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            3 To my mother Safia, my grandmother Jim’aa,

my aunt Gayibo and my father Awaleh.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘What is most personal is most general.’

            Carl Rogers
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            Why Do You Dance When You Walk?

         

         It all came back to me.

         I am that child, swimming between the past and the present. All I have to do is close my eyes and it all comes back to me. I remember the smell of the wet earth after the first rain and the dust dancing in the rays of light. I remember the first time I got sick. I must have been six at the time. Fever lashed out at me for a whole week. Heat, sweat and shivers. Shivers, sweat and heat. My first torments date from that period.

         The small hours of a morning, in Djibouti, at the beginning of the seventies. My memory always takes me back to that starting point. Today, my memories are less foggy, as I was able to make strenuous efforts to go back in time and put some order into the jumble of my childhood.

         Day and night, from the tip of my toes to the tip of my hair, fever attacked me. One day it would make me throw up. The next day I was delirious. I misunderstood the words and the care my parents were giving me. I misjudged what they were doing. Blame it on pain and my tender age. Fever played with my body the way the little girls in the neighbourhood played with their only rag doll.

         For six whole days and nights, I shook. I poured out all the water in my body, stretched out on my mat during the day, and then on my little mattress set directly on the floor in the evening. My temperature rose at nightfall. I cried even louder. I called Mama to the rescue. I was impatient, boiling with rage. I hated it when she left me all alone. Under the veranda, my eyes staring at the aluminium roof. I would cry to the point of exhaustion. Finally Mama would come. But I no longer found the slightest comfort in the arms of my mother, Zahra. She didn’t know what to do with me. Do something, quick! 6demanded the little voice that took hold of her during those moments of panic.

         Then what? Then she would entrust the little bag of bones and pains I was to whomever would appear before her.

         Who? Who?

         Quick, quick, implored the little voice.

         So she threw me like a vulgar package into my grandmother’s arms,

         or into the arms of my paternal aunt Dayibo who was my mother’s age.

         or into the lap of a passing maid.

         Then into the lap of another woman,

         an aunt,

         a relative,

         or a maid,

         or even a neighbour, or some matron who had come to say hello to Grandma.

         I was passed like this from arm to arm,

         from breast to breast.

         But I kept on crying,

         from pain,

         from anger

         out of habit, too.

         Dawn would arrive, most often without my knowing it. I would be dropping from exhaustion. I’d sleep a little, sniffling and thrashing about in my sleep. I woke up when the first rays of the sun heated up the aluminium roof. Shivering, I would scream with pain and rage. And wake everybody up.

         My mother would jump out of bed and blow her nose at length. Maybe she didn’t want me to catch her crying but I could see the flash of panic in her eyes that I had already surprised onto her face.

         Outside, the city was already full of life. I could hear the children of Château-d’Eau, my neighbourhood, leaving for school. They sounded joyful, noisy, naughty. Whereas me, I was lying on my mattress. Feverish. I would start sobbing again. 7

         I was waving my fleshless arms around, in vain. Mama was sniffling silently, a flash of panic in her eyes again. She found a way out by throwing me into the arms of the first woman who happened to come by.

         Grandma’s arms,

         or my paternal aunt’s arms,

         or the neighbour’s arms.

         Then to another one,

         then another.

         And the circus would begin all over again.

         The little sniffle, the panic, for the flash of an instant.

         And I would be passed from arm to arm,

         like a bundle of sticks.

         Why did Mama hate me so much?

         I never dared ask myself that question. Only later did it crawl into my thoughts.

         It would lodge in my heart. And hollow out a black hole in it.
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         Every morning, Mama entrusted me to my grandma. I nicknamed her Cochise when I was a teenager, in homage to the famous Indian chief.

         So, Grandma.

         She was the supreme chief of the family. She ruled with an iron hand, like an Apache warrior over his scattered troops. Nearly blind as she was, Grandma Cochise stood straight and still behind a veil invisible to others. She was a tall, robust woman with delicate features, but shrunken by age. She could hear, taste and smell better than anyone. Her forehead was devastated by wrinkles, her face more creased than the skin of a chameleon. As soon as she heard my thin voice, she would furrow her brow. She had a keen nose like a sheep dog’s and sniffed me out before recognizing me. All she had to do then was stretch out her arms and grab me by the skin of my neck like a cat with her kitten. She would effortlessly pull me back onto her lap. And there was only one thing I could do: settle myself against her and calm down. I had to stay put, without moving, without shedding a single tear. But it was impossible. I was born with moist red eyes. I would quickly break down. And the sanction would fall, implacably, upon my shoulders.

