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Part One









Chapter 1


Very few gypsies want to be seen as poor, although many are. Such was the case with old Angelina’s sons, who possessed nothing other than their caravans and their gypsy blood. But it was young blood that coursed through their veins, a dark and vital flow that attracted women and fathered numberless children. And, like their mother, who had known the era of horses and caravans, they spat upon the very thought that they might be pitied.


The camp was on the eastern edge of the town; they moved, driven by evictions, from place to place around this unromantic periphery. It was a landscape of small houses and council blocks, interspersed with rubbish dumps and empty plots. The past beauty of this part of the country was long forgotten – it had once been a huge wheat-covered plain, but the last farm lands had disappeared to make way for urgent housing needs. The sky was the only source of light, providing, even on dull days, a chiaroscuro which flattened the damaged buildings. Only the end of the school day brought this desert to life; there was none of the normal conviviality of village life. Nobody, apart from the inhabitants, could distinguish one street from another. The streets were named after flowers, as though the official in charge of naming them could thus provide some of the poetry that was lacking (or perhaps these mean urban developments were merely unworthy of the names of the great men of the nation).


An old vegetable garden still remained at the corner of the rue des Iris and the rue des Lilas. The owner, a retired schoolmistress, refused to sell it to the town. The ground was full of potholes and was encrusted with broken glass, pieces of rubber tyres, and bits of scrap iron. Old car doors served as bridges over big rain puddles. An overflowing municipal dustbin was sealed onto a cement pedestal, and an apple tree was slowly dying in the scorched earth, surrounded by detritus and rotting wood.


The end of summer that year felt more like the end of autumn. The empty house in the country where the gypsies had been squatting had been walled up before their eyes. Moved on by the police and the bailiffs, Angelina’s tribe began occupying the vegetable garden at the beginning of September. It was private property, but there was nothing to indicate this, and anyway they were used to settling in forbidden places. The long hair of Angelina’s daughters-in-law blew in the sea breeze, and the women hugged worn cardigans around their chests. Children ran around them. Every now and then the women would catch one of them, give him a clout and then let him go, shouting at him to keep quiet or go and help his father, they were fed up with having them under their feet. The children ran off, screeching and shouting. With their dry, stick-like bodies they could shin quickly up the apple trees.


“Bring some kindling!” Angelina would shout. She was more cheerful than the others, as though she had discovered, with advancing age, that happiness comes from within. The children were swept up in her high spirits, and brought her sticks and twigs in their dirty little hands. Angelina laughed. Yes, children were the greatest joy. Thinking this, she looked around for her sons. They were moving the lorries, avoiding the ruts. “Where shall we put the old mother?” the eldest shouted to his brothers.


Soon the wind was warmed by a blaze, and they sat by the fire together, chewing bread and bacon and watching the scudding clouds. The children kicked each other for fun. Misia, as usual, was crying in her husband’s arms.


“You’ll see, my Miss,” he whispered to her, “you’ll see, we’ll be fine . . .”


“I know,” she said quietly, and one could see that she believed the opposite.


He caressed her, and that made her cry even more. She was pregnant and approaching her term; her swollen red ankles looked like those of an old tramp.


“You’re exhausted by the journey,” said Angelina, looking at her tired young legs. “You must go to bed early, my girl.”


The young woman didn’t answer; she had stopped crying. The child inside her had begun to move.









Chapter 2


They were French gypsies who had not left French soil for four hundred years. But they did not possess the sort of papers which are normally a proof of existence: their travel passes implied travellers’ lives, but that was only a memory now for the old woman. Modern rules and regulations had made movement from one town to another so complicated that, like most gypsies, they had become settled. Free trade had brought onto the market products that could be bought for less than it would have cost the gypsies to make them, and so the women no longer made baskets. They had become marginalized. “People think we’ve disappeared,” Angelina often said, not wanting to mention the great holocaust. “But we’re still here all right!” She would laugh, wiping her hands on her hips.


