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You sleep, buried in a wheat field, not the rose nor the tulip watch over you in the shade of a ditch but one thousand red poppies.


—Fabrizio De André




PART 1


Seven


I was six years old the night I was born. I woke up, eyes wide open, a black kid uncannily alert to something coming. My twin brother was with me. He was always with me. I was always with him. We slept in the same bed. Perhaps he was born then too into the same pool of fear I was sitting in. I don’t know what it was exactly that forced us up. Perhaps it was our sister calling, or maybe it was that sixth sense, our survival instinct, which kicked us out of a deep sleep. Or maybe it was the heat, the smoke, the fire brigades and police sirens howling from outside as they approached our house. Whatever it was, we were staring up at a long dark cloud of smoke that covered the ceiling above our heads. It seeped in from the cracks around the door and ran along the ceiling to find its way out through the windows. A thick continuous flow of smoke that resembled a black dragon, skirting on my bedroom’s ceiling which I stayed staring at. It was something new, something that I never imagined I would see, something that shouldn’t be inside a house, and although I could not work out why was it there, why my bedroom was suddenly filling up with smoke, I was perfectly aware of what I was meant to do. With no words, no hesitation, my brother and I got off the bed, put our shoes on. We opened the door and lashes of fire slammed into our room. In the corridor, crackling flames were licking the walls. Everything was catching alight. Our house was on fire. The furniture, the carpet, everything was burning. Our eyes stinging from the smoke. Without looking back we ran off along the corridor, my twin brother and I and our sister, a tall, skinny, 14-year-old girl who shared the bedroom with us. She was the one who had taken care of my brothers and me since our parents left. She was Debra-Jo. Our Blessing. Our sorrow. Our loss. She made sure that both my brother and I were following her. I felt her hand grasping my arm and she drew us near her as we left the room. We ran into the rest of my siblings halfway down the corridor by their bedroom. There were only three of them, all in the same dream-like state of shock, still wearing pyjamas like us, their eyes full of apprehension and panic, yes, panic, because something was not quite right; one of us had not left the room yet, and leaning halfway in and out their bedroom, my older brothers were calling out his name. ‘Klaus! Klaus!’ No one dared to adventure inside the room for there was more fire inside that room than out in the corridor. The ceiling had caught fire. Flames were rapidly growing and spreading all over the carpeted floor. The window curtains were ablaze. So was my siblings’ bunk bed. And on one side of the room, engulfed by the smoke, I could see my brother Klaus, eight years old back then, high forehead, lying on his bed, and I didn’t know whether he was dead or sleeping. But then I saw him moving, but he would not get up still, no matter the fire and how loudly my brothers called him. Klaus, the second youngest, seemed nowhere near waking. At best, he whimpered, tossing and turning because of the heat as if he was just having a bad dream. Meanwhile, the fire had circled his bed. One of the corridor walls behind us had gone entirely lit and the smoke was growing thicker and thicker to the point I started feeling it entering inside me, and I started coughing, and now I was getting scared. Scared that something new and dreadful was pending on us. It was one of those moments where you see with clarity what the world looks like, the mechanics of it, you see what it is all about, all of a sudden you understand there is a thin line that separates life and death, and that line is always there. Always with you. Possibly your most intimate possession. You understand that people can die. They can die on the spot, they can burn alive, they can suffocate. It was impossible to foresee whether my brother Klaus asleep inside a burning room would awake at the sound of our frantic calls or stay asleep; it was beyond our power. Aside from calling his name out loud there was not much more we could do. We were not heroes, none of us had enough guts to rescue him from inside a burning room.


However, my brother Klaus did wake up. His eyes wide open. He sprang up over his bed as soon as he realised the threat he was facing, withdrawing from the fire. Painfully lost in his own world as usual, he gazed at us calling him from outside the room through the curtain of smoke as though we never met before, as though we weren’t even there. It was the gaze of an alien. Then, with a big leap, he jumped over the fire and reached us. We all ran to the end of the corridor through the mix of darkness and luminosity, then down the stairs in our pyjamas—Klaus, Lorenzo, Sigmund, Ocean, Debra-Jo, my twin brother and me. The smoke dissipated and the presence of the fire lessened as we left the top floor. Still, we kept running as fast as we could until we reached the ground floor. Only there, we met our servant and several firemen who had just stormed into the house to rescue us.


A crowd of people from our neighbourhood had gathered outside the house, that winter night of 1982. That was even stranger than the blaze itself—the sight of all these white people standing in our courtyard as if the whole thing, the fire, our life up to that point, had been nothing more than a drive-in screening of a set-up reality show. Like a Truman show or something, featuring a dysfunctional Congolese family whose saga had been followed by an audience that had been standing there all the time at our expense. People who had never put foot on our soil before, wearing coats on top of their pyjamas, some on their bikes, whole families, newcomers walking in through the gate, car lights slowing down and pulling off the road, it felt like the whole neighbourhood had suddenly gained the right to access our acreage. All of them bound in a surreal silence, charmed by the fire’s authority as it burned the house, unfazed, with a thick black column of smoke rising up to the dark night sky. In the middle of the scene was a fire engine. The team of firefighters, some on land, some on the engine’s ladder, at work to subdue the fire with water hoses. The blue light of a few police cars still glowing intermittently as the officers did their part in keeping the residents safe. One was assigned to stay with us, a towering guy in blue uniform who handed us some covers that we wrapped around ourselves as we rested on his car, watching the fire with him. Of all the things that were happening that night, the oddest was the speed with which my siblings and I switched from being victims of this misfortune to just some people in the crowd— common voyeurs, watching someone else’s house burning down as if it had never belonged to us, with as much interest as any of the other onlookers. There was now an inconceivable distance sitting between us and that place, our home, that door we had just come out from, the windows to where most of the firefighter’s effort was directed to. The world was now a quiet place. Of a quality I have never experienced before and I would never experience thereafter. Despite all the noise in the background, I could hear nothing, not a sound, neither voices nor birds, nothing at all. Sound had been eclipsed by solely visual experience. And I remember this clear feeling I had, as I stood watching at it all, I sensed that I was a simple witness to something extremely rare and of devastating beauty.


Our house was a three-floor villa set on a generous piece of land at the edge of a small town in Italy called Imola. It was a grand stone house, encompassed by a ring of vegetation, mainly pine trees and bushes. A gravelled driveway stretched some yards up to a large iron gate that overlooked the town’s main artery. In the middle of the front yard was a white, stone fountain. Behind the house, a large meadow. It nearly looked ideal, but now, now no more, after half of our house—the second floor and the attic—had gone burnt. The first floor, where our bedrooms were situated, had sustained minor damage, but still, we were forbidden by the authorities to reach them, nor to use the stairs, once we were allowed to move back into the house. They told us we could use only the ground floor. Blackening of walls and stairs and the burnt handrail that once led to our rooms were clearly visible as we looked up from the bottom of the staircase. On the ground floor everything was unusually still and quiet, yet appeared to be normal, under the familiar warm light of the pendant lamps. My siblings and I wandered hazily around our restricted area, around the hall, the living room and the kitchen. While firemen went on working around the house, double checking, testing for safety, the policemen and social workers dealt with us. They took us through an investigation that went on until morning and took place largely in the living room where all seven of us crammed together on the couch. I guess we went all for the sofa because we felt safer sticking together in the aftermath of the accident. It was an accident indeed, caused by Sigmund—one of my brothers.


At the origin of the accident was the fact that Sigmund, my second oldest sibling after Debra-Jo, had the habit of studying late into the night by candlelight since the only bed-table lamp in their room had long been broken, he told the authority—a policeman and a social worker, both conducting a separate investigation. The boy, my brother Sigmund, looking smaller than usual, went on with his deposition from one end of the sofa, clearing his throat now and then. He said he could not recall whether he fell asleep over his book while leaving the candle on, or if he blew on it, but too faintly. It was the policeman who came up with a plausible reconstruction of the incident. He believed the flame was still burning when Sigmund accidentally knocked the candle over with some jerky movement of his arms while sleeping. What followed was deducible, he said; the flame ignited the carpet and spread all over the house. ‘Ovvio,’ he said. I wondered how it was for Sigmund. A 13-year-old boy, responsible for an accident of this scale. Police, municipal police, carabinieri, firemen, social workers, the whole Italian forces worked jointly on the case just because a kid had failed to blow out a candle. Added to this pressure were all the possible scenarios playing over in his mind. What would Dad’s reaction be in all this? What would become of us now that we were told we could not live at the house anymore? In fact, the house had been condemned, we were forced to leave. But where? Would our parents be able to sort out all this mess overnight? Where were they? Sigmund had no answers on this. We had no more than he. But the authorities obviously wanted to know. ‘Where are your parents? How long have they been away? Do they often leave you home alone for that long?’


‘Not often but it has happened on a few occasions,’ our servant said, standing barefoot and pyjamaed on one margin of the conversation, arms hanging down along the body. ‘They usually leave the kids in my custody.’


‘Are they going to school?’


‘Yes, all of us,’ my sister said. ‘We walk to school all together, first thing we drop the twins, Klaus and Lorenzo to the primary. Sigmund, Ocean and I go to secondary school.’


‘Do your teachers know you’ve been living by yourselves all this time?’


‘They’re not at home alone, as I said, madam,’ clarified the servant. ‘They’re with me.’


‘Right. So, I guess you’re the one in charge?’


‘Theoretically, yes, but at the end of the day it’s me who is in charge of my brothers,’ my sister affirmed proudly.


‘I see.’


‘He helps out. That’s all. Like a servant does.’


‘I see. How old are you?’ she asked the servant.


‘Eighteen,’ he answered.


‘Ok. How long have you been working for them?’


‘It has been six years.’


‘Alright, and you were saying,’ she went back to my sister, ‘that your parents are businesspeople and they went on a business trip, am I right?’


‘Yes madam. My father travels all around the world for his job. Sometimes my mother goes with him, sometimes she stays home. She’s his wife, she has to go with him.’


‘Can you confirm?’ she asked the servant.


‘Yes, it’s true.’


‘Did they let you know when they would be back?’


‘No.’


‘Do you know where they are, where they went?’


‘To Africa,’ my other brother, Ocean, the third oldest, stepped in.


‘Whereabouts in Africa?’


‘The Congo.’


‘Democratic Congo?’


