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			Back cover

			“My name is Marie-Claire. I have had nightmares every night since I was 11 years old, the age when I was kidnapped.”

			From the clutches of a French family who martyred her to those of an Algerian family who kidnapped and confined her, Marie-Claire lived through hell before making a spectacular escape and reaching France. 

			The Stolen Child is a moving testimony in the service of an immense and forgotten cause: the fight against parental kidnapping, of which hundreds of children are victims every year, and which justice too often ignores.

			 

			Marie-Claire ViDja is a teacher-researcher and doctor in human and social sciences. She wrote Hirak, l’art évolution du sourire, published by Nombre7.
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			Dedication

			To my daughter, to my brothers and sisters in tears and arms. 

			 

			To Vikhram and Sadou.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Quote

			Your children are not your children.

			They are the sons and daughters 

			Of the call of life to itself.

			They come through you and not from you.

			Well, let them be with you,

			They do not belong to you.

			 

			Khalil Gibran, “Your Children. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Warning

			In order to preserve anonymity and respect the privacy of individuals, names and locations have been changed.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Thanks to Marie-Claire

			“It takes two to remember,” says Virginie Efira to Benoît Magimel in Revoir Paris; thank you, Olivier, I couldn’t have asked for a better co-author. 

			Thank you also to Marie-Servane, Jean-Charles, my daughter, the CMP psychology team, the Psys du Coeur, SOS Amitié, all the beautiful people of my family, the authors, the readers and the supporters of the cause... Thank you to Anaïs for her support and her trust. Thank you all for believing in us, in me, and thank you for your past and future support of the EVRP. Finally, thanks to the Barlu girls.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			“Shut your mouth and dig!

			- To bury the books?” 

			Whenever an “impromptu” police raid is planned in the neighborhood, he is warned by his spies, and we have to hide the videos and newspapers he receives from Afghanistan. He orders me to dig a hole in the garden to put the garbage bags containing the propaganda material. When the police have finished their “visits”, I dig again to collect everything. But I’m a little surprised because I haven’t heard anyone mention the police coming. And then, usually, I dig a well; this time, I have to dig deeper and wider. A rectangle. I’m afraid, and my hands hurt. 

			“There, are you okay?” 

			He looks at me in silence, lifts me up by the neck and throws me into the hole. Before I can get up, he joins me and presses his foot on my chest to keep me down: “The whores, we slit their throats, but you, I’ll bury you alive.”

			My name is Marie-Claire. I’m 48 years old and I’m fine, but my life hasn’t always been easy. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			1. The hell of my nights

			“However, if an event becomes imprinted in the intimate memory of a person, it is because it has been brought to light by the emotional reactions of those around him or by the importance which the culture allots to it.

			Boris Cyrulnik, Un merveilleux malheur, Éd. Odile Jacob, 1999.

			 

			 

			I run. A man catches up with me. It is my uncle Noury. He knocks me down, crushes me with all his weight, lifts me up and pinches me against a dirty wall. I try to escape again, but his hands, as large as flippers, grab me just below the throat and lift me up. I don’t touch the ground anymore. He squeezes. I am going to die. At the edge of the sidewalk, I see my grandmother Yemma. Behind her, the sea. Yemma opens her mouth and lets out a long, shrill cry that stops my murderous uncle’s gesture. Noury lets go of me. I tell myself that he is going to take it out on my grandmother. I am angry at myself for abandoning her, but I am too afraid. I run. Shitty night. 

			My awakenings are an ordeal. Hours sometimes, to get out of the pain of a night that leaves me wrapped in anguish. To soften an arm, to feel again my legs, to shake my ankylosed bust... And my bones crack, and my muscles refuse... Then I remain lying down, the eyes with the ceiling, to make up my body and my spirit: I am a single woman, French, and Algerian by force, I have a 25-year-old daughter named Laure, a job as a contractual and temporary teacher-researcher who struggles to make up for the abyss of the rent of a two-room apartment in an old working-class district of Paris and a life that is mostly chiche and worried. 