The old woman wasn’t yet sixty, but she certainly deserved the title. Her face was so covered with deep wrinkles that she seemed almost to have a skin disease. It was painful to look at her closely. But there was nothing wrong with her, and although the difficult years had prematurely aged her, they hadn’t killed her. She felt a certain pride in this. She was alive, pitted against the cold world outside, and she passionately wanted to continue watching this spectacle: the earth, the wind, the fire beneath the clouds, the clouds themselves, as well as all the newcomers she herself had brought to life in the midst of these squalls.


Of her five sons, four had married before they were twenty. Nature draws us, unseeing, straight into it, Angelina always thought to herself each time the chosen girl was brought to her by a son blinded by love. No power could separate two gypsies who wanted one another. The eldest was the only exception, and as time passed and the right girl failed to appear, he had come to the conclusion that, judging by his four sisters-in-law, women were not worth the trouble. Angelo had remained a bachelor.


“You’ve got no one to grumble to!” his brothers said.


He would reply, “Love isn’t for grumbling.”


“And what about love?” the youngest would whisper. “What are you going to do about that?”


“Leave me alone, Antonio,” Angelo would say. He didn’t find it funny.


“Yes, stop bothering him!” the women shouted. They were a tribe: you were never alone, and everybody minded each other’s business.


None of the sons had left their mother: to abandon her would have meant dishonour. Angelo, the eldest, shared her caravan; he was the man of the house, and did all the difficult jobs. The other boys had – literally – brought her their wives. Angelina called them all her daughters. But she had her favourites, and it was with Nadia, the wife of Antonio, the youngest, that she felt happiest. She couldn’t explain why. Nadia had been the last daughter-in-law, a smiling presence who had slipped quietly into the heart of the clan. Then Melanie had been born and Antonio, now a father, had become serious, by which she meant faithful. Yes, Angelina thought, Nadia had had the patience to let the boy grow up. Was this reason enough for her preference? You don’t need reasons, Angelina would say to herself. She had loved Nadia from the first moment she had seen her in the distance. There was nothing one could do about that, even if one wanted to. The animal in us watches and sniffs at whatever comes close. Nadia represented happiness, you could tell that just by looking at the small figure walking on Antonio’s arm, with her calm demeanour and the pretty scarf tied around her hair. She looked so gentle. It was with her nowadays that Angelina would talk most happily about the past, that long-gone life on the road, about her dead husband and his bad health, and even about her parents, and her dislike of horses, which she had never dared admit to her father, for fear of hurting his feelings.


“A gypsy’s daughter who was afraid of horses,” she cried, “such a thing wasn’t possible! I was the only one who whispered it,” she would say proudly to her daughter-in-law.


And Nadia would listen to the end, without interrupting. Few women could be quiet for so long, Angelina knew. She herself could never have been so attentive.


“With us, women shout all the time,” Angelina would say to Helena, her second daughter-in-law. “You’re a true gypsy.” But this time it wasn’t a compliment.


Angelina didn’t like the way Helena behaved with Simon. The marriage was going badly and she knew that nothing good came from quarrelling spouses. It led to unhappy children, and unhappy children turned into bad adults, she would say to Simon, who would wait for his mother to finish without really listening.


“He’s a good-for-nothing,” Helena would say about her husband, but quietly so he couldn’t hear.


He sometimes hit her hard, but she would never dream of talking about it. Angelina didn’t like to hear any criticism of her sons. “You chose him, my girl!” she would say to Helena, without brooking any further discussion. But Helena was insolent. She was the only one who answered back to her mother-in-law. The three other daughters-in-law would look at her fearfully.


“God knows I chose Simon, and God knows I certainly made a mistake, and God knows whether I’ll keep him . . .” she would reply, blushing under the old lady’s fixed stare.


“Leave God out of this!” Angelina would shout angrily.


The young woman kept quiet then, like the others. What annoyed Helena more than anything was that Angelina had such power over her children. But she had never taken the time to work out and untangle the reasons for this domination; instead she fought against it without thinking. She could see that times were changing, if not feelings.