‘No. Congo-Brazzaville,’ my sister answered back, ‘or maybe they went to Benin.’


As they questioned us endlessly, we were all coming down the slope of the fire-induced adrenalin rush. Our bodies began to sink heavier into the couch and we made small rearrangements to get as comfortable as we could without having to give away our spot on the sofa. My mind was roaming somewhere far I could not recognise. I felt exhausted, I looked at my sister and thought how much I loved her. She stood for us no matter the circumstances. In those days, during my parents’ long absences, while everything around the house was falling apart, and even the servant was neglecting his job, it was my sister who made the effort to keep it all together. She got us up in the morning, prepared breakfast and made sure we were all sound and clean, that we had our homework done, that we went to school and came back home not too late. She cleaned our rooms. She washed our clothes. It was she who sat proudly in the middle of her six brothers in the evening watching TV on that same couch we were sitting on now.


By the time the social service workers and the police and firemen had left, I fell asleep on that same couch tangled up with my siblings. It was nearly morning. I guess we all had a deep sleep, aside from Sigmund. He was old enough to realise the degree of disruption he had caused to his family and how bad it could have been if one of us had been injured by the fire. However, sometimes I wish I could travel back in time with my new understanding of things as an adult and tell the young Sigmund that he should not feel guilty for the accident. Rather the opposite. He should feel proud for having been chosen by the hands of fate to perform a key role in the development of our family history. In fact, I do believe he played the part of the whistle-blower. It took a fire to alert the authorities that seven kids were being left by their parents and had been living unguarded for too long. Moreover, I believe Sigmund’s fire worked as a fracture sign between two worlds, the past and the future. Since we left Africa, and our parents were gone, what had been destroyed was the last bond with our roots. From there on, we were about to walk only in no-man’s-land.




LONDON, PRESENT DAY I


Days are growing longer; there is still light at four in the afternoon when I decide to go for a quick walk outside before my next patient arrives. I hang my white medical coat back on the hanger, put my winter coat on, go out. And I run into you in our alley. You have just left your house, two doors from mine down our little alleyway, pulling a trolley full of what appears to be props, I guess, for your new show. You also carry a backpack, and wear brown desert boots, black jeans, a long dark flannel coat and a floral scarf. There is some clownish pride in the way you walk that drives me insane, and I already find myself working myself up with thoughts like, I’m just going to do it, today I’m doing it, I’ll grab her and kiss her. But I know that I won’t do it. I can’t. You can’t. We can’t do such a thing. You have a partner and a daughter you want to protect. We can’t do it. Therefore, I’m forced to settle for that thin smile that forms on your face once you notice me. It grows wider and shyer, the smile, and you charge on with your proud walk as you get nearer. We walk together to the entrance of the alleyway.


‘What you’re up to?’ you ask me.


‘Taking a little walk. And you? Going to perform somewhere?’ I say, pointing at the trolly full of props trailing behind you.


‘Yes, I’m performing in Bristol tonight.’


I meet your gaze when I raise my eyes from your props, deep dark eyes on a white, pale face that hadn’t seen a ray of Portuguese sun in a long time. Eyes that possibly never stop dreaming of home. Wavy, long dark hair parted on one side, and those eyes still staring at me, full of hidden ideas, some of which amuse you somehow.


‘Why don’t you come with me?’ you then say.


‘Now?’ I say.


‘Yes, now. I have a double room booked anyway. And it’s inside a boat. We go to London Bridge by Uber and take a train from there. Have you ever slept inside a boat?’


Something about your presence, your look, whatever force emanates from your body, tells me that either the decision to come with or stay will be bad. The idea of sleeping inside a boat with you sends me into orbit already. But, yes, it’s mad, I say to you. What about your man? What tells you that we’ll behave if we get drunk and sleep together in the same bed? You know, two like us will never be able to hold back. You say maybe we can hold it. Then you say maybe we can’t, we are not mature enough. Then I say I don’t even know you, I have been your neighbour for so little time, and that it’s crazy, and that I have work commitments, and the kids, but they are all excuses because my kids are with their mother until the end of the week, and I have no work today and I could clear my schedule tomorrow, or come back in time for work and come to Bristol with you.


As we wait outside the entrance of our alley, your cab arrives. I help you load your bag and trolly inside the car boot, and the picture of a night out with you outside London with all possible scenarios playing in my mind seems so close and ridiculously good. Too good. In fact, we both grit our teeth in doubt about the idea when you are about to climb inside the car, and you say, ‘Let’s just leave it. I like you too much to go on a trip with you.’


‘Yes,’ I agree, ‘let’s just leave it.’


‘The pauses you do while speaking,’ you say with a smile. ‘I like them.’


‘Ok,’ I say hesitantly.


‘Alright then. I see you soon, Red. Maybe we could do something with the kids this Sunday.’


‘Deal. Good luck with your show, Telma.’


‘Thank you.’


You enter the car, wave goodbye the last time, and I watch the car drive you off until it disappears at the first turn.


I resume my walk, forcing you out of my mind. I walk down Lower Clapton Road in the direction of Hackney Central. I walk past Clapton Square, the local Sainsbury’s, St John Church’s large front yard, and head down to Narrow Way. The streets are busy, prevalently of the affluent gentrified demographic which has been growing steadily in the last years. New signs of their instalment in Hackney catch the eye each day—the new white wealthy couple looking at property listings at the window display of the new up-market estate agent. The new family of young professionals with two blond toddlers moving in the redeveloped warehouse across the street that was once a squat. Another convenience store closing down because the rent has become unaffordable. Another bearded white kid on a bike pulling up the shutters of his new café. I walk. I walk down Narrow Way. Even here things have changed, although this part of the borough seems to resist somehow to the wave of renovation that is pushing the old population out of the area, as if it was the last bastion left of the old Hackney. Or more like a reserve of the indigenous of Hackney. Turkish, Asians, Black Caribbeans, Nigerians, White Working Class, all contained in between McDonald’s and the Wetherspoon. A growing number of the destitute have settled outside the betting shops and around the little wall by the end of the Pembury council estate. A limping girl tramps up and down the street dreaming of her next round of crack. Among the growing numbers of beggars, rough sleepers and drug addicts there are a few guys who seem to have given up any hope, and succumb to their final stages of sanity, so deeply lost that they no longer care whether they are sitting in a puddle or walking with their dicks hanging out. They can’t see themselves from the outside. I doubt what they see matches in any way with the world most people live in. They look around with the resigned expression of someone who sees more than most of us. Maybe they see the irony of it all, our ridiculous struggle to keep up, make it through, achieve, show off, take care, fight against, persevere, preserve, reject and believe, demand and feel passion. They have already found out that at the end of the day it all comes down to ten quid per day to make sure they go to bed with something in their bellies. Or a little thrill in their bloodstream. I like their expressions. The one that sits down on the floor all day and repeats the same mantra, ‘Good morning, love,’ in the same tone of voice, maybe with a dog at their side, a cover over the legs, a cup, a card describing their issue. Their poses, their expressions, to me, don’t look that much different from the poses and facial expressions of Buddhist monks sitting on some cliff somewhere in Tibet. My son told me one day when we were walking that he noticed that most of the beggars sitting quietly were white, while the ones going about somehow struggling were black. Are the majority of the ones ranting down the street, the ones who wake you up in the middle of the night shouting down the road, ‘Fuck you man fuck you man,’ black? Maybe in this area, I guess. Depends on where you live, son, I wanted to say to him. The point is not that the number of underprivileged black people have suddenly risen in this area. Unhappy black people have always been around. The only real big change is that they are more visible now, they have taken to the street since all local pubs and bars and community hubs where black people used to congregate have been shut down by the police in the last years or sold to developers. The same troubled black men you see all the time outside the betting shops, or haplessly hanging around the middle of the street, were mostly inside an Afro Caribbean pub once, and therefore, you could not see them. But they have always been here. Most, for their entire lives. The shit is that there is a very clear message in this rapidly changing area and that is, you are no longer welcome unless you understand the meaning of a four-pound latte.


I remember the wonder of setting foot in Hackney the first time I moved here from Italy. Hackney’s diversity made me feel at home from the very beginning, more than anywhere else I’ve been. Even more than in Italy. Here, in Hackney, I was simply one foreigner among many others. As penniless as the bunch of white lads having a pint with me at our local pub. As coloured as my fellow neighbours from the nearby council estate. I loved the fact that nobody ever noticed me when I entered some of the crap cafés which were in the area. I was just anybody. A random guy coming in and out a shop. A random guy walking in the street, where I could breathe a strong sense of community among people, and see representatives of different ethnic groups talking to each other, they helped each other out in time of need, their kids played together. Then the gentrification kicked in. With the new upper-class demographic moving in, that sense of cohesion that characterized Hackney died off, simply because the rich have nothing to say to the poor, they have not shared cultural references, they entertain themselves in separate circuits, feed and buy in separate shops, have a separate existence, a deep social economical divide between the old Hackney and the new Hackney have ensued and is growing by the day. Hackney’s renovation meant for me that I turned out not to be that anonymous anymore. That feeling I tried to escape from when I was in Italy of being noticed, of being looked at with suspicion before any crime, of being met with surprise as if I was always in the wrong place wherever I went, whatever shop I entered, this had all come back once again, now through the eyes of a new entitled population taking over Hackney. I know it partially has to do with race, and partially depends on how much money you have. It can’t be said that the hipster who looked at me with suspicion when I entered his café was racist. I have no proof he held any prejudice towards me just because he looked at me. But I know that something crossed his mind as soon as he saw me. I knew he felt less safe with me in his café. It’s rather a quick visual phenomenon. Visual discrimination, I would call it, evaluated by people who quickly associate your hoodie, and the colour of your skin and the recent episode of stabbing that occurred around the corner they heard about on the news, no matter if they have friends who look like you, or play in bands with people like you, or share the same passions and ideals as you. It seems that in times where everything is processed visually with images and photos on the internet and apps, dating shit, Facebook and Instagram, we have trained our eyes to perform visual association at a rate never met before, a rate that even runs past the time you need to perceive you have just been subjected to a degree of structural racism as soon as you have stepped into one of these silent, only-white, young professional cafés. And this exercise of speed-looking might have changed the speed of our judgment too, making it seem more and more accurate. We are now able to make our mind up with a single glimpse and get it 100 percent right all the time, with increasingly less room for doubts and second thoughts. Not a chance. In or out. Cool or not cool. This guy is just another crackhead coming to spoil my breakfast. Eyes rise from lattes and Macs and hands draw their iPhones on the table a bit closer, feet pull the backpack on the floor in between legs. People swipe you away with a finger. Left or right. In the fraction of a second they have decided whether to buy you or not. Nothing suggests to them that you are man like them at the first sight. There is not a great deal of intuitive emotion working in there, or maybe I’m wrong, perhaps it’s just a visual type of intuitive emotion. They know me. They know who I am. In their own way. Whereas myself, standing before their eyes, I’m growing less convinced that I know myself. Less and less with every passing year. You don’t know me either, dear Telma, and something tells me you never will the way I would like. But I want you to know me. I want you to know my story. I wasn’t always this 40-year-old bearded black man walking the streets of Hackney in his hoody. I wasn’t always this lone individual. I was somebody. I too had a past, in another place and time, with parents and siblings. I was once a child.