			Here I am, I put one foot out of bed, I draw the curtain, it is gray. At the moment, I am giving a course at the École des ponts et chaussées: “History of the Arab revolutions in the 19th century”. We say “at the Bridges”. But today I don’t have a class. On the other hand, I have an appointment at 10 a.m. with the physiotherapist and at noon with the shrink. 

			My phone vibrates. It’s a message from Pearl, she wants to accept the marriage, “of course”. I answer immediately: “Think about it, where you are, it will be very difficult to divorce if you get married, you will have papers but that will not allow you to come back to France. Where are you with your request for a birth certificate?” While I’m answering, another message arrives, it’s Joseph: he still hasn’t gotten his passport back and he got caught going through his father’s secretary. He doesn’t say anything more, but I understand why I hadn’t heard from him for several weeks: his father has beaten him up again. 

			I have had nightmares almost every night since I was 11 years old. Before that, I don’t know. For the past few months, it’s often this one, which I call my re-kidnapping. I’m working on escaping them but they haven’t diminished in frequency or intensity. Shower, breakfast, for a long time date makrouts and milk, now coffee with milk and Gerblé cookies, kiwis if I’m in funds. It takes me another hour to prepare. For eight years now, Laure has been living with two girlfriends. From time to time, she comes back home for a few weeks, when she travels abroad or when she changes roommates. I’m always a little upset when she leaves, but I’m careful not to show it. We have our mother-daughter rituals, and I really like that. Laure is a data scientist for a large French company in the energy sector. And deejay. She loves her job, which she learned through an engineering degree, an internship in the United States and an exchange program in Mexico, but what she loves most is composing and scratching while watching people dance. I go to her performances whenever I can, I love it. I like to be among the youth. I’m a party girl. 

			Laure is my best reason to get up in the morning. 

			My biological mother’s name is Annie. I call her my genitrix. She was born in the fifties in Burgundy. When she was 14, she met a 26 year old man, my father. Immediately, it degenerates. He was twelve years older, Algerian, atheist and without any real profession, let’s say vaguely a mechanic, but above all he was a dreamer, a bit of an anarchist with no other goal in life than to live and let live. At that time, Pépé and Mémé, Annie’s parents, who are called Marcel and Julienne, are a truck driver and a midwife. She is a Catholic, he is an alcoholic. They are strict with their four children, to say the least. The truth is that the blows fly without being asked for and without making anyone jealous, even if my mother takes a little more than the others, no doubt. Later, there will be some for me too. They live in a small village whose name I have forgotten, close to a big city in Burgundy. Pépé was in the Algerian war. He is often sad. Naturally, when my mother told them she was pregnant, they began by beating her up. Then they throw her out. Finally, in the meantime, there are arguments, runaways, other beatings, a complaint lodged against my father - my mother is not 15 years old when she meets dad and hardly 16 when the infamy happens!- who went to prison for six months in 1975. Most likely, he wasn’t around when I was born. I’m not sure. On the street with a newborn baby and her atheist dreamer, my mother had little choice but to start working.  Just after my birth, she found a small job as a pharmacy employee and then another as a hostess in a movie theater. She probably already hated me. At the time of the birth, she chose to have me born under X, then retracted, I don’t know why, perhaps because it was not done. I do know, however, that she carried me to her parents’ village and laid me in swaddling clothes outside the church. Perhaps she imagined that this is what one does when one does not want a child but was too stupid to think of it before? Perhaps she believes, like any farm girl in Bresson’s movies, that her life as a woman is lost before it begins? Perhaps, but I doubt it, she has read Victor Hugo and imagines herself as a wandering and miserable Fantine? Yes, perhaps she saw in the spiral of events the fulfillment of some calamitous destiny? No doubt, the times and her education did not dispose her well, she simply did not think that far, all in her instinct of repulsion against fate, life, men, her parents and me. 

			But here I am, in the midst of the chaos of his youth. 