“I’m not tied to this husband,” she muttered to herself as she peed, crouching in the grass. And then, her spirits lightened by the thought, she would go over to join Misia and Milena, who were always huddled together drinking coffee, when they had any.


All this time the men pottered about, filling their long, idle moments with trivial occupations. They had remained like children, living on little, playing, never calculating, inconsequential, with no thought of the future. Indeed, whenever Angelina watched them from a distance, working or arguing, they seemed to her still just small boys playing and fighting. She had never forgotten the days without proper nappies, when their stools would freeze in the cloth around their raw little bottoms. Their father would cry real tears about the hardship of his family’s life. He died of it. As Angelina said: “Dead from having to steal in order to eat.” (He had been caught and bloodily beaten up in a shed, and left to freeze as hard as the earth beneath him.) And so Angelina had continued alone, in the East, where the greyness of the weather and the green of the forests are gloomier than anywhere else. But when they had still been a married couple, sleeping together at night, she had loved him. She had felt such pity for her husband that she had had to turn away so as not to look at his fleshless body and shroud-like skin. She was so alive that he seemed to her to be already dead, dragging her down with him, preventing her from handing on all that she had seething within her and so renewing herself. She longed for hugs, gentle caresses and children, a newborn baby to nurse or one growing within her. But he no longer had that animal strength for health, spring and love. He would fall asleep like a tree beneath the axe, and she would just lie alongside him in the dark. One should always stay in bed, she thought; love and sex were the only gentle things in their lives, and now they had been taken away. Her skin was like warm velvet. She had been a beautiful woman, she knew, and because of that she had known joy and ecstasy; and she continued to love this man, who was sinking by the day. She could not bear to think of it. His body, next to hers, was like a thread, his hand had no surface to stroke – when she tried to do so, she could feel all his bones. Even the bones themselves seemed too thin. How could all that hold together? she would wonder as she lay halfdreaming on the edge of sleep. (And in the morning she could see that it didn’t.)


“What misery, what misery,” she would repeat to herself as she touched his sleeping face, a face that seemed to be nothing more than a nose around which everything else had melted. Then she would place her head beneath her husband’s arm and stay like that through the night, trapped in the smell of him. She would listen to the sounds of the night outside, so close that its coolness enveloped them all.


The boys breathed steadily, huddled together for warmth. The beauty of what she had achieved lay in this tangle of childish flesh which she could hear breathing in the icy night air. She should never have stopped having children. She was like a she-wolf, feeding and protecting. She could have licked her sons, and sometimes she would softly bite them (and they would cry, the fools). If anyone had touched one of the five little ones lying there, she would have cut their throat and watched them die. Twenty years had gone by since those nights. Now she was surprised at what had then seemed like happiness.


She said: “During my childhood there was nothing, not even a bed to sleep in, I remember. But – and I can’t explain it – we didn’t feel we lacked anything. We were all together with nothing, we just had to find food. Now we’ve got more and that makes things harder. Why is that?”


“Everything’s upside down,” Misia would reply. And that was the end of the conversation. Angelina didn’t like complaining about life.


She enjoyed life nowadays, living inside her swollen old body, replete with memories and the passage of time; she had finished bringing up her children, and now she could watch her grandchildren growing up, all of them gathered around her.


“I ask nothing from God but to watch you growing up.”


“Are you old, Grandmother?” asked Anita, the eldest granddaughter.


“Oh yes!” said Angelina. “I’ve lived a long time.”


“So you’ll die soon,” said Anita.


The old woman shook her head. “No,” she said, “I’m sure I won’t.”


The little girl seemed relieved. It was likely that Angelina would live a long time – that was what she wanted. Life was her cathedral, and the boys were the spires reaching towards God and the heavens. “Stand up straight!” she would say to Angelo, and the boy would stiffen his back at once. “I have to be proud of my sons,” she would explain quietly to him.