Walking Over Dirty Clothes


How would I describe my family? We were immigrants. Economic immigrants I suppose. We had moved from Africa—Congo and Benin—to Italy in 1980, two years prior to the fire, following my dad’s ambition to establish his African enterprise in the peninsula. Sometimes it’s hard to believe how brief our time together as a family was, and yet, our family life in Imola, before the defining flames, seemed like any other normal, I’d even say, typical family, if it wasn’t for a few things. How do you say it in English? A few variations? Few factors? We were many. We were black—as I already mentioned, probably for many Italians the first negroes they would encounter in our small town. And we were wealthy. Quite wealthy, indeed. To the extent that local people encountered us with incredulity most of the time and, of course, they had questions about us. Directly, indirectly, with a look, people questioned about the newcomers. Such as who was that man—my father—who they had seen recently being interviewed on the regional news as he introduced his new plan of opening a new local TV channel to the public? Who were those well-dressed black kids who caused the parents, children and teachers to stare as they were being dropped at school by a white chauffer driving a Mercedes-Benz, or a Jaguar, a Land Rover, a BMW, depending on which was available? Neighbours knew we had a bunch of people working for us, including a chef, a servant, a personal tutor, Dad’s personal assistants. Our classmates who came for playdates would inevitably get the word out about our showy glass lamps, our high-ceilinged rooms, the spiral marble staircase, the vivid African paintings in the living room. That living room. My memory’s happy place. That’s where I still virtually go to when I feel in need to look back at the close-up big pictures of my parents hanging on the wall. My mother is in her twenties and beautiful, long braided hair, smiling, an ivory necklace. He’s shirtless, in his thirties, with a moustache and sideburns and a cowboy hat, his gaze pointing in the direction of my mother’s photo, while she looks out at him. There was a clear sense of an African ’70s aesthetic we had just left behind from those photos—the globe-bar that opened up in two halves, displaying bottles of spirits, the stereo incorporated in the sofa of brown-orange-yellow patterns. Masks and statues carved from ivory and wood, djembes and tapes. A brown radio with knobs, the TV with a long array of buttons and, of course, us. All seven of us. Always together. My siblings and me. We banged at the djembes, chased each other all over the house. We pretended to be seven Bruce Lees, slashing things in half with a hand stroke. We held off the menacing karate guards as we posed for Uncle’s photo shoot—the twins in front, the bigger ones behind, with Debra-Jo, the tallest and the oldest, in the middle, her too holding her killer Bruce Lee stance.


Despite the fun we had, and all the trappings, a melancholy mood vented across the many empty rooms of the house, which were occupied only in part, and only partly furnished, with just the bare essentials. Unopened boxes were scattered across the place. Interiors with potential had gradually turned into oppressive storage rooms, filled with pieces of merchandise that our parents would trade around Europe and Africa. On top of the African bazaar-like ambience, was a wild assortment of people who passed through our place all year round, loud family and friends, visitors from Africa wearing large, colourful boubou; my old man’s new Italian friends; his committee of African, European and Asian business colleagues, traders coming to negotiate with him, in suits, holding briefcases, in their mirrored Ray-Ban’s and golden watches as was the fashion of the day, slick and forward-looking. He received them in the conference room on the ground floor, where they often sat around a long table, each one provided with a microphone, and they discussed for hours, exactly what, I never knew, but they acted as if they were about to take over the world, or like they were some congress like the United Nations, when, at the end of the day, it was all merely about getting choked up with money. Besides, they could hear each other well enough without microphones, but that was the thing, that was him, that was my father’s singular way of operating: for prestige and pure enjoyment. My father came across as an unusual man. He was an eccentric, gifted businessman. Just to give you an idea of the sway he held over people, take a group, a group of potential buyers or partnerships gathered around my father who’s there telling them a story, no one would leave without a contract being signed. People didn’t trade with him out of convenience only, they wanted to do business with him because they’d fallen in love with him. I remember hearing one day when I was hanging around the house, amplified laughter of several people bursting out of the conference room. Then my father came out of the room and stopped me. ‘Hey you! Where’s Mbila? Tell him to go and buy me and my pals some ice cream before we die down here, would you?! Go on. Quick, quick!’


Mbila, our servant, had been working for us for as long as I remember. My mother made him come over from the Congo to Italy soon after we moved into the villa. His full name was Masambila. Medium build, in his late teens, a quiet type who seemed to always wear the same shabby trousers and cotton shirt and to walk around the house nearly unnoticed. One of his tasks in the villa was to look after my twin and me when we hadn’t started nursery yet and everybody else was busy at school or work. My brother and I grew fond of him despite the fact that he hardly displayed any sign of affection. We would eventually reach a point during the day where we moved whatever we were playing with into the room where he was at work, and played near him. If we were lucky we could get him singing us a song, a Congolese nursery rhyme he murmured with his quiet and unemotional voice.


Based on the account he gave the police, he was at home the day my parents left and told him they were going abroad for a work trip but were not specific about where and how long they would stay out of the country. Even when my siblings asked him, ‘Where are they?’ he just shrugged his shoulders, ‘I don’t know.’ The fact that nobody could say with certainty where our parents were, or contact them in the face of the major incident we had just suffered, led me to believe one thing: that they left us on purpose. They have abandoned us. The world had plenty of cases of children being abandoned by their parents, so why could this not happen to us? At some point, I could even swear that I witnessed their escape. I saw them leaving from my bedroom window. One night, when I woke up to go to the toilet, I heard unusual noises coming from outside in the courtyard, and I went peering to the window and saw my mother and my father furtively loading their luggage inside the car, helped by Mbila. They clambered inside and drove off along the driveway and out the gate. This image got engraved in my mind, but at the same time, it was not as clear as it might have been. I’d say it was a vague image to which I would not pay much attention to throughout my days for I could not have cared less whether they abandoned us, left for a work trip abroad, or whether someone knew or not where they were because nothing really changed for me. It made no difference when I came back from school and found out they were missing. I had grown used to their absence for one reason or another. It was only as weeks turned into months and my parents were still away that I began to notice that there was something different about this last trip. I was too young to grasp what it was exactly, but it was as if the spirit of the house had begun to die. There was no more governing force, no anchor, everything was unravelling, the walls had begun to melt. We had no more visitors; the now unpaid Italian tutor, the driver and everybody else we used to see around the house stopped coming. Things began falling apart. The mood of the family went downhill and motivation to do even the smallest chores had seeped out of us. No one, not even Mbila, bothered any more with the house maintenance. Broken windows were left broken. If your bed had collapsed, you just learned how to sleep in an awkward position. For any broken light bulb there was a candle. Food dwindled, the budget too. Even more disconcerting was the sudden access to anywhere in the house, even rooms you were not allowed to go in, such as my parents’ bedroom and the conference room. All the mystery and charm had gone. I would look at Dad and Mum’s stuff getting covered with dust, left exactly as it was the day the two departed from Italy. I would finger patterns through the dust over the conference table, worked out how to turn on the microphones and the speakers and had a go. I would hang out on the stairs, walk up the stairs to the attic and then I would be plunged downstairs again by boredom, even if I was in the company of six other people. Something new and strange was occurring. There, I can say, I made my first acquaintance with solitude, which at the time I could not possibly name or explain, but there it was indeed, settling deep inside my system as I walked around the sinking house. It felt as if I had been fooled, even if I couldn’t figure out how or by whom and why I should have felt this. I had lived across different countries and cities in Congo, Benin, Cote d’Ivoire and now Italy, but it was only there, in the villa, that I started to detach from the ground. That familiar African dust that had risen up in the air so many times after my pals and I had run around neighbourhoods, had settled down for good. I walked over dirty clothes and messes left wherever, and ate mainly eggs, those eggs we were getting free, fried eggs, boiled eggs, every day for breakfast, lunch and dinner they were giving me nausea. Then, there was no way we could use the cars with no money to buy the petrol. Mbila could not drive to buy a thing, neither to take us to school, so we had to walk now. Like everybody else. We were normal, average people, suddenly. Gold had stopped falling. Whether it was raining or not, in the early light of the quiet morning, we set out on the road to school earlier than usual, cutting through the grass field at the back of the house that had been left to grow wild. When we arrived at school, we cleaned off our muddy shoes before entering the classrooms. The same bunch of black kids that not so long ago, people had seen arriving in a Jaguar. The same kids. Now closer to the typical imaginary of immigrants in need. It was soon after this that that fire set the house ablaze.


