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1

Sila balanced precariously on the lip of a stone wall, left foot 
slightly higher than his right. There, in the sunshine, a big 
smile playing on his lips, he stood pissing. Back then, no one 
could have dreamed that one day, halfway across the world, 
he would be a waiter standing in a kitchen, his nose broken, 
waiting to be taken to hospital.

He laughed as the piss splashed over the photo of a man in a 
discarded newspaper. The black ink ran and faded, a pale stain 
eating into the cheek making the large face seem more harsh.

Sila jumped down from the high wall. Out of curiosity, he 
gingerly picked up the object of his target practice with two 
fingers. A white man of about fifty, fat, with grey hair. Sila was 
about to toss the paper away again when a number caught his 
eye: two billion dollars. Running a finger under the words, he 
deciphered the article. From what he could make out the num-
ber referred to how much this man earned in a year. But he was 
not sure he had read the piece correctly. He had been an able 
student once; then school had stopped.

Stuffing the article into his pocket with the steel blade, the 
sharp-edged stone and a length of wire collected during his 
peregrinations, he went on his way, sometimes walking, some-
times running, skipping about aimlessly.
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At times he seemed to hesitate, to become more cautious in 
those areas of the city where landmines from the latest war 
lay buried and forgotten. Once, during a football game, one 
of his friends had stepped on one of them. He kept his eye on 
the ground, on the footprints, moving cautiously. Then, either 
because the danger zone was past, or because he was buoyed by 
the immortality of youth, he once again began to run and leap 
like a gazelle.

He crossed the ruined neighbourhoods, the ochre of ravaged 
sands, the gutted buildings, stopping only to play for a moment 
with a grey-whiskered donkey with a filthy coat. He patted 
the animal’s muzzle, talked to it, then climbed onto its back. 
The donkey trotted away, braying. Swaying dangerously, Sila 
clung to the animal’s mane, half fell, hung on by one leg, then 
let himself crash to the ground beneath the doubtful gaze of a 
stray dog. And then all three – the dog, the donkey and the boy 
– remained motionless.

An hour later, he went down to the beach to join his cous-
in Falba. A skinny man of about thirty, with protruding ribs, 
wearing nothing but a pagne tied round his hips, Falba was 
mending his fishing nets. Sila watched him thoughtfully for a 
while then, without saying a word, he too set to work with the 
same air of patient indifference. All around them other fisher-
men did likewise.

When they had finished their task, they got to their feet. The 
man barely came up to Sila’s chest. His bronzed body, with its 
enormous knees and stick-thin legs seemed deformed. There 
was a thick scar across his belly, the mark of a bullet that had 
perforated his intestines, requiring a complicated operation at a 
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humanitarian camp. Sila buried his hands in the pockets of his 
jeans. His fingertips brushed against the newspaper clipping.

‘You know how to read, can you explain this to me?’ he said, 
holding out the printed page.

Falba looked at the article warily.
‘Why don’t you ask the Uncle? I don’t know much about 

this stuff.’
Sila nodded. The Uncle. Of course. The Uncle knew 

everything. 
The Uncle was at home, cooking up a gruel of cornmeal 

and fish, turning the long ladle in his white-gloved hands. He 
seemed irritated by Sila’s request, but he picked up a pair of 
broken glasses with only one cracked lens remaining and care-
fully read the article.

‘Where did you find this?’
‘In town, it was lying on the ground.’
‘And you thought it was interesting?’
‘A little. I picked it up.’
‘Because of the man’s face?’
‘No. Because of the number.’
‘Two billion dollars?’ said the Uncle.
‘Yes.’
‘That’s the amount of money this man, an American banker, 

earned last year.’
‘That’s what I thought,’ Sila said with a hint of pride. 
‘And why did you find that so interesting?’
‘Because that amount of money . . .’
‘It’s happening far away. In the United States. It’s not our world.’
‘But people obviously talk about him here. In this . . .’ Sila 
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gestured towards the city. The city of a thousand privations. 
The city of shanty towns, the city without a city, since it had no 
centre, no suburbs, nothing but an amorphous sprawl.