Angelina had three secrets: she knew what she wanted, what was possible (in other words, not everything) and what should be kept secret. That amounted to a great deal of wisdom. She could sniff out the soul within someone, observing the minute traces and wrinkles left on the skin by repeated movements, expressions and moods. Angelina never missed anything. She had realized, the minute she met them, that Nadia was gentle and Helena rebellious. Equally, she knew some things that could not be said: that Milena was stupid and Misia unsatisfied. That Simon was violent, perhaps even mad, that Lulu was like a bull, and Antonio a fickle butterfly. She knew all of her sons without ever speaking about them or to them. But she had dared to say to Joseph, nicknamed Mosquito because he was the biggest of the brothers, “Are you sure you want to marry Milena?” (Milena was dark, stupid, hairy and as quick as a fly.) And when the boy said he was sure he did, she had agreed without further argument. She didn’t try to make him understand why she had asked the question. If he had wanted to know he would have asked.


She had organized the wedding. It was the third. Simon and Helena, Lulu and Misia, Mosquito and Milena, Antonio and Nadia. And her solitary Angelo. She would gaze at them with her yellow stare, these children who had now taken wives and had children, and pray for them, “Holy Mary, mother of God, protect my family and make Simon become gentle and good.” (God gives us each a burden, and Simon was violent and mad.)









Chapter 3


His nickname was “the little flying elephant”. Misia’s youngest was called Dumbo – his mother couldn’t think of a name, and his father thought he had big ears. Dumbo was the first to be born at the new site, but no more space was made for him than had been for any of the others.


The lorry journey, the business of setting up camp, and the mother’s natural anxiety during the great upheaval had all brought the pregnancy to term. The day after their arrival in the old vegetable garden, in a fresh and damp suburban dawn, Misa and Lulu set off for the hospital. They got lost in the unfamiliar layout of identical streets that they had discovered just that morning. But there must have been a god for mothers and children, because they did eventually find where they were on the map.


At first the hospital staff tried to send them away. The pregnancy had taken place elsewhere, the mother was not on their books. But the man who was not bearing his own child was suffering more than the woman who was about to give birth. The bubble of love and impotence within him exploded. Nobody took any notice of round, deathly pale and silent Misia. Lulu went mad, and yelled his righteous indignation. The noise he made convinced them: an intern began shouting about the disgraceful circus, and eventually a midwife appeared. Medical conscience finally did the right thing – you could already see the baby’s hair.


Lulu was told to stay outside, as he looked dirty. He stood in the waiting room, still hot from shouting and with wild uncombed hair, relieved that his wife had been taken away. The receptionist looked at him unsympathetically, but he didn’t care what the white girl thought now that Misia was being looked after. His checked shirt, which he had worn for several days, hung outside his trousers. He sniffed his armpit; it smelt, but he didn’t care. Misia liked his smell, which was neither sour nor unpleasant, and it was Misia who counted, nothing else mattered. He didn’t protest, and remained standing, unaware that other fathers were better treated.


Behind the midwife, Misia looked so pale as to be almost translucent in the hard light of the endless corridor. Her eyes, swollen by pain, were surrounded by a network of green veins beneath the skin. She undressed, lay down alone, and waited a long time for somebody to come. She had the patience and the energy to welcome the baby, to look at its face as soon as the pain was over. All her fears had evaporated; it is the expectation of events, rather than the event itself, that frightens people (and so perhaps death itself will be easy). Misia might have felt the storm deep inside her, the flesh and blood pushing towards the light, finally emptying out – the storm, the flesh, the blood. She should have known that to give oneself up to the flesh is not to admit defeat, but at that moment she was incapable of thought, she was just a network of muscles and nerves surrounding an open womb; she was just a pushing, breathing creature, releasing a new life to a panting rhythm. Death seemed so far away that Misia forgot about it. She remembered Angelina’s stories, about giving birth to three sons in the fields without any help. Giving birth, the old woman would say, was the greatest thing women could do, it was their glory and the source of all their happiness. Misia could hear the sighs and groans of a woman being urged on in the next room, then the muffled cries of the new baby. She felt a surge of envy. She could feel hers, very low down, and knew it was fully engaged. She began to push and her stomach seemed to tear apart and became hard. Next door the newborn baby was still crying. Misia raised herself up on her elbows. She was carried along by the excitement of that unique sound, which combined the first swelling of the lungs, the first light, the first cold of the outside world and the first separation.