			You have to live with me. 

			By chance and rain, it was Pépé himself who found me on the porch of the church where he was running to take shelter after leaving the café. With Mémé, they decided to call their daughter back and to organize a life together in the pretty house they owned at the entrance of the village. The living together lasted two days before they kicked us out. For good, this time. 

			Hacène, my father, came from Annaba, a large city on the east coast of Algeria. One day, Pépé will explain to me that before the war it was called Bône and that it was so pretty, with its beaches and white houses, that it was nicknamed “la Coquette”. I will think about it often when I am there. Hacène’s real name is Abdelkrim, but he changed his name. Abd-el-Karim is “the submissive to the Generous” in Arabic. The Generous is one of the hundred names of Allah. Hacène is “the good one”, more secular, it surely suited him better. I have a photo of him in Jijel in 1962 and another in Paris in 1965, so he arrived between the two but I don’t know exactly when. I do know when he returned, it was just a few months after my birth. He had just been released from prison. As he had some savings, he moved my mother and me into a small apartment in Burgundy, then to Lyon. In the big city, we would be happier. Hacène is happy that I am part of his life. He is a dreamer. And as he is a dreamer and a bit of a mechanic, he opens a small garage in an empty room under the apartment. He leaves his last reserves there but a future is taking shape: the Dauphine and the four-wheelers invade the cities, they will have to be repaired. He will be there for that. 

			Hacène is happy that I exist and he wants to take me to see his family in Algeria. No way, my mother is against it. He will leave alone to announce his happiness in the country. For the garage, no problem, he entrusts it to his friend Mouloud, they emigrated together and know each other since childhood. In the village, the welcome was certainly good. He stays a few weeks. Too many. When he returned to Lyon, he discovered that his childhood and emigration friend had taken his place in Annie’s life. This is a terrible blow for Hacène who sincerely loved Annie and her boyfriend. In despair, he returns to Algeria where he is welcomed this time with the dishonor of a cuckold. He fell into depression and then became insane. His family had him locked up. Later, they will say to me that he was going to repeat my name, that he was setting Annie’s and my place settings at the table, that he did not wash himself anymore... 

			In Lyon, Mouloud is doing well. He manages the garage and our life. Lazy, he doesn’t know much about mechanics, but he’s in it for a few years before the business collapses. Mouloud might then look for work. But, very quickly, we had to leave the small apartment that my father had found to shelter our happiness. We headed for the Croix-Rousse hill, which Annie called “Croix-Rouge”. The memories of my early life with Mouloud are rare but clear. I know that he is not my real father, but when I insist on knowing more, Annie evades. I don’t insist anymore. I will not know who my biological father is. Mouloud is away most of the week. I don’t know where he goes; to work, I’m told. On weekends, he meets us. I also remember a vacation in Corsica where people are naked. I don’t understand immediately and I am afraid. Mouloud and my mother explained to me that here it was possible to live without clothes. I will have other experiences like this. I hate it. But my most vivid memory is of Bangkok. I don’t know why we are going there, although I understand that we are not on vacation. My mother’s face is worried. Mouloud is not there. On the spot, we meet a man who is introduced to me as his brother. He buys me an Orangina. We take a cab. I have the eyes widened, the traffic is a tight skein of bicycles and small cars with three wheels. On the sidewalks, people harangue the passers-by by holding out to them bowls and steaming skewers, one shouts, one is active, the city swarms and rustles without respite. In the middle of the agitation, we stop in front of a building with very high walls, like a castle. At the entrance, an iron door with two wings. Mouloud’s brother comes down with papers in his hand. I ask Annie where we are, and she answers straightforwardly: 

			“It’s the prison, we’re going to get Mouloud.

			- Why is he in prison?” She looks at me with an indefinable air. Even today I wonder about the meaning and scope of that look. There is arrogance, like defiance in front of the fear that she knows how to inspire with her answers: 

			“Mouloud is in prison for drug trafficking.” 

