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Christelle Angano is a French author.


Through her works, she enjoys taking her readers on a journey—not only through her beloved Normandy, but also to more distant lands. She also addresses social issues, on which she does not hesitate to take a stand. She places great importance on the work of remembrance and has dedicated a trilogy, The Clara Cycle, to her great-grandmother. Clara Matthews Chompton, a British-born woman who became a naturalised French citizen, was arrested following a denunciation and died in deportation for helping paratroopers from the British 9th Battalion during D-Day.


In 2022, she chose to leave the national education system to dedicate herself entirely to writing and founded her own business, Éléphants et pattes de mouches.


She now devotes herself fully to writing, leads workshops, and has also decided to expand her work as a ghostwriter.









May your action be as effective


as the seed of a baobab tree.


Fulani oral tradition


Claim your rights. Say no when


It doesn’t suit you.


Ken Bugul (Senegalese novelist)









For Giulia


For Géraldine


For all of those who resist.









“Anyone who excises a woman, regardless of age, shall


be punished by imprisonment for a term of not less than


three months or by a fine of not less than 500 Birr.”


Ethiopian Penal Code, Article 565


“Whoever performs genital infibulation on a woman


shall be punished by imprisonment with hard labour for a


term of 3 to 5 years.


“For any injury caused to the body or health which is the


result of the act described in the above paragraph, subject


to the provisions of the Penal Code which provide for more


severe penalties, the applicable penalty shall be a term of


imprisonment of 5 to 10 years.”


Ethiopian Penal Code, Article 566


Across the world,


a little girl is excised every ten seconds.









Preface


I wrote Les Fleurs du lac several years ago.


It was my way of shedding light on the women — and also the men —who dedicate all their energy to pushing back and eliminating a practice that seems to belong to another age : female genital mutilation (FGM).


I was asked for an English version. Here it is.


I chose to set my story in Ethiopia — a country where I lived for many years, a country that deeply moved me and that I loved profoundly. Through writing, I was able to rediscover the landscapes that had once charmed me, places that, even after all these years, still resonate within me. It made sense, to me, that my heroine should be Ethiopian. And my friends “from there” recognised that too — and for this, I thank them.


I dedicate this novel to all the Mebrat of the world — present and future.


I dedicate it to all the men who support these women in their quest and in their struggle.


To Fatoumata and Awa, two young Senegalese schoolgirls who wrote to tell me of their decision to join Mebrat in her fight.


To that young Djiboutian mother who wrote to say that, after reading my novel, she had decided not to sacrifice her second daughter to tradition.


I dedicate it to her little daughter.


I dedicate it to the young woman I met who had undergone FGM in France — yes, in France — thirty years ago.


I dedicate it to this woman, photographed over 40 years ago — upright, proud, strong, and so elegant. She inspired me the character of Mebrat.


And finally, more than ever, I dedicate it to my friend Nafissatu Fall, president of GAMS Normandie, whose commitment, courage, and determination never cease to impress me.


***


Mebrat is a real heroine. She’s one of those women who knows how to say no, who knows how to fight. A courageous and strong woman... as women know how to be. Mebrat dares. Like Rosa Parks, who refused to give up her seat, Malala, who was determined to go to school and almost died because of it, Simone Veil, who defended women so well, or Meaza Ashenafi, who worked tirelessly for the cause of her compatriots in Addis Ababa.


I wanted to write a positive novel that leaves room for hope, a tribute to all the women who have decided to take action. A militant novel, certainly ; but as a lawyer, never as a prosecutor.


Finally, I’d like to quote my friend Géraldine, who once said to me : “I’d get down on my knees to put an end to the excision of young girls.”


This book will be my contribution.









“When faced with excision, you have to say not me, not


my sisters, not my cousins.”


Aminata









It all started somewhere in


Ethiopia, in the 1980s









Eyes Mother


A bluish dawn was breaking gently over the lake. The friendly stars accompanied their accomplice, the moon, whose pale, yellow smile was reflected in the great liquid mirror. At this hour, everything exuded calm and serenity. Here and there, smoke rose from the thatched roofs : soon it would be light.