         Every sniffle was followed by a dark, threatening look. Every tear by a reprimand. Then strokes of the cane on my skull, my collarbone, my elbows, my toes. She could make me howl in pain with one sharp blow. I would sob and sob until I smothered. The days went by, back then, and they all seemed the same. I would hold my breath. I’d launch out my mind like a lasso and finally collapse from sheer exhaustion in the middle of the morning, asleep at last. Grandma’s eyes would settle on the rare passers-by whose steps she had perceived well before 9they reached us. These men and women never failed to greet the matron, who would nod her head after each greeting.

         The passerby: ‘How’s the little boy doing?’

         Her: ‘Allah the Most Merciful is watching over him, we have no complaints today.’

         The passerby: ‘And what about your old bones?’

         Her: ‘If they creak, it’s because they’re alive.’

         The passerby: ‘By all the angels in Heaven, you’ll sure bury us all, won’t you?’

         Her: ‘I’m counting on it.’

         The bowl of millet I hadn’t touched would still lie around for a bit. Fifteen minutes later it made a small neighbourhood boy or girl happy. Grandma, solicited by this one or that one, wasn’t scolding me for once. It must have been close to ten when the bustle of the neighbourhood went up a notch. Mama was returning from the market. She’d take a stool, drag it over to the old lady to give her news of a convalescent relative, deliver a message from the local imam, or complain about the rising price of meat. Grandma would listen. Nothing seemed to faze her.

         I didn’t get so much as a glance from my mother. Huddled at the feet of Grandma Cochise, I was shaking with fever. I resented this mother who kept her distance from my little, stunted body on the mat. I tried to calm down to prove that Grandma was right, and to upset Mama more. I’d watch the people idling in the street from a unique vantage point. I had an unobstructed view of a remarkable landscape: the hardened toenails of my grandmother.
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         I was 45 when you came into my life, Béa. A child of desire, you took your own sweet time before you arrived on earth with fanfare.

         I never had a little cuddly animal made of straw or cardboard when I was a child. I was not a healthy, strong, well-nourished baby like you. I was skinny and sickly. To stop my crying, there was often only one solution, which my mother had discovered totally by chance. Great scientific discoveries like aspirin or pasteurization are the daughters of chance, God knows why. One evening, when she was sick of hearing me moaning, my mother plunged me into a white basin filled with cold water, in the shade of the veranda. Today, I replay this scene in my mind with some emotion. I can feel my body shivering again as I tell it to you. Tears are not very far away.

         Before I landed in the basin, my throat was so tight I felt like I was suffocating. The scene always ended the same way: I would shiver with cold as the freezing water softened my skin. If my mother was reduced to this radical solution, it’s because she had used up every possible ruse and still couldn’t manage to calm down the frightful cry-baby that I was. At night, before setting me down on my little mat, she’d tell me all kinds of stories. Tales about obedient children, others about docile animals or affectionate plants. The stories came one after the other. While the whole city was sound asleep, we were the only two people stirring.

         At your birth, Béa, a detail caught my eye: you had big ears, a little like Barack Obama. Your little face was hidden under your long eyelashes. You kicked around a lot. Trembling, I examined your limbs. You were a healthy baby, thank God.

         Churned by pain, still in a daze, your mother finally emerged from her foggy state to ask me what the baby’s sex was. 11

         And I, proud as a peacock, announced, ‘It’s a girl!’

         And you cried out for the second time.

         It had become a habit of yours.

         You would yell at the drop of a hat.

         You insisted that your mother and I obey you hand and foot. As an explosive mixture, you sure are the all-category champion. To the Swiss-Milanese-Sicilian blood of your mother, you must add my African blood—not lazy at all, for my ancestors were nomads and to this day, they keep beating everyone at running.
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         At four, you were a smiling little girl, curious and full of energy. You would still shout at the drop of a hat. Margherita watched over you with tender eyes and her expansive, Mediterranean love. With her, you can easily go from laughter to tears, from shouts to songs. You and your mom, you sure make a fine pair! A permanent circus, the two of you together. I try to temper your mother’s impulses and your energy to find a happy medium, calm and smooth like the flow of a Batavian river. I almost never succeed. In those instances, all I can do is sulk. I sulk, but then two voices gang up to pull me out of that state.

         When I wasn’t out of town for work or abroad, I was the one who had the privilege of taking you to school. And I was the one to bring you back from school at the end of the afternoon. I loved our time together, just you and me walking for 15 minutes to school and back. From the very start of the morning, you asked so many questions. You, little devil of a girl, you seemed to forget that I’m slow. Especially in the morning. I need time before I can rise to your level of conversation. You were four years old and liked to chatter. The noise of the city didn’t disturb our tête-à-tête. We were alone in the world. I had eyes only for you, Béa. Ears only for our conversation. A conversation you would liven up with songs and laughter, according to your personal weather.