			I don’t know anything else. I will never know anything else about this episode. We enter a wing of the building; the ceiling is high; on the left, a wall with inaccessible windows, on the right, rooms with bars and men behind the bars. One cell is occupied by women, many women, and many children around them. Everyone is looking at us. We arrive at Mouloud’s cell. I don’t recognize him, with his long hair and beard. He reaches through the bars to grab my Orangina. I step back. Annie orders, “Give it to him. I nod, she snatches the bottle out of my hand and hands it to him, but it doesn’t fit between the bars, she is forced to hand it back to me. It’s my Orangina. The brother speaks: 

			“You’re going to stay here with Mouloud, your mother and I have to go to the office.” 

			Before I can even react, I see them walking toward a door at the end of the hall. The brother has a suitcase in his hand that I didn’t see when he got out of the cab. He won’t have it when he gets out. I am alone in this wide, empty corridor, with all these men clinging to the bars and staring at me. Some of them make signs to me, they speak in an incomprehensible language, the same as the kebab sellers. “Don’t be afraid,” Mouloud tells me, but I am terrified, almost as much by the presence of so many curious men as by the appearance of the only one I know. I fear that the bars will suddenly open and arms will grab me and carry me into the evil darkness of their lair. I still dream of this episode. Fortunately, the door opens, Annie and the brother return. My mother calmed me down. A man in uniform opens the cell. Mouloud leaves. We get back in the car and leave the prison. At the hotel, his brother tells Mouloud to wash himself. In the hotel lobby, we wait for him while he gets a haircut. Then we go to eat on a boat. I am reassured. I have no memory of the night, probably at the hotel. But in the morning I hear a lively discussion between the three of them. The brother is angry: “You’re crazy, I’ll take care of it, stay here”, he says to my mother. He goes out, Mouloud and Annie do not speak. I am in a small bed.  We wait. When he comes back, the brother says, “It’s settled,” but I can still hear them arguing loudly. They do not agree. We take a cab to the airport, then a plane. Annie is in a bad mood but she doesn’t speak. Nobody tells me anything. I ask: “Are we going home? 

			- Yes, we’re going home,” the brother replies. I don’t know what that means, I’m suspicious: 

			- In Lyon? 

			- Shut up.”

			We landed in Algiers, but I didn’t know it was Algiers. Nobody told me, I found out by deduction, by recognizing the places and the people, much later. During the flight, I asked several times why we weren’t going back to Lyon, but I always got the same answer: “But you’re going to shut your mouth!” I understand that the brother orders Mouloud and Annie, I wonder why. Annie ends up explaining to me that we are going to see some family members. 

			I have no memory of the arrival, but I remember a house by the sea. Mouloud’s brother is called Moustafa. Mouloud is in the bathroom, vomiting. A lady is kind to me. We go to bed. The next day, Annie leaves without us. They explain to me that Mouloud is sick and needs to be treated. I have no idea how long we will be there, but I think we will stay for several weeks, probably several months. Mousse’s wife, Kima, is very nice to me. I also remember that we often eat cakes in the living room and that there is a huge hallway where we go shopping with my cousins. At the end of this big corridor, there is the studio where Mouloud keeps the bed. From time to time, I look through the half-open door, it worries me a little to see him lying like that. Finally, one day, I find him at the table with us and we eat normally. He is better, I am told. 

			My next memory is at home, in Lyon. I slept for a whole day. I went back home.  

			 

			 

		

	
		
			2. Between the knife and the piano

			“It can’t be true that all this happened to me, or someone would come to my rescue,” and the patient prefers to doubt the correctness of his judgment rather than believe in the coldness of our feelings, our lack of intelligence, in short, our stupidity and wickedness.”

			Sándor Ferenczi, Le Traumatisme, Éd. Payot, 1982. 