The Uncle shrugged.
‘It’s not important,’ he said.
And with a solemn concentration, he returned to his task.
Sila left the kitchen, which doubled as a dining room, a liv-

ing room and sometimes as a bedroom, not for want of space, 
since the whole building – or what was left of it – was deserted, 
but simply because  there was no way to distinguish one room 
from another since all were vast, ruined, eaten away by the 
sand that rose like the tide. There was sand everywhere, pour-
ing through every gap, through the crevices and the cracks. A 
vast sea of sand was smothering the city and would some day 
make it one with the desert, like a dream of the past, like a 
city abandoned by its mirages. As Sila set off again, walking 
easily, almost dreamily, the Uncle’s words came back to him: 
‘It’s not important’. But for the first time the Uncle’s words did 
not ring true. There was no logical flaw and he could not quite 
put into words the troubling, slightly awkward feeling that 
had come over him, but Sila felt ill at ease. Money had never 
been important in his life – simply getting food every day had 
been much more crucial – but this fabulous, enormous sum of 
money unsettled him. It seemed vulgar. He remembered how 
his mother used to scold him as a child when he was rude. 
Yes, this American was very rude. All the men in the coun-
try, including those up North who drove cars, had probably 
not earned such a sum in the year. Who knows? Perhaps all of 
them together would barely earn such a sum in the course of a 
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lifetime. And they were a vast multitude, while the American 
was just one man. Two billion dollars. How could anyone earn 
so much? Had he caught millions of fish? Had he stitched piles 
of clothes that reached all the way to the moon? Had he built 
buildings, working day and night, brick upon brick, for thou-
sands of years?

Sila sat down on the ground, hugging his knees. He waited 
for nightfall. And on the sand he fell asleep like an abandoned 
child, an adolescent too quickly grown, torn between child-
hood and manhood.

He woke, shivering, in the darkness. He had no difficulty 
finding his way. The Uncle said he could see in the dark like an 
animal. And it was true that his step, lithe, nimble, unvarying 
in its rhythm, was like that of an animal. An hour later, having 
wolfed down some of the Uncle’s gruel, Sila rolled himself in a 
blanket and continued his night.

It was brief. His cousin Falba woke him before dawn with 
an affectionate prod. Sila groaned, but a few seconds later he 
was up and rekindling the fire. They gulped down their gruel, 
then, without a word, they headed for the ocean. They padded 
across the sandy beach. They pushed the boat out. All along the 
water’s edge others were pushing, other bodies stretching and 
shoving. The first boats were already passing the wall of waves, 
the white wall of breakers that marked the end of the shallows. 
Beyond was freedom, the open sea.

Sila’s belly quivered at the contact with the cold water. Then 
he leapt into the boat and began to row, as Falba was already 
doing, paddling with surprising power and pace given his slight 
frame. The waves propelled the boat back towards the beach; 
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to make headway they had to make the most of the ebbtide.
‘Now!’ shouted Falba.
This was the signal. Sila heaved on the oar with all his strength. 

The dark skiff plunged into the streaming white foam, faltered 
for a moment, seemed to slip back, until, with a powerful stroke 
of the oars, the boat reached the peak, quivered for a moment 
on the crest of the huge wave, then tumbled back onto the glassy 
expanse of ocean. They headed out towards the open sea, paying 
out the nets, heading for those places where fish were plentiful. 
Falba constantly bemoaned the fact that there were fewer fish 
now than when he was young. When he was a boy, he would 
say, there were so many fish they would leap into the boat. Now 
the shoals had thinned, and catches were smaller. Falba believed 
that, scared away by the war, the fish had sought refuge in some 
secret kingdom in the heart of the ocean.

‘It’s the noise of the bombs that scares them away,’ he would 
say.

The Uncle always looked pained when Falba said such 
things.

‘Fish are deaf. They don’t have ears, they have gills.’
‘In that case how do you explain the fact that they’ve disap-

peared?’ Falba would say, his hands on his hips. ‘You remem-
ber what the catches used to be like . . .’

But today, the catch was good. Swimming along the seabed 
like a broadnose shark, merging with the rocks and the algae, 
Sila managed to gather three big lobsters, which he brandished 
triumphantly as he broke the surface.

They got an excellent price for them at market. A slim young 
girl approached. She was holding out her hand to take the lobsters 
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when, honking its horn, the ramshackle Mercedes belonging to 
the Commander made its habitual entrance, driving at great 
speed and ploughing into the sand in order to stop since it had no 
brakes. The Commander, in full uniform, climbed out and, with 
military bearing, strode over. Every week, he bought their finest 
fish and he paid handsomely, never haggling too much.

‘Would you like some lobsters, Commander?’ Falba called 
to him.

The young woman turned towards the Commander without 
a word.

‘I’ll take them all,’ said the Commander, ‘I adore lobster.’
‘They’re already taken,’ Sila whispered to his cousin. ‘This 

girl was here . . .’
‘The Commander comes first,’ snapped Falba.
Sila got to his feet.
‘We’d love to sell you all of them, Commander, but this 

young woman was here before you. You’ll have to share.’
The Commander shuddered. Sila handed him two lobsters, 

keeping one back for the girl. His honour was safe: two lob-
sters, that might be enough. Nonetheless, to make clear his 
displeasure, the Commander tossed the coins on the ground, 
stalked off without a word, climbed into the car and roared off, 
the horn blaring.