         ‘Papa, is ‘médecine’ a lady doctor?’

         ‘Hmmm…’

         ‘My friend Letitia says that’s what it is, for real…’

         We’d cross this little part of the 10th Arrondissement, and three streets further on, we’d reach the 9th. Almost every day, we met the same passers-by in a hurry, the same Chinese shopkeepers washing down the doorstep of their bar-tabac, the same little kids in strollers and the same teenage girls on 13scooters. Anything could become instantly magical to your eyes. The slightest thing captured your attention as soon as you were out of bed. You’d first wave cheerfully and then shout ‘Hi, soldiers!’ to the four men in battle dress on duty, machineguns in their hands, plodding heavily up and down the street leading to the neighbourhood synagogue. The soldiers would return your greetings, and by then we could feel impatience growing behind our backs. Some pedestrians frowned and others got annoyed because we were strolling along our bit of sidewalk instead of walking at their frenzied pace. Why walk faster when we had our entire life ahead of us? Glued to their cell phones, these people would push and shove everybody on the street as they did in the corridors of the Metro. Nonchalant and chatty on some mornings, we were strangely silent on others. Those moments of complicity were the most special moments of the day.

         One morning, on the way to school, you asked me a question and you put the maximum attention and affection in the tone of your voice. I did not anticipate its object, but I knew that question must have a lot of importance for you. And no doubt, for me as well.

         You took your time, keeping a long, suspenseful silence. I could feel a little wind of impatience inside me trying to slip out. I tried to look natural. No word was allowed to come out of my mouth as long as you kept quiet. We were very near your school. A crosswalk, then a bike pickup station, and then all we had to do was to cross, walk along the street and enter the building through its bright blue door. Once inside, parents were often surprised by the modest size of the paved schoolyard, but also by the whiteness of the walls, which gave the building an elegant look.

         I was beginning to drift from impatience toward the shores of worry. After the silence, you smiled at me as if to put an end to my rising anxiety. Suddenly, you blurted out:

         ‘Papa, why do you dance when you walk?’

         ‘Umm…’ 14

         I was not feigning surprise. You tried again.

         ‘Yes, you do.’

         I didn’t have the strength to protest.

         ‘You dance like this when you walk, see?’

         And you showed me what you meant, ostentatiously swaying in front of me. I tried to put some order into my thoughts. I was touched, I had a moist veil before my eyes. And the distinct impression that the walls of Paris were sending your words back into my ears. I felt a touch of cruelty in your words, Béa. The ancient nomads in my genealogical tree say that truth comes out of the mouths of children and there is gratitude in the eyes of the cow who has just given birth to a calf. That old adage, which I used to find foolish, never seemed so true as it did that morning. You, my little girl, you were sending me back the truth with a dose of affection tinged with gentle firmness.

         Your words kept whirling around in my head.

         I could no longer shy away from them.

         On the last stretch on the way to your school, I nodded at a parent. You tugged at the sleeve of my jacket to signal you had recognized the parent who was in a hurry. My brain had just spun around and returned to your question. And I wondered why I’ve been dancing all these years when there was only one thing to do.

         One thing,

         just one.

         Walk,

         walk straight,

         like everyone else.

         When I was about to open the door of the school, you must have sensed the turmoil inside of me because you started talking again, but in a lighter tone.

         ‘Papa, you know how to ride a scooter?’

         ‘Maybe… I never tried.’

         ‘Papa, you know how to ride a bike? Like Mom!’

         ‘…’

         ‘I know how to ride a bike. But I never saw you on a bike.’
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         The old photo yellowed with age was Margherita’s idea. She wanted me to introduce you to my parents and grandparents. It was a nice present for your fifth birthday. And you played along. You went through the different characters one by one. I was not surprised when you said: ‘Papa, did you see? Your Mom is really short.’ Was that your first comment? Nothing else to point out as you stared at the old picture. D’accordo, as your fanciful mother would say, I must admit you’re not wrong about my mother’s height. When I was small, I had a problem with it. For years, I told myself I could have been tall and strong like a Viking… if only my mother had not been closer to a Pigmy than a Viking. Every evening, I would hop up and down for ten minutes before going to bed because Kassim, a tall oaf of nine on rue Paul-Fort, told me trees use this technique to befriend the skies. My jumping around like a jack rabbit had no result. As I grew up, I was obliged to swallow this humiliation along with many others. You’ll see, Béa, you’ll swallow some too, one day or another. That photo was only a first step. You wanted to know your ancestors, you were right. You nagged me day and night so I would talk about my parents.

