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To my Father and to my Mother.




Art is the lost key of love. It becomes great only if it starts by drawing its vitality from the relationship to the self of a person who is not yet an artist, but simply a child who is lost, an adolescent who is distressed, or a man who is preparing for old age and seeking a reason for agreeing to do so.

Yves BONNEFOY, 
Remarks on the Gaze
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Marie was a harsh and unjust woman who was also, from time to time, a pyromaniac.

She managed her household with an iron fist, making sure that no one could say a word against her.

She had married very young – that was usual in Africa.

She was a farmer’s daughter.

One day, while she was studying for her school-leaver’s certificate, she passed a group of boys from well-to-do families who were laughing in the sun. They were carefree, they were eyeing up the girls. They were at least ten years older than her. In Africa, that wasn’t an obstacle either.

Africa is rough, when you rub up against it.

A shy girl, Marie was mesmerized when her eyes met James’s. They went out for almost three years. No one ever knew what they said to each other on those interminable walks when friends and relatives, though they didn’t let on, never let them out of their sight.

Marie’s desire was as strong as James’s, but she would be a virgin at her wedding.

There was nothing romantic about their meeting. She attracted him; he let himself be persuaded. The lack of poetry weighed on them like a silent reproach that each forever held against the other.

They had four children in Africa and a fifth in France. Marie’s pyromaniac tendencies were triggered when the last one was born.

She didn’t do it on purpose, but she did occasionally set things on fire. It was beyond her, she who was normally so organized, so well prepared.

They’d phone James at work, the neighbors would call the fire brigade, and Marie would retreat behind a terrified silence. James would rush home and sort everything out, but his failure to reassure her meant that the terror she felt only grew.

James thought these incidents would cease if he ignored how serious they were. He put it all down to uprootedness. Marie had no idea what was happening to her. Sometimes, while she was cooking dinner, a strange feeling would overwhelm her, and she’d lose track of everything while she struggled to identify what it was. She felt guilty. When fire brought her back to her senses, she would see it as a message from Africa. James never spoke to her about it.

Such episodes didn’t occur often.

Thanks to James, Marie moved up the social ladder. She made sure never to let him down in public, for which he was always grateful.

After finishing their studies, Mylène’s four brothers and sisters went back to Africa. That’s how they punished their mother for going to join their father and having another child.

In 1970, when James went ahead to France to prepare for their arrival, they’d felt abandoned. Marie had gone over with the children a year later. That year without James had brought her closer to her four children, who everyone called ‘the musketeers’.

Mylène was born in Paris the following year. She learnt everything there; it was her city. She had never been to Africa, never belonged to the gang of musketeers. That was a stroke of luck. For her, the world was yet to be discovered.

When she finally released her mother’s hand to go to school, it was the start of an adventure. Women other than her mother – the teachers – could tell her what to do. She accepted the rules. She didn’t want anyone flinging her Africanness back in her mother’s face. It was already obvious enough.

Marie’s sisters lived in France, but James’s brother had stayed behind in Africa. He supplied the African continent with jukeboxes. Mylène thought her uncle was a fabulous businessman. His name was Roger, but everyone called him Bob. He had style; he was always impeccably dressed. When he came to Paris, you had to arrange to meet him well in advance. He was a top-class seducer who adored Russian countesses.

To Mylène, sibling solidarity was little more than an idea. She had never felt the slightest bond with her two brothers, nor even with her two sisters. Ten years separated her from the youngest musketeer, and such was the gap that when they went back to Africa, she didn’t miss them at all. Marie, never much of a talker, pushed the burden of guilt onto Mylène’s small shoulders. She didn’t say it in so many words, but when she spoke of her children who lived in Africa, her gaze lingered on Mylène as if she were the reason they left.

Mylène was living proof of Marie’s sorrow. She asked her mother for news of her brothers and sisters, but Marie was not generous with details. Perhaps it was them she thought of when she set things on fire.

Her father, James, loved her so much that she felt instantly soothed by his presence. Mylène had the lightest skin color of all the children and was the only one who wasn’t frizzy. She had inherited her father’s smooth, thick hair. Every evening she waited for the sound of the key in the lock that signaled her father’s return. She prepared a show for him each night. It was their special date.