			 

			 

			My beginning of the week is therefore invariably medical-professional. That is to say that it is organized around my classes and appointments with the various repairers of my body and mind. This frees up the weekends for my personal reconstruction and my thousand projects. On Mondays, I see the physiotherapist and the shrink. On Tuesdays, the psychomotrician. Once a month, I have an appointment with the head shrink of the Center. And I try to fit the rest of my little health problems in between. This week, it’s very busy: check-up of my pituitary micro adenoma, long COVID treatment, neurological diagnosis to be confirmed...  

			I guess I’ll have to put off my ulcer until next week again. 

			“The most difficult thing is to be believed. We don’t often believe women, so women who have experienced what I have experienced...”. As I don’t like to lie down, I sit in front of the psychologist of the CMP (Medical and Psychological Center) and I pour out my heart, it does me good. I got a place in January. The care is free. I see him once a week. And I wonder a lot. Are we repeating what we went through? Why do I always do the same crap? Where does this taste of death come from? Why do I have to go through all these physical problems on top of the moral hell I went through? Will it ever stop? These are some of the questions that still remain unanswered. But I am moving forward. For the first time in a long time, I feel like I have a perspective. 

			As for anyone else, the place of excavation is childhood. Except that I didn’t have the childhood of anyone. To say the least. Yesterday I took the Holmes and Rahe test1 . Anyone can do it, it can be found online, and all you need is a little memory and counting skills. In order to determine a kind of stress scale, these two Harvard researchers drew up a list of the many traumatic events in a person’s life that could affect him or her in one year: death of a loved one, sexual violence, internment, drugs, serious illness, etc. Each event is assigned a number of points. Each event is assigned a number of points that are added up at the end. A total of 200 is an alarm signal, at 300 they advise heavy treatment, possibly hospitalization. I chose some years of my life, 1985, 1995, 2003, 2007, 2019... My annual total oscillates between 800, the good years, and 2000, the bad ones... As a result, I stopped adding up. Much too stressful.  

			First half of 1980 

			After Mouloud brought me back, asleep, from Algiers to Lyon, life resumed. I am too small to ask myself all the questions: who are the people we spent all that time with in Algeria? Is Mouloud sick? Why did my mother leave me all this time? Where was she?  Why doesn’t her body answer me when I hug her when I come back? 

			In Lyon, we no longer have the garage. Mouloud drinks. At first I don’t understand, but very quickly I make the connection between his mood swings - he can kiss me and push me away in the same gesture, smile at me and then get angry... - and the fact that I see him through the PMU window, almost every day, on my way home from school. Sometimes, when it’s really late, Annie sends me to pick her up. I walk to school. I really like school. I have friends there and it feels like a safe place where the teachers and kids are happy. I feel safe there. 

			The arrival of Fleur, my first sister, in the family, fills me with joy. Mouloud and Annie also seem happy. Annie has gentle gestures when she changes her, she doesn’t speak loudly to her, she takes her in her arms. She is like a mother. And I like to watch my sister smile. 