The protective moon had shone down on the young Sennait’s hut, surrounding her with its benevolence, and the night itself had grown cottony, as if to muffle the painful moans of the young woman torn apart by the birth. Finally, in the early hours of the morning, the child was born, filling the silence with its vigorous cries. While the exhausted young mother rested on her bed, trying to regain her strength, the hungry baby suckled her enthusiastically, its big black eyes open to life. As for her mother, she stroked her little head of hair, smiling wearily and even a little sadly.


Meanwhile, on the other side of the village, a woman was busy. It was market day, and there was a long way to go. There was no time to lose : it would soon be hot. She went out into the early dawn, accompanied by the crowing of the cockerel and the barking of dogs. On the way, she paid no attention to the beauty of the landscape before her, preferring to concentrate on her steps. The path was steep and dangerous, with frequent falls. To see her like this, you’d have thought she was an old woman, so hesitant was her gait. Her poor canvas trainers, without laces, were far too big for her feet, and didn’t protect her from the sharp or rolling stones. Wrapped up in a shama, she made her way along, a ghostly figure in the early morning light.


When she reached the top of the hill, she paused to catch her breath. A pain in her chest made her wince. More and more frequent, these pains worried her, and although she was still young, the Ethiopian felt it was time to “hand over the reins.” In fact, her own hands were beginning to tremble. Yes, the time had come to talk to Mebrat, her daughter-in-law. She allowed herself a few more moments of respite before beginning the descent.


The huge market stretched out below. With her eyes closed, Tsehaye let herself be carried for a moment by the rumble that was coming up to her. The place was buzzing with life : people were talking loudly, calling out to each other. Above all, this market was a place for people to meet and exchange ideas. The haggling of the customers was met by the protests of the sellers. The laughter of children chasing each other barefoot in the dust, drunk with freedom, was heard in the form of bells ; it was echoed by the beaded laughter of the women, happy to be together and chatting in the shade of the tall trees, weaving wicker. The little ones, hanging from their mother’s breast, slept, sometimes crying, bothered by the heat, the dust and the flies. To the cries of the men were added those of the animals they came to sell or buy. The outraged cries of the camels, the plaintive croaking of the goats and their young, the braying of the donkeys, the soft, throbbing mooing of the zebus... This deafening cacophony frightened the chickens, who clucked in panic at all the commotion. And yet, everyone here had their place, a well-defined place. Nothing was left to chance : it was a mess, but an organised one.


On the shores of the lake were the fishermen’s quarters and the dugout canoe sellers. Made from eucalyptus, the long, light boats were piled up on the ground. People came from far and wide to buy them ; fast, they were perfect for gliding across the water. This was also the place to buy fishing tackle or have damaged equipment repaired. Finally, the fishermen’s market was the meeting place for the kids who came there to sell their bounty, mainly tilapia and bearded bass, which abounded in the large lake.


A little further on, there were the butchers : zebu, goat or sheep meat, the bloody stalls in shades of red and soft pink excited flies and dogs. Chickens and guinea fowl, already plucked, waited there for all to see. Later in the evening, the cackling of the hyenas could be heard, who would not hesitate to chase away the enterprising vultures to feast on the remains of this long day.


In the shade of the tall trees, the women were selling their wares. A veritable palette that a distracted painter would have forgotten, this space seemed devoted to colour : carmine berbéré and sun-kissed mitmita, accompanied pepper and cardamom, as well as green and red chillies, brown cinnamon, black cumin, cloves and ginger. It was all there. In addition to the spices, there were red coffee beans, fragrant onions, cabbage, fresh garlic, shallots, green, blond and brown lentils, split peas, bananas and, of course, teff, which would be used to make injera. This was also the place to buy khat leaves, which would be chewed throughout the day. The heady scents mingled with the smells of fish and the bland, sickening smell of meat heated in the sun.