Pino


A large man called Pino came to check on us as soon he was given news of the fire. He was one of my dad’s best Italian friends and a business associate, the same person who found the house for us in Italy. This white-haired fellow with a face as crimson as a red pepper, and piercing dark eyes, who was often chuckling about something or the other, now wandered around the ruins of our house in disbelief. I cannot recall the number of times he cried, ‘My god!’ as he ran his hands through his white, lank hair hardly stopping to ask us if we were ok, clearly in apprehension for us, and of course for our parents, once they were to be informed about the incident. He tried to console us, pledged he would find them immediately, hunt them, call them and do whatever was in his power to sort out this issue as soon as possible. I believed him. Pino was the closest person to a relative that we had in Italy at that time. Since he met my father back in Africa in 1977, our lives had run intertwined, and we had all grown affectionate of him. He was the man who walked all the steps we needed to take to settle in Italy. He paved the road for my father’s businesses in Italy by finding him the right connections, deals, merchandise, even the TV channel opportunities; in fact, all the people working for us were recruited by him. I remembered him as my father’s white shadow, this big white man in his clear grey-bluish, common-looking suit and a brown leather jacket, always coming in and out of our house with Dad. Both talking vehemently about some urgent matter or laughing about something. When he was not busy driving my father around doing business, he would come to us with some jokes or magic tricks, like the pulling-off finger, the nose disappearing and reappearing in between his knuckles, the egg pretending to break and pour on top of the head, until Dad would show up, putting on his coat and saying, ‘Let’s go, let’s go!’ He’d harry him to come out with him and Pino would grab his coat and follow Dad outside. He was the man who first exposed us to elements of the Italian culture. The first songs of Vasco Rossi, Adriano Celentano and Gianni Morandi we listened to and learned to sing came from his cassettes. His comments at the TV shows we watched together had become our comments. I remember the days out on the seaside at Riccione on the Adriatic coast or when he took us to have barbecues at his house in the countryside with his wife and teenage daughter. He was a generous, friendly, happy chap, the gregarious Uncle Pino, yes, he was like a family member.


That evening, the night after the fire, the good man took us out for a pizza in a nearby restaurant. By the way people looked at us as we arrived and sat at a table and had our meal, it seemed obvious they knew all about the incident. Imola was a small town after all. Murmurs spread as fast as the ashes. We ate our pizza with barely any conversation. Then, when we finished, the restaurant owner, a small guy with a moustache, came over and shyly said he wanted to offer us all a dessert, I guess, out of empathy or even solidarity for our new misfortune. We had our profiteroles and tiramisus. Then left the table and stood waiting behind Pino while he paid for our meal at the cashier and then walked out with everyone inside the restaurant looking at us. We climbed inside his car. Then drove back home. He came inside with us and stood at the entrance in the penumbra, looking around himself, still in disbelief at how the house’s appearance and our life had dramatically changed. He then called Mbila, gave him money to keep us going for a few days more. He vowed again that our situation would be dealt with and not to worry, then he left, hands in his coat pockets, something always dangling inside—keys, coins. Meanwhile for us, a sense of melancholy took possession of us as we walked into the ruined house at night after our nice restaurant meal, complete with dessert, people, good lighting, in a healthy environment. We felt the general mood plunging right away. We turned on the electric heaters and dragged some extra mattresses, given to us by some compassionate neighbours, into the living room and tried to kill time by watching TV even though we knew it wouldn’t work since we had already tried the night before. The electricity was still working, but the fire had damaged the antenna wiring. So, there we were, sitting on the mattresses on the floor, watching Lorenzo, the middle brother, pushing the TV channel buttons up and down, hoping that something would appear beyond the white noise, but nothing happened. We played a few games. We talked. We imagined how our younger siblings were doing in the Congo, for, yes, we were not seven in total, but ten. Ten siblings. Soon to become eleven. Seven living in Italy, the three youngest in the Congo.


Pino returned a few days later to take us to a temporary accommodation assigned to us by the social services. His mood was cheery and loud, resonating with the cold, clear, winter light of that morning as he gave us some chocolate bars, and helped us to pack up our few belongings to leave. He had managed to reach our parents at last, he said, and told them about the incident and the state in which we were living, but, unfortunately, our parents, regardless of how worried they were for us, could do very little. They were having problems themselves somewhere down in Africa and were unable to return at the moment. Pino remained vague over the nature of the problems our parents were facing, and seemed to be omitting something when he said, ‘What matters is that you guys are fine. As long as nobody gets hurt everything else will be sorted. We’ll get over it. You just need to hold on a bit more, can you do that?’


‘Where are they?’ asked Ocean.


‘They are in the Congo.’


‘In Brazzaville?’


‘No, in Point-Noir.’


We fell in silence for a little while, relieved somehow for being able to locate them, at least geographically. We had a house down in Point-Noir where we had spent some time when we still lived in the Congo. Being able to visualise them in that place gave us the impression we were slightly more in control, and that not all was lost in the end. This conversation occurred outside the villa’s courtyard on a cold winter day. The seven of us and Pino, wearing coats and woollen hats, were gathered by Pino’s car—a Fiat Uno—waiting for Mbila to come out of the house. Klaus was running his finger along the contours of the car’s rear window, giving us his back. Standing among us with crossed arms, leaning against the car, Sigmund was still unusually quiet; he had not yet recovered from the incident. Mbila finally came out of the decrepit house carrying a backpack on his shoulders. He locked the front door with his keys and, as I looked at him walking towards us, the courtyard’s gravel crackling under his shoes, Lorenzo asked Pino, ‘Can we talk to them?’


‘To Mum and Dad?’ asked Pino.


‘Yes.’


‘We won’t have time today, I’m afraid; we have a long journey ahead of us.’


‘Tomorrow?’ asked the kid again.


‘I promise, I’ll arrange a phone call with them as early as the end of this week.’


‘Did they tell you when they are coming back here?’ returned Ocean with his typical dry voice and serious stance.


‘Look, to be honest with you guys, I don’t really know what happened, I don’t know why, but they seem stuck there in Congo. Just give them some time. The only thing we need to worry about now is getting you away from this dump. Do we all agree that this place is crap now?’


I knew Pino meant to be light-hearted with that remark, but I could see that something sinister crossed his eyes as he pointed his big hand over the house. There was something eerie to it now as we all stared at the house for the last time. The black stains rimming the broken windows. The black and collapsing roof. Half of the wall surfaces burned and darkened. Only deep silence steamed from within. Silence from the vegetation around, from the fountain we had circled around many times with our bikes. From the gate we’d seen Dad’s car driving in. That melancholic silence, typical of objects, which, you sense, will stay there, in that environment, enduring time, and being restored one day, or put down, while we humans move on.


We got into Pino’s Uno with few belongings left from the fire. Just a few suitcases with clothes and bits and bobs recovered from around the house. Seven kids plus the servant and Pino, all packed in a car that had seats for only five passengers. I sat on Debra-Jo’s lap in the front while my twin brother and the others and Mbila were crammed in the back seat. Chances that police would stop people for overcrowding in cars at that time in Italy were very low. We travelled all day, only stopping whenever my twin and I suffered carsickness. The landscape hardly changed after hours on the motorways. Car after car. Always straight ahead. Some people from other cars pointed at us. You could read their lips saying things like, ‘Look at how many niggers are in that car.’ There was not much talking, even Pino kept silent, only the radio was on, with some random songs from Celine Dion or Whitney Houston, or the commentary of a football match or the news. Whenever we felt numb and achy from holding the same position, we stopped at one side of the road and shook ourselves. We stopped also a few times to eat and to refresh at the service stations. Then we carried on travelling until it was dark. We slept in a car park more or less sitting in the same position we held during the journey. I don’t know how my sister managed to sleep with me sitting on her lap. I guess we were all very tired. Nonetheless, we woke up very early in the morning, stretched in the parking lot, had breakfast in the station, washed our faces and then headed back on the road again.


We arrived at our destination early in the morning in a small town in the north of Italy, at the border with Austria. The most immediate solution the social services had to offer was not a house, but a small clinic, a two-storey GP’s practice that apparently had been in disuse for a while. A middle-aged stocky woman, who seemed to be waiting for us, made her way out of the main door as we parked the car. She handed a pair of the building’s keys to Pino and showed us around the house—just the areas we were allowed to live in temporarily, which accounted just for a small portion of the building, whereas all the remaining areas were kept locked. The clinic waiting room, with a TV and the reception desk, she explained, was to be our living room, the empty cafeteria, our dining room. We had a clinic kitchen with all facilities perfectly working and two bedrooms at our disposal with solid metal hospital beds, and other hospital equipment such as IV holders and wheelchairs parked around the place. And an intense smell of bleach. Then she took Pino aside to talk to him privately on the corridor by the exit door while we sat in the waiting room, our coats still on, blowing condensed air into our fists, trying to visually acclimatise with our new home. Once the woman had gone, Pino returned and sat next to us on one of the waiting room chairs. All of us faced in silence a white wall and a shutoff TV mounted in a corner as if we were waiting for a film to start playing, or for a doctor to enter the room and ask who was next. Then it felt like Pino was about to say something, presumably a joke, but thought against saying it. He gave Mbila some money and the building’s keys instead, got up, said he would put all his effort to find us a more suitable accommodation, possibly a proper house, and be back soon to bring us there. He kissed each of us goodbye, and was then off, back in his car to undertake another day journey back to his home.


René


My father was born in Benin in 1942. He was 24 years old in 1966. He worked as the Principal of a primary school in Enugu State, in south-east Nigeria. It is strange to imagine him in that guise; I would not have said he was the kind of man who would devote his time to providing kids with knowledge and taking care of them. I can hardly imagine him taking care of anyone. But based on the information I received from various sources, that was his job at that time. Managing a school. My father was a very imaginative person, his mind stirring with ideas. He’d wake up in the middle of the night if something urgent arose in his mind, and he’d sit down at a desk and write it down. It is possible that his writing included issues beyond school-related matters, what that was exactly, nobody can say with certainty, but the spectrum of his writing might have been extensive, ranging from work-related ideas, dreams, visions and even some creative work. Poems perhaps? What type of visions though? Spiritual? Humanitarian? Prophetic? Or purely hedonistic and selfish? What was it that pervaded the mind of a principal such as my father back then in a primary school in Nigeria? How to reduce the school’s 50 percent dropout rate? How to purge the school from unnecessary revolutionary rhetoric? Plans to sever the relationship with the Catholic missionaries once and for all? These facts remain mysterious to me. And for instance, did he qualify for the job? And why was he in Nigeria? Did he move there just because it bordered Benin? The list of questions can only increase.