			But one day we leave. Mouloud tells me that the apartment has become too expensive, that we should leave it. In fact, Annie tells me that Mouloud has gambled away the family’s money at the races! “So we’re going to find another apartment,” I ask. I see the truck parked in front of our house again. We load our stuff in it in bulk, our whole little life. I don’t have many toys, they fit in a bag that Annie puts in the back of the truck, under the seat. Mouloud explains me that we are going to leave with this vehicle. But where to? Where to? Mouloud smiles, and Annie says, “Nowhere. I am very worried about his answer, what do you mean, nowhere? Do we have to go somewhere? What about school? What about my friends? What about the Red Cross? We leave. I discover it along the roads and in the villages: we do not go anywhere. We drive from one town to another, mostly small towns. We wash ourselves at the fountains or in the public baths. It was 1980. I remember election posters. I have notebooks to work in, I don’t do so bad, I think. I often ask to do homework but Annie says, “Who cares?” One day when I ask her to make me recite my tables, I get a slap.  Mouloud drives all the time. Without Annie asking me anything, I decide to stay next to him to keep him awake because we often drive at night. And Mouloud is drunk all the time. I’m afraid, I can’t take my eyes off him. What torments me the most, during these months of wandering, is obviously missing school, but it is, beyond that, the idea that we are not “like everyone else”. I understand that the people around us, those we pass and that I observe from a picnic table on the side of the road, from the sidewalk of a supermarket or from the window of the Citroën truck that shelters us, these people of the world we cross without belonging to it, have a normal life, a job, a house, friends. We, we do nothing but drive, Clermont-Ferrand, Valence, Mulhouse... During the day, we sleep on the benches or on the side of the road. Do we run away? Are we hiding? I will never know. However, for me this wandering will stop. One day, without being told, I realize that we are returning to Lyon. Mouloud is driving. But we don’t go to our old house. He stops at the station. Annie explains to me that we have to separate. Mouloud will stay with Fleur, my sister. I have to go with my mother. I ask where we are going. Annie says, “Nowhere. We take a train. She remains silent. After several hours, we get off the train. I read “Besançon” on a big blue sign. We go to my Aunt Alice, Annie’s sister. Well, I go, because Annie doesn’t even enter the house when my aunt opens the door. She greets Alice, who seems surprised to see us, then turns back without looking at me. I am standing there on the doorstep. I think I’m crying.

			I stayed with my aunt for quite a long time, more than a year, I think. It’s a beautiful period. She lives with Riky, he is a friend of Dad’s and Mouloud’s and Annie’s too, but he works, he does normal things. My aunt is an artist, she paints and creates lampshades and paintings with butterflies and sheep’s wool, which she sells at the markets. She even has a place at the Christmas market in Strasbourg. I know she wanted to be a photographer, but Pépé didn’t want to, it was too expensive and Alice “didn’t need to study!” It is cold in the Jura. I am in first grade, there are about ten of us in my class. My cousin Adène is in the same school, but in kindergarten. He is nice, I give him my hand to cross the road and we share a snack. The school is a big building with a sloping roof. In the playground, there are high trees and covered areas where we take shelter when it rains or snows. I get a little lost, even though it is much smaller than in Lyon. I don’t know the teacher or my new friends, but I immediately feel the same sense of security. In the end, as long as it takes me to adapt, I will feel as comfortable at school as I did at my aunt’s house. But one day, Annie, Mouloud and Fleur come back to get me. Without warning. Annie is pregnant up to her eyes. We go back to Lyon. When we are almost there, we have an accident because of an apple. Annie wants to grab one from the basket at her feet but the fruit is rotten. She gets angry, says she doesn’t like rotten apples and wants to throw it out of the window, but for a few days the window is blocked, we don’t know why. Annie opens the door, Mouloud swerves, Annie falls on the sidewalk and I fall backwards inside the van. Mouloud screams and slams on the brakes, but too late to avoid a wall. My next memory is of Mouloud taking a cloth, pressing on Annie’s head and yelling at me to get my sister out of the car. I lift Fleur out of her bassinet and carry her down to the running board just as the engine catches fire. The engine had been smoking a lot for the past few days, Mouloud told the police. Annie’s head is open and dark matter escapes. The firemen arrive. It is the end of 1980, or the beginning of 1981. At that point, I have no more memories until we leave the hospital: Annie has given birth to my second sister, Rose, her head is bandaged, she is pushing the baby in a baby carriage. We cross the street. A car comes too fast and hits Annie and the baby. My little sister is fine but Annie’s foot is broken. Back to the hospital. We come out a few days later. I wonder where we will live because the van is broken. Mouloud says that he made it repair. But we don’t stay in Lyon. We go to Mauguio, near Montpellier. I don’t know why we are going there, but I understand that we don’t have to stay in Lyon. I’m glad we don’t have to drive all the time because I don’t trust Annie and Mouloud. They do drugs. I don’t understand it precisely, but I see that they are often wobbly, that they don’t have much strength and that they often sleep. I won’t put words to their behavior and daily acts of addiction until much later. But I understand that this is what caused us to have this accident, rather than the apples. 