A nurse passed without stopping – she believed that French women were more deserving than immigrants. They could give birth squatting, without any help, she said to her young assistant, who was anxious about the gypsy woman who had just come in. She said this without any admiration. The assistant looked embarrassed, feeling shame at the other’s meanness. “If the child is too big it might damage the mother,” she said, and went in to help Misia.


All this time the life-force was carrying Dumbo towards the earth, men and his mother. His lungs expanded with a great cry which made the young intern laugh. He was a small man and he was amazed. He had pulled the baby out with skilful hands; Misia had felt the fluidity of his careful movements. She held the sticky curled-up child to her breast, and cried over him, with emotion and exhaustion, missing Lulu, and touched by the kindness of this man who had held the child like a fragile treasure. A grateful hiccup made her sick, and the nurse held a kidney-shaped metal receptacle under her at each cough. Misia coughed and spat, holding the baby against her. The young man was embarrassed. “You’re doing very well,” he said. “I’m going to keep you here for a bit with your son.” She shook her head dumbly. He was saddened, taking her gratitude and relief for misery – he thought she was an unmarried mother. Lulu was still waiting in reception.









Chapter 4


After that they did what everybody else does. But the official refused to write anything in the register when the father came, his face glowing with silent happiness, to say that Dumbo had been born at that time on that day, the son of him and Misia. But Dumbo was not a proper name, there was no Saint Dumbo, and so he couldn’t be registered.


“Find another name,” said the official.


The father left, and, as Angelina said, it didn’t stop Dumbo from being a fine baby, weighing more than nine pounds. There was no point getting into a quarrel over the register, she thought, the mother and baby were well, God was good. Misia would have been torn if the young doctor had not cut her, and then sewn her up, explaining that that was best for her. Because she had no social security, she had gone home the day after the birth, just sewn up, with dark shadows under her eyes which made her look like a corpse. Nobody was concerned, they had all been through it themselves. Her sisters-in-law did her washing, and looked after Anita and Sandro. They told them: “Your mother must rest,” and Anita had started to cry because her mother looked so tired.


“I don’t want her to die!” said the little girl.


“She’s not going to,” cried Milena, “your mother is as tough as an old sow.”


But the little girl hadn’t believed it, until finally she saw her mother smiling, and even, one evening, laughing, beneath the sheets with the baby.


Misia was twenty-two; she had married at fifteen, and had Anita at sixteen and Sandro at seventeen. She was the most beautiful of Angelina’s daughters-in-law, and the only one for whom the old woman could understand such a young man giving up his freedom. Her black hair was parted in the middle, framing a thin face, bony at the chin and the temple, giving her the air of a melancholic Madonna. She had the most beautiful bosom a husband could hope for, a huge pale curve which stretched her blouses and emphasized her narrow waist. Men could not help staring, and she had become used to their hungry looks. So, when Misia had a baby, her brothers-in-law would watch her feeding, transfixed by the sight of this abundant white flesh, which must smell of milk, of new baby and of soft skin.


The men were always looking at women. Their lust was all the stronger for being permanently unsatisfied – the caravans were small, and there were always children around. After her two pregnancies, Misia became more inhibited. She seemed to have forgotten the way Lulu could transport her to heights of pleasure, watching her all the time. He would hold his wife’s closed face in the palms of his hands, and she would moan. Hearing that is wonderful, he would think, before being sucked into the storm himself. Nowadays she used the children as a pretext for going to sleep as soon as she got into bed.


“You’ll wake them up, they’ll see us!” she would say, and Lulu would turn aside.


