his promise to Madame Cazenave, he begins avoiding her in order to get her out of his head. Jean-Christophe also ends up falling for her, and decides to declare his affections by asking her to marry him. Just as he is trying to work up the nerve to confess his feelings, he happens to overhear Émilie talking to Jonas and declaring her love for him. Heartbroken, he disappears for several weeks without a word.

			Émilie continues trying to win Jonas over for several months, but he never gives in. He remains immovable even when she begs him to confess his love in order to put a halt to the marriage that her mother has arranged for her with Simon, and so the wedding goes ahead as planned. Émilie has a child a few months later.

			Mahi dies in 1954, five months before the War of Independence breaks out. The pieds-noirs of Rio Salado are not particularly worried: the conflict has not yet reached their town, and they are witnessing the war as mere spectators. But it is not long before the tension spreads, and the town’s tranquillity is shattered. Fires break out here and there, and when a mutilated corpse is discovered, the community is shaken to the core. Suspicion immediately falls on Jelloul, André’s Arab servant, and Jonas finally dares to side with his own people by defending him.

			In 1957, Jean-Christophe returns to the city and marries Isabelle Rucillio, steadfastly refusing to see Jonas all the while.

			That same year, tragedy strikes Émilie and her son when Simon is killed by the fellagas (rebels) and their house is burned down. When Jonas learns that she has left for Oran, he goes looking for her to try to win her back. However, Émilie refuses him, saying that he had his chance years ago, and now it is too late.

			When Jonas returns to Rio Salado, he and his aunt are taken hostage in their own home by Jelloul and his companions, who have joined the Resistance. The rebels threaten to kill them if they do not treat their leader’s bullet wound. Their imprisonment lasts for ten long days until their captors decide to leave. However, one of them returns on a regular basis, under orders from their captain, in order to obtain medical supplies. One day he is captured by a member of the militia, who immediately seizes Jonas, as he owns the only pharmacy in town. Jonas is tortured for several days until Isabelle’s father intervenes and puts an end to his waking nightmare.

			Many years later, now a man of 58, Jonas discovers that Émilie is living in France and flies there to see her. She rejects him for good, and he never sees her again.

			Decades later, everyone gathers in France one last time for Émilie’s funeral. They laugh, they cry, they reminisce about the good times and they let go of a few old grudges. Jonas bids farewell to the love that never had a chance to flourish, and scatters the dust of the rose he had offered her 70 years earlier on her grave.

		


		
			Character study

			Issa

			The married father of two children, Issa is dogged by failure and misfortune: for example, his promising crop is torched by arsonists, which drives him to move back to Oran where his brother lives in comfort. When his brother offers to ensure a bright future for his nephew, his reaction is disproportionately hostile and fuelled by pride. In fact, his excessive pride is his defining characteristic, and eventually leads to his downfall. Despite his taciturn nature, his love for his son is undeniable, and this is what leads him to entrust his son to his brother in the end. After Younes leaves, he seeks solace in alcohol until the day he happens to cross paths with his son while he is drunk and being thrown into the street like a common lowlife. Issa then realises that he has hit rock bottom, and is filled with such shame that he disappears, abandoning his wife and his daughter.

			The narrator, Younes/Jonas

			From the first few pages of the book, it is clear that the narrator is the central character of the story, and he is soon identified as Issa’s son. However, his name is not revealed until much later in the story – we only learn that he is called Younes when his uncle Mahi and aunt Germaine adopt him and rename him Jonas.

			The name “Younes” is associated with his native people, while “Jonas” is linked to the community he has been adopted into. Depending on who he is interacting with, he does not always use the same name. For example, when he meets the nine-year-old Émilie he introduces himself as Younes, undoubtedly out of a desire for authenticity. However, she only ever calls him Jonas after that. Jelloul also calls him Younes sometimes as a kind of challenge, using his birth name to try to remind him of his origins: “That’s right, Younes. Turn your back on the truth, on your people, run back to your friends. Younes. You do still remember your name?” (p. 178). Until the very end of the novel, his identity is never truly clear-cut: he wavers between one name and the other, spending many years searching for himself.

			The day his uncle takes him in, the culture shock is tremendous: he goes from the uncertainty of Jenane Jato to the comfort of the pied-noir community. Although he appreciates his new life, the racism he is now exposed to is sometimes vicious. The day he meets his friends Jean-Christophe, Fabrice, Simon and André is the day when his integration into the community is finally complete. However, even some of them, such as André, occasionally forget Younes’s origins and let hurtful remarks slip out: “Arabs are like dogs, you have to beat them to get them to behave” (p. 135). When Émilie appears on the scene, his tremendous loyalty leads him to keep silent about his love for her rather than risk losing one of his friends. However, he continues to love her for the rest of his life.

			Mahi

			Mahi

			
			Germaine

			
			Émilie

			
			
			
			Jean-Christophe Lamy

			
			Fabrice Scamaroni

			
			Simon Benyamin

			
			André Sosa
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