			The Citroen van is all broken. I don’t know how we got to our new home. 

			In Mauguio, the house is on one level. There is a bay window in front. The kitchen and the living room are connected. Behind it there is a small corridor that leads to Annie’s room, on the left, which is also mine, she “arranged” a corner at the end of the room for me. The other room was big enough for the three of us to stay in, but she reserved it for Fleur and my new little sister, Rose. We have a garden in front, which is quite small, and another one in the back. The house is next to the cemetery. I often go there to play. The house overlooks the road and, beyond, a much larger public garden. And in the middle there is a river. I often go to see it before going to school. I’m happy to be back in class. I haven’t fallen behind, despite my life on the road, my interruptions and my time in the Jura. In addition to my regular classes, I am doing theater. One time I’ll be playing a cowboy in the end-of-year performance, and another time an Arabian dancer. And also a fairy. I also do pottery, paper mache masks like in Venice, silk painting and scarves. I am happy, I feel like I am following in the footsteps of my aunt Alice. 

			Annie and Mouloud continue to take drugs, but at least we are not on the road anymore. Mouloud drinks a lot, but Annie doesn’t. Many people come by the house. Men mostly. There are bags of cannabis stashed all over the front yard. In the back, near the cemetery, the big garden is full of cannabis plants surrounded by sunflowers. I’ve seen a lot of people staggering around Mauguio, a lot. Mouloud is there on weekends, but during the week he is almost always away with his new car. In the evening, Annie hangs cannabis from the ceiling in several places in the house, a little in our bedroom, but mostly in the hallway and the living room, to dry. When it’s dry, my sisters and I have to crumble it and put it in little jars. Then, I am sometimes in charge of carrying the jars to a house in the village to a certain George. One day, the village policeman saw me enter George’s house: “So, little one, are you going to George’s house again? My memories blur, I’m not sure how the story ends but I go to the station. Then he takes me home. Annie talks with him and, as soon as he leaves, she comes to get me in the room where I have taken refuge. I get slapped. I have another memory of the police. I am on the train with Mouloud. The train stops, or is it at the station? I don’t know anymore. Anyway, police trucks are parked along the street... or along the track. Some policemen get into our car, I understand instantly that it is us they want. In fact, they arrest us. Mouloud is handcuffed. We get off the train, everyone looks at us and I feel ashamed. They put us in the van. At the station, I have my Maya the Bee record with me, the one Mouloud gave me. The policeman questions me. I am standing on a long bench, almost at his level. He asks me to think carefully, he wants to know what we did, whose house we went to, if we saw anyone in the city. But I know absolutely nothing. I suggest him to “ask Mouloud instead”. So he takes my Maya the Bee record and breaks it over my head. I am 8 years old, maybe 9. I don’t know if the facts are connected anymore, but I also have the memory of burning cannabis plants and police officers watching. Mouloud went to prison several times, I think, but he never stayed long. 

			I like Mauguio, but Annie hits me a lot. I am an embarrassment to her, I feel it, I know it, but I don’t know what to do about it. She has always been brutal with me and I took a lot of slaps very early. But in Mauguio, it’s becoming a hell. I know I can’t trust the woman who gave birth to me, but now I’m just beginning to understand that she hates me. Instinctively, it upsets me, I feel that it is against nature, and especially that it is unfair. She is my mother. I should be able to rely on her at the slightest change in my life, but that is impossible. Children’s brains don’t understand the hostility of their immediate environment, I will learn later.  