Further on, in a jumble, were baskets made of wicker, straw or zebu leather, headrests carved from wood, braziers for roasting coffee, earthen trays, wineskins, cooking pots, plastic jerry cans and other jerry cans, all very practical treasures for fetching water. It was also a paradise for coquettes looking for the dress or tunic, jewel or veil that would make them the most beautiful.


With her breath finally restored, Tsehaye set off again. She had an appointment with a little shepherd to collect the plants she would soon be using. Previously, she had done this herself. But that was no longer possible. She knew all their secrets, how to bring down fevers and soothe stomach aches. She knew how to get rid of worms, how to cure dysentery, how to get rid of lice and how to fight certain diseases. Sometimes, on rare occasions, people would ask her for advice. Tsehaye was the village cutter.


***


Squatting in front of a small brazier, young Mebrat was preparing coffee. That morning, as so often, the young woman was feeling sad and distraught. Last night, once again, she had been unable to respond to her husband Yared’s advances. And, as always, she was dying of grief and resentment. Free and passionate, everything about her exuded sensuality : her gingerbread skin, her hips that she loved to sway, her high breasts, though weighed down by her new motherhood. Her full mouth was made for kissing ; her hands for caresses, whether received or given. In the privacy of their home, she loved to look at her husband, his muscular body, slim yet solid, his arms that knew how to embrace her. She loved his virility and yet... she couldn’t welcome him without gritting her teeth, without tears welling up in her eyes. She felt an intense frustration. Mebrat sensed the bliss of abandonment, but never achieved it. Yes, she would have loved making love if millennia of tradition hadn’t forbidden her pleasure.


She had just turned seven. That morning, her mother had taken her to stay with a woman in the village. There were three of them. Three girls to whom nothing had been explained and who were initially very impressed, even a little flattered, by the solemnity and ceremony of the occasion. It was time for them to become women, they were simply told, and that sounded a bit like a promise. To do this, they had to go through the “ritual.” They had been washed, to be “purified,” because this part of themselves would soon be taken away from them. Then they had been placed on a plank, rough against their children’s backs. Mebrat remembered the anguish she felt at the time and how her mother begged her : “Don’t cry. A woman must not cry. Be worthy of your mother.” So, she was blindfolded and her hands were tied. She only had time to see a woman bend over her with a razor blade in her hand before the blindfold was put on. Then... She would still wake up at night, her heart pounding. Not to cry... Not to scream... To remain dignified. To deserve her mother’s pride. To be a tough, strong woman. Even today, so many years later, that pain was still with her. She had just turned seven and they had come for her...


Oppressed, Mebrat went out onto the porch of her hut. As always, the sight of the lake warming up under the first rays of the sun soothed her...


It was to the lake that she liked to confide her joys and sorrows. Her nightmares too. Mebrat appreciated this time of day, a truce in the wild and merciless nature. As she often did, the pretty young woman lost herself in contemplating the landscape. The great lake was now decked out in the colours of the rising sun. The islands, lascivious, so close and yet inaccessible, seemed to abandon themselves to the caress of the water. Some of them were off-limits to women, which only added to their fascination. Like a wonderful but inaccessible, forbidden garden.


The young woman sat up and took a deep breath. She was breathing in her African land. She would have recognised its fragrance anywhere. It was the scent of wind and earth, of life and death too. Mebrat loved living there. The city didn’t attract her, never had. She preferred her pretty mud house, her little garden with a banana tree, some vegetables and teff. She was happy to have married Yared. He was a good husband, gentle, respectful and attentive. As well as fetching water, albeit out of sight – water is a woman’s business – he also carried wood and built fires. He didn’t get drunk with the other men when he went to sell his pirogues at the market, nor did he return with his eyes reddened from chewing too much khat. Life with Yared went smoothly, between fishing, canoeing and picking coffee. Coffee... For as long as she could remember, the young woman had been picking coffee. First with her mother, and now with her little Genet who accompanied her, strapped to her back. “Coffee is Ethiopia’s treasure, and it’s what binds people together,” her mother was fond of telling her. She was firmly convinced of this. A flock of flamingos interrupted her reverie and, in an instant, the surface of the water turned pink with pleasure.
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