Sometimes he would object: “You never used to mind.”


And she would reply, “Yes, but they’re bigger now.”


Sometimes Lulu got angry: “I can’t go on if I’m not allowed to touch you! Are you my wife or not?”


And then she would give in. That was how Dumbo had been conceived, by mistake. After Sandro, she had said, “I don’t want to be pregnant again,” and he had understood that that meant “leave me alone” and he had wondered how he would manage, with this beautiful woman and his desire for her. It could drive a man mad, just being rejected by his own wife like that. And he would look at all women with rage. In fact, all four sisters-in-law did the same thing, without telling one another. And the brothers would complain to each other: nothing like children to take away women’s sexual desire. But they didn’t linger on the subject – it was not the custom of the tribe to discuss intimate family matters. They just had to settle for watching Misia feeding Dumbo, sitting on one of the plastic chairs that stayed outside. She breathed in the fresh air, in her own sad and dreamy way, from time to time switching the baby to the other breast with a supple and experienced movement and a tired expression which seemed, to them, to be charged with languid eroticism. Misia could see what they were up to, but she didn’t look at them; they were childish, and anyway she had plenty on her hands with Lulu, who was a force of nature.


When Dumbo arrived, they did something that other people don’t do: they raised the spirits. On the evening of the mother and child’s return, Lulu lit a big bonfire and arranged a table and some chairs beside it. It was the round applewood table that Angelina had inherited from her parents. They placed a glass in the middle surrounded by a circle of little bits of paper with all the letters of the alphabet on them. Misia had written them with difficulty, and her shaky hand, pressing too hard, had made them like lace. The spirit speaking to Angelina was called Ysoris. It was a good spirit, her guardian angel, she said.


She asked: “Will this little Dumbo be a good thing, for himself and for us?” Because life just happened, like a harsh or merciful sentence, and the old woman simply greeted it as it came, with cries and prayers. Night slowly closed in on the figures gathered around the table. Angelina couldn’t read, so Nadia repeated what was being written. Ysoris had his own words. Light. Sun. Love. Luck. It was so like what Angelina was thinking that her sons suspected her of pushing the glass herself. But since she couldn’t write, it had to be the spirit speaking through their mother. Misia was moved. She sat on Lulu’s knee, wiping her streaming eyes.


“Go and get your son!” he said. “You’re crying so much you can’t even hear him calling for his food.”


She gave Dumbo her breast, showering the baby with kisses, full of hope.


“Drop it,” Simon said now and then, “it’s all hot air.”


But the others didn’t listen. The women began saying the Lord’s Prayer. Amaro dad Devla, kon san o tcheri. And Simon laughed.


“Our Father, what are you up to, up there in heaven?” he repeated in his father’s language, his bronzed face gleaming in the fire and the moonlight.


Life resumed its precarious course. The police came to the plot twice: the gypsy camp was on private property. But it was just routine intimidation, since the old schoolteacher, who had been alerted by the town hall and by several petitions, had refused to lodge a complaint, and that made any eviction illegal. The children loved the excitement of the raids: the howling sirens, the flashing lights, the coshes and guns on belts. “Here come the police again!” they would shout. Angelina remained sitting, with her feet by the fire, her chin on her knees, paying no attention to the activity around her.


Lulu and Misia were exhausted that autumn. The baby cried at night. He was woken by his mother’s voice, his father’s grunts, all the breathing, coughing and movement around him. Lulu was in a nervous state, picking quarrels with his brothers. He could always find one who would answer back. The sisters-in-law would sometimes take their husbands’ sides, especially Milena, who believed that there was always somebody right and somebody wrong. (She spoke with her lip curled up, and she looked prehistoric with her low hairline and thick eyebrows.)


“Come away!” her husband would beg her.


Nadia would soothe the quarrels by singing before they all went to bed. The women listened, sitting with their children between their legs. When they sniffed, the women would wipe their noses with the bottom of their skirts. The men stayed standing, pulling on cigarette stubs that were so short that they were almost smoking their own dirty fingers.