The only demonstration of tenderness she got from her mother came was when Marie brushed her hair. Marie couldn’t believe that a child of her womb could have hair that was smooth and silky, when the boys of the family had always kept their heads shaved and the girls controlled their tufty growth by braiding it with cotton threads.

And yet, Mylène was her daughter.

There was a story that ran in the family, though Mylène had never quite managed to get the full version.

James read the newspaper in the living room every evening.

On one of them, Mylène went over and asked him to give her an exact account. It wasn’t the first time. She wanted to know every last detail. Mylène was the heroine who had survived one of her mother’s fits of pyromania. Her life was a miracle.

— Papa, can you tell me what happened that made you throw me in the bath that time?

Her father paused, before raising his eyes to look at her.

— What do you want to know?

Mylène was not yet ten years old.

— The true truth.

James smiled at his daughter. She knew how to win him over.

— Is there any other kind of truth, Mylène?

— I don’t know.

She thought for a moment, then looked him straight in the eye.

— I want you to tell me the whole story!

James put down his newspaper. He wasn’t in the mood to be disturbed, but Mylène had managed to get his attention.

He watched her every gesture.

She was industrious, stubborn, teasing, and above all she looked like him, only with different-colored skin. No doubt about it, she was his daughter – ‘café au lait’, as Marie said.

Marie never used the expression ‘mixed-race’, which was a loaded term and seemed to create an additional problem. She was black, her husband, white and Jewish. If on top of that her children had to be mixed-race, it would be too much. The children were therefore ‘café au lait’.

Carefully, James folded his newspaper. Mylène had won. He was going to tell her the story.

— Once upon a time…

— No, Papa, tell me the true truth!

— All right, don’t get worked up.

Mylène sat on the floor, on the living-room rug, which she loved. She was determined to hear the story of her survival. James cleared his throat.

— It was a Sunday morning, I was reading my newspaper, your brothers and sisters were playing at their friends’ places. Your mother had you on her hip in an African-style cloth and was preparing lunch. I had run myself a bath and was dawdling a bit. Suddenly there was this shocking smell of burning. I raced into the kitchen. Flames were leaping up to the ceiling. Your mother was staring at them without reacting, mesmerized. I shoved her aside to put out the fire under the frying pan and fill it with water when I saw the cloth you were wrapped in catch alight. I tore you from your mother’s arms and rushed into the bathroom. You weren’t crying. Everything was quiet. I plunged you into the water several times and wrapped you in a bath towel, then laid you on your bed. You were completely soaked. The neighbors in the meantime had called the fire brigade. They showed up with their hoses and put out the blaze. Then one of the firemen went over to your bed and attempted to pick you up. That’s when you started bawling. The poor young man tried to calm you down. Your mother was frozen to the spot at the sight of the damage, so it was me who swept you up before you could wreck your vocal cords.

Mylène could picture the scene very clearly.

— So was there water all over the kitchen?

— Yes.

— What about the firemen? Did they stay?

— No, they headed off.

— What did you do after they left?

— I phoned Aunt Lydie, who came around to sort everything out.

— And was I still crying?

— Yes, you cried for ages, but your aunt managed to quieten you down.

Mylène digested this information.

If her father hadn’t stepped in, she would have been burned alive.

She went up to her father and placed her forearm alongside his. That was their little ritual, comparing skin colors without saying anything. James had the pale skin of a redhead. Sometimes he thought Marie was trying to perform a ritual sacrifice by setting the house on fire. Perhaps she was trying to burn him alive, as they did with redheads in the Middle Ages. The thought of it made him laugh.
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Mylène went to school on her own. There she met Kim, her friend who was blonde and had freckles like James. Kim was small and thin. She had enormous green eyes that Mylène admired. Kim, for her part, said things like:

— I was looking for you out the window when I saw the most elegant girl, and then I realized it was you.

Mylène was shy. She didn’t say anything in response because she wasn’t used to compliments. She never received any from her mother.

Kim laughed easily, pushed Mylène into doing things, and was always coming up with adventures.

— So, after school today, you’re coming to my place, right?

— I have to tell my mother first, Mylène would reply.

— Don’t worry, I’ll go with you.

Mylène knew that her mother was in awe of Kim. She couldn’t say no to her. It was strange to see an adult as strict as her mother giving in to Kim’s every request.

Mylène felt protected by her friend.