In Nigeria, 1966 was a year of dramatic decline. Long-standing ethnic tensions between Nigeria’s main ethnic groups were at the origin of the Biafran War. The Muslim Hausa-Fulani joined forces with the Yoruba to persecute the Igbo population in the aftermath of a political assassination that saw the death of the leaders of the country’s dominant party. The raid was imputed to the Igbo because mostly Hausa-Fulani and Yoruba politicians were killed. These events unfolded within a context where Igbo living in the north were historically resented by their poorer neighbours and scapegoated as invaders for originally being immigrants from the eastern region, and for having hands on better jobs and occupied most of the national executive posts. Hell was unleashed following the political killings. The streets were filled with protest and throughout the north and the west regions, attacks against Igbo residents exploded into wide-scale genocide. The anti-Igbo pogroms drove an exodus of Igbos into the east, their traditional homeland. Millions of refugees escaping from massacres were received in makeshift public service structures set up for the crisis. One of those places was the school my father ran. He had reacted swiftly to the crisis by interrupting the school lessons, turning the school into one of the many refugee settlements springing up all over Enugu. Yet the humanitarian crisis which had hit East Nigeria had just begun. East Nigeria’s leader led a secessionist movement for an independent Republic of Biafra where Igbos could have their own homeland. The federal government opposed it and went to war against the newly formed republic of Biafra, with the support of both the United Kingdom and Soviet Union, all in the grip of fear of losing access to Nigeria’s major oil fields located in the Eastern region. Meanwhile, the government of the Republic of Biafra formed a civil service and an army for his newly formed country. It nationalized private businesses to draw funding, expelled foreigners from the country, seizing their assets. My father happened to be one of these expats. However, the government of the new Republic offered my father the chance to remain in the country as a concession for giving services to the community in managing the school and assisting the Igbo refugees and war casualties. My father declined the offer, feeling that he was no different from those who were being deported daily. ‘If West Africans were all supposed to leave,’ he said, ‘then naturally I would leave too.’ He was thus put on a train with many other non-nationals to be transported across a vast country wrecked by a civil war which would leave over a million dead.


After his departure from Nigeria, my father settled in his parental house in Cotonou, the economic capital of Benin. I know nothing of the father of my father. I don’t even know his name and it occurs to me that this is actually the first time in my life that I consider the possibility that my father had a father himself. As for my grandmother, her name pops up frequently. I have little memory of her as she died when I was still a toddler. She was called Debra. My sister was named after her—Debra-Jo. My grandma was one of the few educated Beninese people during the French administration where she served as a secretary in a government office. I don’t know what took her from there to become one of the influential figures in Cotonou, maybe it was her connection with the French occupiers and inherited wealth from her family. She was the local philanthropist who would distribute money and food to a long line of beggars that gathered at her front door every Sunday. She was still there when my father returned to Benin in the aftermath of the Biafran War. However, my father didn’t stay there for long; he was impatient and on the move. Only a couple of weeks passed after returning to Benin before one day, he woke up with a clear vision of what he wanted to do. He wanted to become a plumber. The idea had come from sayings he overheard about Gabonese people who apparently disliked working as plumbers, making it a good market for plumbers in Gabon. That was how in 1968, young René left his home again and set off for a new adventure in Gabon. As he set foot in Libreville, my old man asked people where he might find the best plumber in town. He was directed to Didier, a Congolese man who, like my dad, was driven to Gabon by the dream of a lucrative profession. Didier hired my father as his assistant. A corner of his office, a mattress on the floor and two meals a day accounted for his salary.


René helped Didier by handing him tools and tossing away parts of rusty pipes and observed how it worked. Soon he was able to complete a full job by himself and had begun to receive a salary. He left Didier’s corner as soon as he was able to pay rent. Then he opened his own plumbing enterprise and within a few months, the former Principal, now turned plumber, had so much work that he had to hire an assistant himself.


Yet again, something obstructed René’s professional growth. This time it was not a war or a humanitarian crisis. It was just plain boredom: he had had enough of being a plumber. The fun part was over once he had mastered the profession and acquired essential business management skills. He quit the job. He handed the whole business over to his assistant for free, took with him a share of the earnings and set off for a new quest in a new country. His country of choice this time was the People’s Republic of the Congo, also known as Congo-Brazzaville. The Congo where I was born. Congo-Brazzaville neighbours Gabon and Didier, his plumbing colleague, talked about the place a great deal. Yet my father was not significantly impressed by Brazzaville during his first days. He strolled around the capital, observing things, people, customs, recording the cultural differences between there, Benin and the other countries he had seen, partially because it was in his nature to examine and observe, partially because he was looking for ways to make a living. All said, my father noticed some differences between the Congolese traditional clothing and the Beninese. The Congolese fabric was duller, flat and boring, not as flashy and graphic as the ones he used to see back home. Congolese traditional clothing fell short of that outspoken narrative underpinning West Africa’s fabric. There were none of those colourful and picturesque printing patterns picturing fruit, newspaper headings, musical notes or presidents’ heads he used to see back home. They were not as communicative as the West African fabric. My father had learnt from his mother that West Africa’s modern and ancestral stories were encoded into the powerful visual symbolism of their garments. Those patterns concealed the story of the fine and intellectual Islamic tradition that groups of nomads had brought from Mali down to Allada across the Sahara desert and the Songhai empire. Sometimes they were proverbs, local folklore or simply records of day-to-day domestic life or of the history of Benin when it was still called Dahomey. One could read in them the lucrative trade that the Kingdom of Dahomey established with the earliest Portuguese traders. The legendary city of Agoingioto-Zongoudo built ten metres underground by the King Dakodonu. The Kingdom of Dahomey’ southward expansion during the Agadja’s rule. The irreverence and hedonistic lifestyle of the Regent of Dahomey—Hangbe. The first victory of the Mino warriors against the Oueme people. But above all, the themes, the quality, the visual impact of the Beninese fabric made for a stunning product which my father believed the Congolese people would not resist. So my father took the train back to Benin, filled up a bag with Beninese fabric and brought it to Brazzaville. The plan was to trade West African traditional fabric in Poto-Poto—Brazzaville’s main market—to a Congolese clientele, but he would soon find that it was not as easy as he imagined. He was refused a place in the market. In fact, he was sent away because he didn’t have a trader’s licence. He knew no one and he was a foreigner. Even worse, the garments he showed to the sellers and the market managers garnered little interest. This Beninese fabric, they said, was too rigid at the touch, and waxy, and too colourful, too exuberant. Besides, the waiting list for a market stall was long and there were plenty of local people who had been waiting for years, so why on earth should they give a place to a newcomer? To a Beninese, no less?


But my father, the Principal, refused to give up. He improvised his own market spot at the far edge of Poto-Poto market by laying a few of his West African cloths over the floor on top of a mat. He kept it up for a few days. However, aside from few glances and enquiries and a couple of sales, my father’s products had little impact. He knew that the problem was not the nature of his product but the way it was presented. His post was in fact marginal and too small, forcing him to keep the clothes on display folded and piled up. He concluded he had to change strategy if he wanted to succeed in his new business and finding the right location—a larger spot right in the centre of the market—was absolutely crucial in this respect. So he inspected the centre of the market figuring out how to get his place there with the same care of a robber planning his next job, watching over the bank for the best way to get in, until something caught his attention: the heavy smoking sandal seller’s stall in the market’s centre, the ideal location. He observed that the man often left his stall unguarded for a destination that was not yet clear to my father. So he followed him and found out the man simply left his stall to go hunting for cigarette butts left on the street. He picked them up, smoked them on the spot and returned to his stall. So the Principal went to buy a packet of cigarettes himself, lit one as he passed by the sandal seller’s stall, taking a couple of drags before throwing the entire cigarette on the floor and carried on walking, noticing out of the corners of his eyes how the sandal seller dashed to get the cigarette from the street. The Principal repeated the same operation several times, obtaining the same result—the man walked behind him, picked up the leftovers and smoked them until he reached a point where he could not hold himself back anymore and addressed my father directly, asking why on earth was he wasting all those cigarettes. My father explained to him that despite the fact that he loved smoking, he had to follow the advice of his doctor to only smoke the tip of the cigarettes due to a nasty thing he had in his lungs. Baffled, and feeling sorry for him, the sandal seller asked him about his occupation.


‘I work here in the market,’ my father said. ‘But I have to leave because I’m at a loss. You see, I don’t have a proper stall.’


‘No way! There is no need for you to leave!’ said the sandal seller who obviously didn’t want to lose a once in a lifetime opportunity to tap into such a generous provision of cigarettes. Instead, he made sure to keep the free cigarette supplier as close as he could by inviting my father to share his stall with him.


So that was how my father had finally found his stall in the middle of the market, and he and the sandal seller became good friends. Both gained something from the deal, an ongoing provision of free cigarettes for the sandal seller, and the perfect spot for my father’s fabric. Soon, however, my father saw no reason to sustain the role of the half-smoker any longer and eventually he triumphantly announced to his benefactor that he had succeeded in quitting. The sandal seller, only partially pleased by his friend’s liberation from nicotine, returned to his old habit of collecting butts. But he was about to gain something greater. His sandal sales began to grow at an extraordinary rate. René’s flashy West African product had become a major attraction now that the Beninese fabric was openly displayed revealing all its grandeur, and it seemed that his sandals and those clothes paired perfectly. Western African fashion soon boomed in Brazzaville and spread across the whole country. Everyone wanted their clothes to be made from that waxy and vibrant new fabric. The demand grew to a level that René had to travel back and forth from Benin to Congo to bring more stock. This is how traditional Western African suits became Congolese, and that of many other sub-Saharan countries too.


By the time my father was 26, he and the sandal seller had become two rich men. When he reached his first million, my father left the boubou business entirely in the hands of the sandal seller. He was not interested any longer, and besides, many more entrepreneurs had taken a share. The Principal aimed at something different; he went to Paris this time and came back to Congo with a stock of prêt-a-porter clothes. It was a hit again. Even more so than the Beninese traditional clothes business. His name soon reached every corner of sub-Saharan Africa. Via radio, TV, cinema adverts and word of mouth, his shops drew in crowds. It was at that time he was given the nickname the Man of the Shoes, because shoes from Paris were what he sold most. He also introduced his own brand at some point, his name marking the shoes of half of Brazzaville’s upper classes. He had shops in Benin, in Congo-Brazzaville, Congo-Kinshasa, Nigeria, and Central African Republic. All his family got involved to some degree in managing René’s franchising. In part due to his large family taking over, in part for loss of interest, once again René left the business he created to embark upon some other project. At this point, it was clear that this work-based nomadism was intrinsic to my father’s nature. He was not the kind of man who’d get all overheated from amassing wealth. It was not like him to hammer the same nail over and over; true satisfaction hit him only during the process of building wealth, especially if he had to build it from thin air. It was the creative process itself that had power over him, that propelled him out of bed at night right to the desk and got him into action the day after. The challenge, the blurred space in between the birth of an idea and its realisation, that journey into the unknown, the tabernacle of ideas, was maybe the space where my father dwelled the most. Once he had succeeded with whatever he had set himself to, the fun was over and it was time to move on to a new project.