         I’m going to tell you about the land of my childhood. And you’ll get all the stories that marked my childhood years. I will tell you about my old parents. I will tell you about my past and I will answer your question. I’ll tell you about the shifting desert around Djibouti, my native city. I’ll tell you about the Red Sea. I’ll tell you about my neighbourhood and its little houses with corrugated aluminium roofs. You may find it poor and dirty and maybe you won’t dare admit it to me. The last time I went there, it really was very dirty. There weren’t as many of those damned pieces of plastic littering the alleys of my youth. 16

         Who did you recognize right away in the picture? Zahra, my mother and your grandmother. I know you saw her first in a photo. Then you met her in the flesh at my younger brother’s Ossobleh’s place, your uncle in Bordeaux whom you adore. How old were you at the time? Two and a half? Was her mouth partially toothless then? That woman was my one and only goad for a long time, can you imagine? The centre of my attention. My love, and my terror, too.

         Suddenly, you grabbed the picture out of my hands and brought it up close to your chubby face. And then, close to your eyes, as if you wanted to magnify every line and every grain of my parents’ skin. I think I saw a tear on your cheek. You were stroking my father’s face with your finger. Papa Beanpole, as I used to call him when I was a child, was standing up, tall and straight as an arrow. Dignified and handsome. About thirty years old. A thin moustache, typical at the time. He was wearing well-pressed khaki pants and a long-sleeved shirt. The absence of colour flattened the checkered motif of his buttoned-up shirt and emphasized the two folds of his pants, which went down to his shining black shoes, lit up by a few whitish spots. He held his head straight; his features looked relaxed and his eyes were staring at the camera. He had probably obeyed the local photographer, who was used to printing the great and small joys of everyday life on film. You noticed that he wasn’t really smiling. How could I explain that selfies and social networks didn’t exist in your grandfather’s time and people were as solemn as a child at his first communion before the bent-down photographer. If your grandfather ever had the wild idea of making faces in the photographer’s studio, he would have been dismissed on the spot and advised to go horse around at a rival photographer’s place. No bare chests, no bikini, no sandals. In hot countries, people dress from head to toe. Only Westerners strip naked as soon as they feel the slightest ray of sun warming up their skin.
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         Papa worked a lot.

         Far from our house.

         Far from the native quarters of the city.

         He sold trinkets to the French and to the rare foreign tourists. His little shop, cluttered with statuettes, Moroccan carpets, baskets and other wickerwork items, was located in Quartier 1, at the edge of the real administrative and business city. The upper, white city. At that time, there was a big hospital in that part of Djibouti with all the essential services, including a morgue. Whites, Arabs, and Blacks like us walked alongside each other in the street shoulder to shoulder. At the head of all those people was a White called the High Commissioner. He wore a white uniform and a white kepi decorated with a little blue and red ribbon so that everyone understood he was the big chief. Not only the chief of the Whites, but also of the Arabs, and the Blacks like our family. I understood all that years later, when I passed through the gate of the Collège de Boulaos, the Middle School.

         Late at night, Papa would return from work. Hardly had he crossed the doorstep when Grandma Cochise would jump up and pronounce his first name, stretching it out like a rubber band.

         Aaaammmmiiiinnnneeee!

         As if she were suddenly releasing all the words she had saved up during the day. It was her personal way of telling us she was now reassured and would soon go to bed. Like an Apache chief, she was sounding the horn that meant the end of all activity.

         Grandma was more than a little proud of her son Amine, even if she tried to hide that feeling, but that was out of her control—a control otherwise so effective. At that time, I didn’t 18know Grandma could feel admiration for anyone except the bearded Prophet and the old totems of our ancestors.

         Late at night, I too was on the lookout for Papa’s arrival. I waited for him like the messiah. A familiar, motorized messiah.

         At last, I would hear him arrive,

         like in a dream.

         Papa Beanpole was no longer far away.

         My father’s arrival was signalled by a series of noises, each more distinct than the last. For miles around, in the cool of the night, we could hear his moped spluttering. Then came the squeal of the brakes, filling my heart with joy, little whiner though I was. And then, his steps would resound in the courtyard. The noises in the bathroom reached me very clearly. The sucking sound of the plastic pipe connected to the faucet. The water flowing by fits and starts into the basin and going tock-tock-tock. So Papa was taking his shower after a long day and evening of work.
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