“My little gypsy girl, light a fire for me,” Nadia sang, “not too little, not too big, I caress your soul, my little gypsy girl.” Their hearts beat gently with the soft rhythm of the song, and her voice rose up to the sky with the sparks from the fire. Nadia stood, her childlike wrists hanging in front of her skirt, her pale face deformed with the effort of singing. The vibration of the music entered and stirred their innermost being, and they felt things that they normally had no time to think about: they quivered with all the emotion of life itself. Then they went off to bed, with beauty in their souls. What would happen if there was no music? Angelina wondered, as she unfolded her bed. She lay down after hugging her daughter-in-law.


“You’ve got the voice of God,” she said to Nadia, “a voice that makes one want to be good.”


And Nadia put away her voice for the night. “More! more!” cried the children. But it was time to stop and put them to bed, otherwise they would have been tired, whining about nothing. Anyway, Anita and Sandro slept anywhere, at any time.


Misia remained calm, gliding through the days and nights with her child, who demanded to be fed at regular intervals. She wore her velvety breasts like a necklace, and their whiteness reminded Lulu of the whiteness of her thighs, which never saw the light of day. At such moments his desire for her was almost unbearable. One might think that was all there was to life, he said to himself, losing oneself in a woman, hearing her moaning, breathing, panting in the hollow of your shoulder. He could imagine each one of those gestures as he watched her from far off, leaning against his lorry. No, he thought, there was nothing better, and yet one couldn’t say it, one had to pretend that the rest was more important. Knowledge of this universal secret somehow calmed him, as if he had untangled both himself and the world around him. He felt a wave of love for his wife. With one of the supreme efforts that men can sometimes make, with the help of women, he managed to convert his lust into tenderness. He came up behind Misia and kissed her on the neck. He even stroked the child who was depriving him of his lover, touched by this red bundle that was a part of himself. His son. It was beginning to annoy the others.


“Me too, I want to be sucked,” Anita had said, aware of the strange sense of well-being emanating from the mother and baby.


Nadia’s eyes gleamed – she was trying to hold back her tears because she could not have another child. And that evening Helena had murmured, “Make me a baby, you ugly old thing,” rubbing herself against Simon. Her face suddenly seemed softer, remodelled by desire, almost as though she loved her husband again, which was certainly not the case. He pushed his hand down his wife’s shirt, laughing – this bitch who dared to answer back and judge him was now demanding yet more madness.


Their vitality was indeed locked within themselves, and they made their mark everywhere. Finding food without money, fetching drinking water from the pump, the occasional sources of income, their rounds in the suburbs, all this might have seemed to others to be a hopeless existence, and yet it gave their life a rhythm. They rose late, after midday some days, because they stayed up late and had trouble sleeping. The curtains in the caravans remained drawn in the morning light, and the whole camp was silent. Just before lunchtime, the women aired the bedding, folded up the beds and cooked. One could hear their chatting while the children played outside. The men lingered over their coffee. The old woman threw anything she could find onto the fire. And, around the smoke, the day would drift on into the evening.


But they had become a source of fear, hatred and pity: other people could not understand the gypsy way of life. Complaints and eviction demands continued unabated. The mayor and the prefect passed the responsibility to and fro between them. New ways of counting were found: were there more than five thousand people in the commune (in which case they would have been obliged to provide a site)? And if that were the case, how long could they stay on such a site? As part of this game of political interests, of shame and lack of respect, cowardliness and virtue, a social worker was sent along. Here were children out of school and families without any income, living on a mud patch with no infrastructure. Angelina remained seated, with her chin on her knees, only looking up to spit into the fire. The social worker came too early in the morning and found everything closed up. She returned one afternoon, spoke to the motionless old woman (who didn’t say a word) and saw the silhouettes of the parents watching her through the windows. She gave her report to the town hall. “Gypsies,” she said, “are special, quite different from us.”
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