Although I know very little about my father, and among my siblings and our mothers we have all experienced very different aspects of him, we all agree on the fact that he was endowed with great generosity. He gave things away easily. The downside, however, was that his easy ways of giving made him a target for opportunists, among which were members of his family. René loved them very much and sadly was unable to tell them no. In consequence, he gave them everything, his boutiques, a bakery, flats, even the hotel he had built himself, which is still working nowadays. It was the first big hotel in Cotonou and he gave it for nothing to his sister Tantine Marielle Tawema.


The clothing business started collapsing soon after René left due to maladministration, corruption, internal diatribes and other accidents, including a fire. One by one all the shops closed down until there was no more trace of the formerly prosperous business. After him, many others followed his steps down the prêt-a-porter industry, but it was his name—the Man of the Shoes—that stood out in those days when people talked about fashion in sub-Saharan Africa.


But René’s projects were destined to succeed and after the clothing business he set up what would become a well-known furniture factory. He recruited local artisans and sent them to be trained in Europe to specialize in European-style furniture engineering and building. Once they were back, René’s Furniture company became a major supplier for government infrastructures, schools, council facilities and local authorities. Also, in the private sector, housing agents and businessmen all came to him to order provisions of furniture and stationery products. René had the connections to provide everything from Europe. He wasn’t satisfied, he kept investing in land, properties and new businesses—laundrettes, a cinema, a service that provided petrol to small businesses from the main subsidiaries. By then he had already met his first wife, Natalie, with whom he had four kids—Debra-Jo, Ocean, Lorenzo and Klaus. Sigmund was the result of an extramarital affair with his previous partner, Maman Chantal. Then he met my mother.




LONDON, PRESENT DAY II


I look at you from my terrace, my dearest Telma. I can see you nearly every day from here. You smoking over the wall of your terrace, which sits just two houses away from mine, amid a chord of several adjacent flats that overlook Lower Clapton Road. Sometimes you sit on the floor playing with your daughter. Sometimes your boyfriend is with you although I see him less frequently, mainly in the evening smoking a cigarette. We just wave ciao between him and me while you and I stay talking because we have become friends. Today you are there by yourself. You unfurl your legs until they hang over the ledge of the balcony, so close and miles away. Your long dark hair held together in a single braid, dark eyes gazing at the traffic jam below as you tap your cigarette into an empty can. ‘Hey Red!’ you say when you notice me. ‘You cut your hair?’


‘Yeah, yesterday,’ I shout over the traffic noise.


‘You look younger,’ you shout back.


‘Thank you. Are you well?’


‘Yes, you, how you’re doing?


‘I’m very well.’


The truth is that my anxiety is peaking these days. Even dogs seem to be doing better than me, and the thing is, I don’t know if it’s doing me any good to delve into the past in this state of mind, but I reached a point where I need to get to the bottom of it. I’m tired of having to deal day after day with this feeling of being suspended in a limbo, not here in London, nor anchored in my body. Where then? Where is this place I’m living in? I spend most of the time awake from insomnia, and by the time I manage to get to sleep I’m disturbed by long exhausting vivid dreams. When I’m awake I find myself clenching my teeth so as not to be carried away by daydreaming. I have already grasped the point that my blueprint is just hopelessly black. My tongue is black. My liver is black. I am hoping that if I tell this story, I might understand the meaning behind it myself. I might be able to meet myself and understand my brother Klaus, my sister Debra-Jo, my mother and my father at the end of this tale. Am I using the right words? Am I? Perhaps I don’t know how to speak English. Fuck this language, English, I mean. Fuck me the day I got into writing in a foreign language. But to write in English is my only option. It represents me in this specific time of my life, it’s the most immediate me, an Afro-European, an Afro-Italian, living in London. French, my mother tongue, is not that strong anymore. It deteriorated long ago, during my childhood; Italian soon became my dominant tongue; eventually I turned it into a profession, becoming a writer in my early 20s. I published short stories and novels, gave lectures and readings and taught creative writing. I was so comfortable with it that I never suspected one day it would fail me. That is exactly what happened. It hurts when you lose the ability to tap into the subtleties of your own language. All the more if you are a writer. Like hands for a pianist, the voice for a singer, language is the fundamental medium for a storyteller. There is no way I could feel that I am a writer with poor use of my language. Writing in a foreign language is for me like being drilled in the head. It’s standing on the wrong side of the world. It shapes me in a way I’m not sure I like. Being an outsider, failing to speak my own language, speaking both new and old languages poorly, forcing me to look at things from different angles, it affects my identity. Even my own beliefs have changed, the perception I have of myself, my confidence, my taste, many things that I once found compelling, like writing and reading, have ceased to be so. I started living in ways I thought would have been impossible, gradually spending more time, days, months, years, without writing or reading at all. A new language is ultimately a new mind growing inside you, while the other one, the old one that had brought you to this point, atrophies and, at some point, you gain two or more distinctive views over life depending on which mind-language you’re wearing. I don’t know what is going to happen next, where else I will flee to, if ever I will emigrate again, but for the time being, what I know is that the mind I wear now is this one, a broken English mind. It is through this broken English mind that I’m experiencing the world I’m living in, therefore I might have to get to the end of this work with my broken English.


One thing I am sure of is that as a practitioner of Chinese medicine, I am supposed to act as a decent man. This is what I’ve being saying to myself lately when I look at myself in the mirror. I am a decent man. There are not many black men operating in the field of complementary medicine around here. Of course, I like the idea of helping the general public with its many aches, but in so doing, I also like the idea of representing my people in this otherwise poorly diverse sector. I got my degree from the University of Westminster a few years ago and now I’ve set up my own clinic in my house, with a massage table, acupuncture maps on the wall, moxibustion kit, and cupping cups and boxes of needles and all the medical tools I need well sorted in the storage shelves.


My last patient today was a guy called Harry. I’m giving him support as he tries to come off nearly ten years of heroin addiction. He’s doing very well. He’s been clean for three weeks now. I like him, he’s one of the kindest people I’ve met since I’ve been living in London. With him I’m working along the redrawing program he was given by the NHS with methadone. I choose points that have a soothing effect on the liver-system and calm the heart-systems mainly just to suppress his cravings while treating the symptomatic issues which seem to be more of a priority for him. Since Harry is more broke than me, we arranged to do some bartering as a payment method. So every time he comes for treatment he brings some random stuff—candles, incense, a pack of sushi rice, some Turkish baklava. Last week he came by with a bag of pears. Plus he offered to help me sort out the alleyway I share with other residents that has not been maintained for quite some time. His girlfriend was a gardener after all, so they come one day with some gardening tools after they arranged to deliver a ton of white gravel which was left at the alleyway gate early one morning. We spent some time cleaning the alley from all the garbage and weeds, then we laid down and spread the new gravel on the ground. It was a nice experience, the sound of the gravel being worked with the rakes, the manual outdoor labour itself. As the work progressed, and the alleyway floor became neat and beautifully covered with white gravel, memories of a distant past surfaced in my mind. That rattling sound made by raking the gravel, walking on it, felt similar to the walking we did on the snow back at the clinic, during a winter many years ago.


Snow


A month had passed since we were dropped at the clinic. The temperature had fallen nearly to zero degrees. It was cold, colder than it was in Imola up there on the northern border of Italy, cold enough to kill any drive to go out for a stroll, or even to play around in the courtyard. In addition, I think, we were all going through a sort of collective depression. We had received no news from Pino yet, not a sign from our parents. We were left to our own devices, and with neither routine nor schooling, we had nothing better to do than watch TV all day. The sound of the hanging TV droned on all day whether there was someone sitting watching it or not in the waiting room. The sheer amount of Japanese cartoons we got addicted to. All those American series, Tom Sawyer, Little House on the Prairie or Little Women, playing in front of us a positive cinematographic version of what could have been a more functional version of our life. Not short of twists and turns, of course, but joyful at least, coherent, predictable. Those kids’ lives stirred with adventures and were punctuated by achievements, love and bright days. They ran vigorously across wide expanses of countryside with a sense of entitlement, feeling like they were one with their land. While we, sitting on the other side of the screen, on the sharp, rigid stage of the real world, we barely knew who we were, where or what we were standing on. We knew we were somewhere in northern Italy, but the name of the town we didn’t know. We never felt the desire to go out for a walk and to meet the inhabitants of the little town. The yard outside the clinic accounted for our exercise. The TV replaced our souls. The wheelchairs with IV holders, and rolling beds, became the structures of our playground. I reached my bedroom driving one of those things one day, the bedroom I shared with Debra-Jo and my twin brother, Redeso, the cluttering of their voices coming from inside. I descended from the wheelchair and found them inside the room, she, laying across her bed, doing most of the talking. Him, sitting cross-legged on the floor. I sat on the floor as well listening to them. Then Debra-Jo stretched her arm on the floor to reach a suitcase she kept under the bed and dragged it out. She then pulled out a small African wooden toy from one of the suitcase side pockets—a long, tiny man pulling a cart.


‘I found it this morning,’ she said. ‘Smell it! It still smells of Poto-Poto market!’


‘Must have been there for long,’ Redeso said, stretching out his hand to receive the toy from Debra-Jo.


‘Not that long,’ she said, the winter’s dusk light falling across one side of her fawn-like face, her hair kept short but messy by negligence. So were her clothes, a random woollen jumper, skiing trousers and monk shoes, the clothes of someone who had ceased caring about herself. She rested her chin on her arm, staring at us with curiosity. ‘It was just two years when I left Africa.’


‘Seems like a long time,’ said my twin brother, his hair cut newly short by our sister, the same as she had done with me. While most people treated us as the same person, Debra-Jo did not; she treated us as separate individuals. With Redeso she was chattier, I think because he was more present than me. More interested in what was happening around him. More curious.


‘What do you think they are doing, Happiness and our sisters?’ he asked her.


‘I don’t know,’ she answered. ‘What do you think?’


‘I don’t know either.’ He shrugged his shoulders while remaining focused on the new toy Debra-Jo had given him. ‘They play. Go to school.’