			One night, I get up to pee, I see Annie with a man. I have no choice but to walk past her bed to the bathroom. I am tetanized. I feel like the man is beating her, but he’s not. I don’t understand what they are doing. She looks at me, he turns around. I run to the bathroom. She joins me: “You’re doing it on purpose, aren’t you? To embarrass me, to embarrass me.” She grabs me by the neck and drags me into the garden. She strangles me. I pass out. I wake up at dawn because I have dew under my nose, and then my neck hurts a lot. A friend I like lives behind the public garden. We are bench neighbors and I have already been to her house, her parents are normal. I go to her door and wait for someone to open it. I’m back asleep when the father comes out to go to work. They let me in and give me breakfast because I’m hungry, as usual. I tell them everything. They look at my neck and put ointment on me. They talk among themselves, I hear the word police and I get scared. I understand that my family is going to be in trouble. I don’t want to. They took me to the police station but asked me not to say that I had been to their house. They are afraid of Mouloud, I think, and of all the people who come to the house. A policeman listens to me. Then another one takes me to the school. I was late, but he spoke with the teacher. In the evening, I go back home after having hung out a lot in the streets to delay the moment of meeting Annie. When I arrive, she rushes after me. She was worried that I wouldn’t come back from school, so she called the police who told her to wait. But I shut down completely. I refuse to say where I was and if I saw the police. She hits me and then orders me to stay in the room. I fall asleep and I am in a lot of pain. The next morning, she drags me into the bathroom. She turns on the faucet and holds me under the spray. It is cold. She chokes me. This is the first time. This will become a kind of ritual: several times a week, I feel like it’s every day, she’ll grab me while I’m still asleep, order me to run to the bathroom to wash myself, and then enter. She will stand behind me, look at me in the mirror, grab my neck and squeeze, then suddenly release. Each time, I will think I am dying. This will last until I am kidnapped. To this day, the shower worries me to the point that I still get rashes because I can’t close my eyes to protect them from the soap. It’s a budget in soothing eye drops! Sometimes she also bites me until I bleed. While she does it, she blows, I hear her rage, like a dog. Sometimes I have her head very close to me and I want to hit her but I hold back because I know it would be worse afterwards. Other times, she drags me around the yard by my hair. She can also beat me by surprise. One day, while I was sitting on the couch watching TV, without any warning, she pulled my head back and jammed it against the doorframe of the living room, then slammed the door several times. When I regain consciousness, she tells me it’s because I put the plaid on the couch wrong.  

			My sisters and I go to the same school, but we don’t eat at the canteen every day. It is Annie who tells us before leaving who has to come back for lunch. One lunchtime when she made steaks and mashed potatoes, my favorite dish, she forbids me to eat because I didn’t set the table properly: “You get up, give your meat and go put your plate in the sink.” I put the knife in the drainer, she tells me again: “Not like that” I start again, it’s still wrong, I start again, still wrong, I don’t understand what I have to do... “Do you want us to get hurt? Do it again!” Yet I put the knife next to the others in the same direction. She tells me that I am a little idiot. She gets up, takes the knife, and sticks it in my arm. I have an opening of four centimeters. She has to take me to the hospital because it bleeds so much. To the nurse, she says that I fell by accident, I don’t dare to speak. I miss school. Another time, she crushed a lit cigarette on my wrist. It burns to the bone. It will take years for the skin to recover. She always calls me “bougnoule”, “dirty Arab”. She also often tells me that I am not funny, that I have prevented her from studying. Once, she yells at me: “You are crazy like your father. Then I ask, “Who is my father?”

			A teacher helps me. He knows about the difficult situation at home, and sometimes I go to him to do my homework. I also play with his children. Once, in the schoolyard, I hear him say to another teacher, “The poor little ones, they are screwed up, when they could be fine, but they have crazy parents.” It gives me a funny feeling, I think it pisses me off, but I like that someone realizes that something is wrong with my family. I feel ashamed too. 

			I ask to register for piano lessons; they are given at the town hall and it is free. Annie accepted. I was offered a very small piano with which my teacher proposed to me to make a small representation. I performed in front of my classmates. It was a great joy.

			And then the bikers arrived.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					1. Thomas H. Holmes and Richard H. Rahe are two Harvard University research psychologists who have been interested in the physical impact of stress on the bodies of victims over time. Their list was updated in 2007 by the psychologist of “psychogenealogy” (see chapter 4), Anne Ancelin Schützenberger.
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