‘Thank you,’ said the young woman. 
Sila nodded.
‘Are you out of your mind,’ Falba fumed as soon as she had 

left, ‘refusing to sell the Commander the lobsters?’
‘I didn’t refuse, the girl was here first. Anyway, he got his 

two lobsters.’



16

fabrice humbert

‘He wanted all of them. He’s our best customer and he’s a 
commander.’

‘The war’s over. There’s nothing for him to command any 
more.’

‘But he won’t come back. Besides, once a commander, always 
a commander.’

At the end of the morning, as Sila looked at the coins and 
banknotes in his hand, the proceeds of the whole day’s catch, he 
realised it would take hundreds of thousands of years of catches 
as good as today’s for them to earn as much as the American. 
And once again he was overcome by a disagreeable feeling, a 
feeling he could not put a name to, which was neither envy nor 
hatred but a sort of vague disapproval.

They went home and gave the money to the Uncle. Then 
Sila went back to his wandering around the city. He was 
kept busy playing football for a while. He ran, defended, 
scored two goals, shouted. The bundle of paper and plastic 
which the players tried as best they could to fashion into a 
football finally burst and the match had to be abandoned. 
The boys gradually drifted off in groups, commenting on 
their exploits, and by the time he came to the outskirts of 
the city Sila found himself alone. The wind was blowing. 
Ruins rose up against the desert, abandoned strongholds. 
Vestiges of the destruction. In a few years more the sand 
would cover them, swallowing a little more of the ghostly 
city. The Uncle often said they were all on borrowed time. 
That they were not living but surviving, like the nomads of 
the sands, and that even their survival was the product of 
memory: they existed so they might remember the war. And 
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as that memory slipped into oblivion, they too slipped slowly 
into the shifting African sands.

A city of old men and children. A city whose women had 
disappeared, been raped, kidnapped, murdered; whose men 
had been tortured, slaughtered, imprisoned. The children 
had grown, become adolescents, their lives would pass as in a 
dream. A breath of wind shifting the sands.

A hundred metres farther on, Sila thought he saw the loom-
ing form of a giraffe lumbering slowly behind the houses, mov-
ing with the curious, easy indifference of wild animals. And 
then the vision disappeared. The City of Dreams. The City 
of Nowhere. A white world choked with sand and forgetful-
ness in which men moved as in a slow, repetitive dream, where 
forms gradually faded.

As he neared home, Falba, who was waiting for him in the 
next street, grabbed his arm.

‘You can’t go home,’ he said. ‘The Commander’s men are 
looking for you. They’re going to kill you. They say you humil-
iated him. You have to leave.’

In the City of Nowhere, life had no meaning. Bodies moved 
like deep underwater algae carried by ocean currents.

The alga that was Sila broke free. He stowed away on a 
cargo ship – one of those improbable hulks of rusted steel pow-
ered only by a miracle – without knowing where it was head-
ed. There were one or two like this every week. No one really 
knew what cargo they carried. What was there for them to find 
in the City of Nowhere? Yet they existed, their sirens blared as 
they arrived and again as they weighed anchor. One more piece 
of cargo, Sila stowed away in the hold for a whole night and a 
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whole day, but at the end of his first day he was discovered by 
a sailor. He was brought up on deck. The captain told him he 
would be thrown overboard. Sila knew the rules. Stowaways 
were shark food. Everyone knew the rules. He did not protest.

The cook intervened. He needed a ship’s boy and the lad was 
too young to die. His childhood had already been a living hell, 
surely now he had a chance to escape, they could hardly toss 
him into the deep.

‘If we let a stowaway live, it sends the wrong message to the 
others,’ said the captain.

‘There aren’t any others. He’s alone. I’ll take care of him.’
The cook’s name was Fos. Before now, he had been neither 

good nor evil. This was the day he earned his stripes as a good 
man. He probably did need a ship’s boy, he was probably tired 
of working alone in the galley, but the fact remains he saved 
Sila’s life, and to show his gratitude the boy worked as hard 
as he could. Never had the galley been so clean, never had the 
meals been served with such care. Remembering his Uncle, Sila 
wore white gloves to serve the captain – though it took a little 
imagination to think them really white. One evening, the cap-
tain admitted: ‘We did well to spare your life.’

Sila supplemented their everyday fare by fishing. Sometimes, 
he wanted to dive into the shimmering water. He longed for 
the light. To dive into the light. Into the sun reflected in the 
ocean. But the cargo ship was moving too quickly, the deck was 
too high, he would never catch it up.

Fos was a chatterbox. He talked endlessly to Sila, asked him 
about his life. Sila was reluctant to answer. He came from the 
City of Nowhere, from the city engulfed by sand. Perhaps it no 