‘Things change, you know?’ she said. ‘One day is this, then puff, and it’s like you’ve never been here.’


‘You’re saying we’re going to leave this place?’ he asked her.


‘Yes, we won’t stay here forever. We’ll leave very soon. Say, do you miss them, your siblings in Africa?’


‘Yes, I do.’


‘What about you?’ she asked to draw me into the conversation.


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘You know what,’ she said. ‘You two should ask Dad to get Happiness, Mavie and Moon to come live in Italy with us. He’ll listen to you!’


‘Dad?’ my brother said. ‘Or maybe we can ask him to take us back to Congo. It wasn’t bad there. Wouldn’t you go?’


‘Who, me?’ Debra-Jo said. ‘I’d fly there tomorrow!’


‘Because you don’t like it here much, right? Everyone stares at us,’ he said.


‘I was happier back home. What about you?’ she asked.


‘I don’t remember.’


‘And you?’


‘What if everyone doesn’t really like us here?’


‘We tell them we don’t care! Do you like yourself?’


‘Yeah, I think so.’


‘Do you like me?’


‘Yeah.’


‘So, that’s all we need!’


‘What if Mum and Dad don’t come back?’ I asked her.


‘Nonsense!’ she said. ‘Of course they will come back. They always come back. As soon as they close the big business deal they’re doing in there, they will come back with lots of money and fix our house so we can move back there, or they will buy a new one. Granted!’


Debra-Jo always looked fine, whatever the situation was. Like our father, she was optimistic by nature. Although she looked shabby in those days and didn’t comb her hair as often as she used to, you wouldn’t say she was having a tough time. But she was, indeed, going through a tough time. She attended to us on one front, doing all she could to keep us clean and our morale up. On the other front, she was forced to battle our servant Mbila nearly every day for every detail emerging on our daily arrangements. The two of them had fallen into a feud over who should be in charge. Mbila believed he deserved to be the leader for various, legitimate reasons: he was appointed by our father to look after us. He was the eldest, wisest, the only one truly of age. Not surprisingly, money, instruction and the clinic’s key were given to him directly by Pino. At least you could say he was the man, while Debra-Jo, we knew, was just a kid. However, her point was also valid. First of all, she declared while pointing a finger to him one day during dinner, she was our sister. Secondly, she noted, the ultimate and fundamental duty of a servant was to serve, regardless of his age, and the changes in circumstance. The tension eventually escalated. At each clash, Mbila gained power until we lost authority over our servant. Everything became strange and soon, Mbila began ruling over us. He told us when to stop watching TV, to eat and sit properly, and of course, proud, reactionary Debra-Jo was not the type to sit back and be controlled by a servant. On the contrary, Mbila’s illegitimate takeover encouraged her to fight him with even more grit. Over issues such as letting us watch TV half an hour more, or allowing Klaus to waste as much shampoo as he wanted in his bubble bath, she scored points against him quite comfortably in the beginning, then started losing ground more regularly, until, one day, things took a dramatic turn.


On a day it was snowing, Klaus stormed into our room excited. ‘Come and see, it’s snowing! It’s snowing!’ We jumped out of our beds and ran with him to look out the window, mesmerized by the sight of the snowflakes dancing down from the sky. All the ground and the trees were covered in white. The rooftops in town and the church’s bell tower were covered with a thick layer of snow. For us, who were still relatively new to it, it was like living a fairy tale. Watching it from the window was not enough, we wanted to get our hands on it, make all the things we did the previous year at the villa and saw people doing on television—fighting with snowballs, building snowmen, digging tunnels, jumping on snowdrifts. That morning, our appetite for life had been switched on again. We dressed quickly, put our shoes and coats on and dashed downstairs aiming for the door. Then our servant came out of the kitchen asking, ‘Where you going?’


‘We’re going out, can’t you see?’ my sister snapped.


‘Not now. Go and have your breakfast,’ he said.


It wouldn’t have been a big deal for us to get our coats off and eat that breakfast and postpone the fun to later, just to make him happy, but for Debra-Jo it was a matter of principle.


‘Mind your business,’ she said.


Masambila stepped in front of the door barring the way.


‘All of you, go and have breakfast!’ he repeated.


‘Are you serious?’


‘Yes.’


The creepy thing about Masambila was the amount of time he could spend on his own. He was one of those people whose hard life had equipped him with an impressive level of tolerance. I never saw him losing his temper. Never. Even that day he controlled himself effortlessly. ‘It’s time for breakfast,’ he said coolly.


‘Move away from the door,’ Debra-Jo insisted.


And there Masambila made it clear. ‘I’ll punch you in the face, Debra-Jo, if you carry on acting like this,’ he said.


‘What? Is that what you said? You’ll do what? Did you guys hear?! What he said he is going to do?’


‘Now, take your brothers upstairs and tell them to take their coats off or I punch you in the face.’


At this point Debra-Jo laughed. She laughed nervously. It was unheard of, a servant threatening his master’s daughter. Besides, it was with total lack of irony that Masambila had made his threat, which wasn’t even really a threat after all, rather him simply following the thread of his own logic, a rather basic and brutish one. If necessary, I will use physical force to accomplish my duty. She laughed. We stood watching in silence. There was something unsettling about his detachment. His eyes held memories of a miserable life as a servant back in Congo, memories we overlooked. Who was this person? What was his history like? I’m sure it was a history without much juice, not much of anything. Maybe he was one of those poor villagers who was given away by his starving parents at a young age to rich people in exchange for nothing, just to ensure he survived the famine. Everybody has a different life experience. You could read such truth written in capital letters from Masambila’s quiet stance as he faced Debra-Jo, waiting for her to obey him. There was not much my older brothers could do to help Debra-Jo since they were as scared of Masambila as we, the youngest, were. Our only hope was Debra-Jo. She seemed to be the only one genuinely able to defeat Masambila. Maybe she was bluffing. Maybe she counted on the gentlemen’s gender code, or trusted that the servant would never dare put his hands on his master’s daughter, his master’s favourite. Or maybe she was acting out of a bravery to not let us down.


Debra-Jo and Mbila went outside. Their feet sunk into the snow. The typical silence after fallen snow was deafening. The sounds of their steps were clean. Their movements too. From the door, we all watched Debra-Jo acting so confidently we started growing positive she had a chance to win the fight. After all she was a tall girl, taller than us all, as tall as Masambila. Who knew, with all the Bruce Lee movies we had seen, Debra-Jo might just have learned enough kung fu to actually do something remarkable. Masambila looked sorry for what was happening. He waited for her to take a position. As she came towards him holding up her fists like a boxer, he simply fully hit her on the face and with that, the match was over. She fell backwards and crashed onto the ground and sat there for a while with the stupid expression of surprise you have when you experience for the first time how painful a punch can possibly be. Shocked by the sight of her own blood dripping down her nose, Debra-Jo stood up holding her nose with both hands. The blood dripping down through her fingers stained the snow red. Masambila asked her if she had enough. ‘Yes,’ she said and remained standing there with her hands over her bleeding nose, our paladin of justice whom I admired and respected for having shown so much courage. Mbila came inside calm as usual and went into the kitchen. We all went upstairs to take off our coats without him having to say a word. From there on no one ever opposed him again.


It snowed several times more after that first dramatic day. Layers covered my sister’s blood stains. New snow, new footprints. No news from Pino yet. The days dragged, wheelchairs and IV holders were left all over the place. The television droned on, playing the same programmes day after day. We waited it seemed endlessly for Pino to come and take us to the new house as he’d promised. We didn’t care if it was a small flat and that we had to do without a chauffeur and personal tutor or even if our parents were involved or not, we just wanted to go back to some form of normality. It didn’t matter, our parents were not the priority anymore, we just needed a house. It was obvious that by watching TV all day in a clinic’s waiting room, and having our meals in its anonymous cafeteria, we were becoming truly ill. What was even worse was that things between Debra-Jo and Mbila didn’t stop with that fatal fight. Things grew worse. It was no longer about logistics, about who should be in charge. Masambila crossed the line and invaded my sister’s most intimate territory. He went down a dark route, revealing a part of himself you’d never guess, a Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. The upright guy who worked for us during the day would turn into an obscure being in the night, who crept into our bedroom. The one we shared with Debra-Jo. He crawled up to the foot of my sister’s bed where he sat hidden in ambush like a beast waiting to stalk. I soon grew able to figure out when Masambila was in our room. Even if I couldn’t see him, I felt his presence, I knew he was there. All I had to do was to get down from the bed and go to the toilet and I would see him as I walked across the room: a man hiding in the dark, his shadow thrown across the floor by the moonlight that lit him up as he put his finger on his lips to silence me. The same story went on every night. She knew he was there too. She was frightened. She couldn’t get back to sleep. She would stay lying on the bed in total tension waiting to see him rising from behind the bed and come over her. He covered her mouth with his hand. We twins turned over, as he ordered, facing the wall, and listened to the sound of Debra-Jo defending herself as far as she could from being assaulted. The thing went on every night. She was alone in a recurrent nightmare. No one came to help her. My brother and I were too scared, too young. Even if we were to be brave enough to rescue our sister, we still had no notion of the degree of violence which was being carried out, not enough to push us to react. Neither her, probably. Nor him. Nobody in there. Every night she was cut off from the ordinary world, abandoned to her solitude. Every night as the lights went off, she sank into desolation and waited to experience man in his most demeaning form. No police came, no neighbours, no God nor gods, no Pino, no parents, no nurses, not firemen or social workers. In that clinic, we stood outside of civilisation. Every night, Masambila would open the door, sneak inside the room and stand there waiting like a predator. Then he would get on top of her. She fought back, trying to wriggle away from underneath him. She kicked and punched but from under the servant’s hands came only muffled screams.


Every night I prayed to God that the silent fighting would come to an end, but every time it seemed it lasted longer than the previous night. I was never sure whether Masambila succeeded in getting what he wanted, or if Debra-Jo was resilient enough to make him abandon his plan. I never knew what he was trying to achieve back then. Perhaps he’d never gone as far as raping her. Perhaps that was not his intention. Maybe that was his understanding of love, and all he was doing was trying to persuade her to let him sleep next to her. I don’t know. I would just fall asleep after whatever it was was over and he had left the room. I would supress the whole thing the next morning. Nobody ever mentioned it, life just carried on as usual, the only difference being this weight of silence compressing all the other silences that accumulated as the days passed. It was just one more of those cruelties that never took place. We all just sat down at the table to eat fried eggs and café latte which Masambila had prepared for us as usual. Debra-Jo ate them too. The only true trace of what happened the night before was the hint of shame shown in Masambila’s face. The man hiding in ambush at the feet of my sister’s bed was the same man who would then sing the African nursery rhyme to my brother and me while ironing our clothes.


***


I remember an anecdote I read about King Solomon’s use of a device that helped him go through tedious times in life. He used to wear a ring on which it was inscribed, Even this will pass. I don’t remember now where I read it, but it’s true, the king was right. It might not look so when you are in the middle of a crisis, it may seem painful, excruciating, endless, but it’s just a matter of time before the end comes, and until that day, you just have to keep reminding yourself that it will indeed pass. It passed. About a month after we arrived, we heard the sound of Pino’s car driving into the parking area. We dashed outside like a bunch of people who had been lost on an island for a decade and gave a big hug to the big man. His big hands whitening as he held and pressed us against him. The white man from the civilised world. Our uncle. ‘My kids.’ He told us that he thought about us every day, and that it was time we returned to Imola. The atmosphere in the clinic immediately brightened and lifted. We got all loud like Pino, bigger and taller and funnier, once again the kings of the palace. Mbila moved aside against a wall in the corridor to let the big group pass by.


‘Good morning, Monsieur Pino,’ he said.


‘Hello fellow, how is it all going?’


‘All good, Monsieur Pino.’


‘Did you manage with the money I gave you?’


‘Yes. I have actually some left. Do you want me to…’


‘Nonsense. Keep it. You never know, young man. Well, listen up, all! What if we put this place back in shape and leave! We have a long journey ahead. Better if we get straight to it.’


We joined forces to clean the clinic. We packed and loaded our luggage into the car, had lunch with the sandwiches Mbila had prepared us, while listening to Pino and Sigmund exchanging jokes. I remember putting on my blue and green windbreaker and zipped it up to the chin with pride and finally we walked out and got into the car. All except Masambila who apparently had some misgivings. He stood outside the car, quiet, calm, impassive as usual.


‘I’m not coming,’ he said, arms hanging down as usual, with fingers completely relaxed.


‘Come on fella, get in!’ encouraged Pino. ‘We managed to all fit in once and we’ll manage again.’


‘Thank you, I think it’s time I go my way. It was an honour to work for you, guys.’


None of us engaged with him in any way but Pino.


‘Oh come on, man, don’t be silly, get in!’


‘I’ve made my mind up.’


‘What are you going to do?’


‘I’ll work something out! Please, do not insist, Monsieur Pino.’


‘Are you sure? It seems silly to me.’


‘I’m sure of my decision, thank you very much, Monsieur Pino.’


‘Good luck then, Masambila.’


And that was it. That was the end of another chapter. Masambila was gone, and the strange thing was that, despite all the talking we had during the car journey, no one ever mentioned him and his nocturnal activities. It wasn’t that important any more in this new order of things. The gates of the clinic’s yard were the last place I saw him as we moved towards our next destination. I can’t state confidently enough why Masambila chose to end things that way, whether he had had enough working as a servant, or whether he planned to start a new life as a free man in Italy or fly back to Africa. Perhaps he was acting out of remorse for what he did to us. I don’t know. I watched him getting smaller and smaller through the rear window as I looked back. Despite what he did to my sister I felt sad that things had to turn out in such a way that we had to leave him behind. He was part of us after all. Like him, like us, like anybody else on this planet, all the billions of people trapped under the pressure of gravity made witness to the relentless cycle of birth and death. Looking at Masambila fading away it suddenly occurred to me that the victim was the only true kind of person to ever exist on this planet. It simply was more convenient for us to never talk about Masambila. Mentioning him would be an admission that we had gone through something too heavy to bear. Talking about him would have been like rubbing a sinister lamp holding a diabolic genie who had no intentions to please us. Indeed, it would have reminded us of what happened in the clinic, something we could have fought. We were seven against one after all. It was easier to pretend that we had never met him. And we keep pretending it, even now that we are all adults. I know that avoiding talking about him will not keep him away, but it keeps him dormant. He remains there, at the edges of our perception, and whispers to us from time to time, in a cyclical way, like the seasons that remind us that the past will never let go, regardless how hard we try. The past is still here. The actions of that man are still occurring today with the same degree of violence, causing the same level of pain and still shaping the life of my sister, my brothers and mine.


My Mother


My mother was born in Point-Noir, People’s Republic of the Congo, in 1956, in times where all around the world nationalist struggles were bringing about independence from colonial rule. The Revolutionary Movement of Indian Independence, the Mau-Mau in Kenya, the anti-British Arab Liberation Party in Palestine, all these groups, fighting for decades, proved that victory was possible. Longstanding struggles in Vietnam, Algeria, Cyprus, Aden, had weakened the French and British administrations with countless casualties and social disruptions. General De Gaulle was resurrected from the dead to save the Fourth Republic and keep together colonies of the French Afrique which were slipping out of hand into costly, collapsing, belligerent territories. He sat at the negotiating table in his tour in Algiers with the leaders of the Algerian Front de Liberation National, whose fierce battle for the cause of Algerian independence was ravaging across the nation. Bombs thrown into cafés by guerrilla groups. FLN mobs going from house to house slashing and killing indiscriminately the white settlers. The French reprisal against the Arab community back-lashed new attacks from the nationalists and plenty of pied noir fled back to metropolitan France with just their suitcases as the only thing that was left of nearly a century of occupation. Domestic and international pressure mounted in a way that the imperial powers had to surrender to the inevitable, and between 1957 and 1975, one after the other, they conceded independence to their former colonies. The People’s Republic of the Congo, also known as Congo-Brazzaville, gained independence on 15 August 1960. Fulbert Youlou became our first president. People gathered on the streets to celebrate. Little Sofie, my mother, four years old then, was strolling in the middle of it all with her family, among the crowd, dancing in street parades and parties that went on for days. She learned new songs of freedom and a new national anthem. She watched as the old flag was lowered and a new red, gold and green flag hoisted, by now familiar shared colours of new nations.


As qualified nurses, both my mother’s parents had the means to provide their kids with a good education. Her mother, Aminata, left work when she first became pregnant. Consequently, her father had to provide for the entire family. This man had a clear vision for his children, paying particular attention to my mother, Daddy’s favourite, the one he considered the brightest, and would make sure she became a big shot, like some European women he had heard about. Named Alongi, baptized as Olivier, better known as Olié, he was well seen in his community, a simple man, a hard worker, who had good manners and the interest of his nation and Africa as a whole at heart. Although he was raised a Catholic in a time when missionaries crusaded against polygamy, he ended up sharing his household with two wives. He married the second one when Sofie was three, and had ten children in total from both wives with Sofie coming somewhere in the middle. The good man also had an extra child from an extramarital affair who died at a very young age. As a state nurse, subject to constant reallocation, Olié and his family had to migrate frequently. My mother spent her first years at Kinkala, a small town in the region of Pool, on the south-eastern side of the country. She moved with her family to the capital, Brazzaville, when she was seven. At 12 she was parted from her mother, when the woman, disgruntled with her marriage, divorced and returned to her native village at Sibiti. The change did not bring much disruption in Olivier’s household. It was common for people of her generation in Congo to change mothers and to not be so attached to their parents. Yet her father took good care of her, he cultivated her with conversations she barely understood in matters of philosophy, literature, politics.


Before meeting my father, my mother was enjoying a normal happy life. She would have completed high school, enrolled in a university course on oil management, got a place at Elf Congo, or the Italian Agip-Congo, and hopefully fulfil her father’s dream of becoming one of the first African women CEOs in the country. And only then, after she had secured herself a spot among the best, only then, would she have married. Like many of her peers, Sofie used to study in the open air in the parks with her friends, usually at the park by the Congo River, the one next to the French Embassy, one of the nicest parks in Brazzaville, very well kept, with paved pathways, neat wooden benches, well-trimmed grass, and lush gardens. There, she and her friends would study until it got dark, and when they went home, helped with the housework if there was a job which needed doing, and then waited for Saturday nights to go to the disco to dance to James Brown, Diana Ross, Tina Turner, Bob Marley, Jimmy Cliff, wearing their belly bottoms and miniskirts they secretly carried in their bag and put on in the toilet. Discos were considered the places nearest to a modern lifestyle, with air conditioning and all, nearly the neatest and best functioning infrastructure you could possibly find in the country. They were also highly valued by my mother’s entourage because African music was rarely played in them, only American or European hits. It was the bars, populated by old men, which were more likely to play African tunes and therefore considered places for people who were not going anywhere fast. In fact, African music was called bar music, while middle- and upper-class girls such as Sofie and her friends liked to identify themselves as Europeans or Americans, not Africans.


It was 1973, the day of her seventeenth birthday, when my mother, walking home from school with her friend, met my father for the first time.


‘Hi,’ said a man at the wheel of a blue Toyota pick-up that pulled up by the side of the road to take a chance with the girls. ‘How would you two like posing for an advert?’ he asked them. He was approaching his thirties, wearing a 70s-style moustache, a golden watch glistening in the sunlight around the wrist he had hanging out the window. Something about his face and his confident approach led the girls to guess who he was. They knew him from his adverts at the cinema as the Man of the Shoes. Naturally, my mother—shy and unpretentious, with not the least interest in starting a career as a model—never posed for René’s adverts. She just started dating him. He’d wait for her outside her school nearly every day and drove her around the city. There were dinners outside, cinemas, dancing, parties, kisses, lots of I-love-yous, and walks, with some exceptional twists. Often, they were seen hanging about with some of the big shots of the Congolese financial and political scene who were my dad’s acquaintances, the likes of Bokilo, Congo’s national director of the Banque De l’Afrique Centrale; members of the Parti Congolais du Travail, Bikouta-Menga Gaston, the director of Tele-Congo. The minister of public works and infrastructure, Idrissa Kamusi. High ranking army officers, deputies, chiefs from different ethnic groups, all had some connection with René. Those were some of the most absurd times of her life. An ordinary girl from Kinkala village was all of a sudden seen hanging around in the company of Brazzaville’s most influential figures, wearing fine jewellery and clothing, and being driven around the city by the Man of the Shoes himself.
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