After school they’d rush back to Mylène’s. Kim would quickly get permission for afternoon tea, and Kim’s contagious excitement would sweep Mylène into a madcap race. The girls, one brown, the other blonde, would take off at a run, laughing and squealing as they went. When they came across a neighbor or a local shopkeeper, they’d go back to walking normally, a little too straight, a little too close together, as if the sidewalk weren’t quite wide enough for the two of them. As soon as they got past the danger, they’d start running again.

Kim’s room was at the end of the corridor at her place. After scoffing some bread and sausage, they’d pile in together.

Kim’s mother had friends around almost every afternoon. Kim and Mylène would devote themselves to conducting black masses, in silence, so as not to alert Kim’s mother.

One day, Kim was furious with her mother and decided to drag Mylène into eating the leaves of the houseplants with her. Mylène was scared, but she went along with it.

The plan was to go and greet Kim’s mother’s friends, then, without being seen, to each yank out an ivy leaf, bring the loot back to the room, say the magic words, then chew the leaves and swallow them. The magic words were ‘hysterical Bouricoucu’.

Mylène and her friend were never apart. If they weren’t physically together, they were thinking about each other. Marie thought this friendship was a bit over the top, but didn’t dare say a word.

Kim spent her summer vacations with Mylène.

As for their mothers, the routine was always the same. Kim’s mother would come around for coffee at Marie’s. They’d speed through the formalities, then spend all afternoon chatting.

Marie thought highly of Kim’s mother. Originally from Normandy, she’d married a South American and didn’t seem to notice that Marie was black. Plus she really liked Mylène, who returned the feeling.

Kim’s mother was dreamy and full of imagination.

She had Venetian-blonde hair that reached her shoulders. She hardly wore any make-up, just a little powder and lipstick. Mylène thought she was perfect. She denied Kim almost nothing. She looked like the heroine of a novel.

Kim had inherited only her white skin and freckles from her mother. She had chestnut hair like her father, and her fleshy lips were also his. She was vivacious.

James thought of Kim as a sister for his daughter. He watched them out of the corner of his eye when they were at home. He loved their games, which injected a bit of life into their serious household. He felt the absence of his other four children.

Because of the color of her skin, Marie thought she ought never to crack jokes. Perhaps she thought that having an inflexible character would make her whiter. James, on the contrary, loved to witness Mylène’s tomfoolery. He always asked for more, which she provided from her boundless stores.

Marie looked askance at this relationship, but there was nothing she could say. He had married her, and he respected her. He paid for everything, their children in Africa and the household in Paris. She had him to thank for her elegance, too.

He had a managerial post in the education ministry. After his job as a philosophy teacher, the ministry conferred on him an almost secret mission: tracking down all the children who weren’t at school. And there were plenty of them. The itinerant families who lived in trailers were a worry.

One day, Mylène overheard a mysterious conversation her father was having with a colleague. The subject was a little girl whose parents were prostituting her. Mylène could clearly hear the worry in her father’s voice when he suggested sending in the social services and emphasized that it could be dangerous.

Marie never really adapted to life in Paris. Most of her friends were African.

Of course, there were exceptions. All the same, she felt as if she had been branded for being black.
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Madame Mangui was their neighbor. She was married but had no children.

She loved Mylène and her pranks, and Marie could safely leave Mylène in her care.

Mme Mangui had been on the front line several times when they’d had to call the fire brigade because of one of Marie’s pyromaniac episodes. She didn’t know that Marie’s mind went strangely blank. Each time, she thought it was an accident, that Marie had so much to do that she would forget to turn off the flame under her saucepans.

Sometimes Mylène and Kim had afternoon tea at Mme Mangui’s. The living room was always dark, and the armchairs and the sofa even had plastic coverings. Kim said that the plastic was there to protect the armchairs from cat pee, and from Mme Mangui’s as well. She said that when people got old, they wet their pants. Kim would ogle the armchairs at Mme Mangui’s when they went there for afternoon tea.

The two little girls would eat in the kitchen. Mme Mangui would prepare hot chocolate and pieces of bread and butter. Everything was delicious, but Kim couldn’t stop herself from sniffing her chocolate and pulling faces as if it smelt of pee. Afterwards, they were allowed to sit in the living room, on the plastic-covered armchairs.

While Mme Mangui was putting things away in the kitchen, Kim would take the opportunity to lower her undies and pretend to wee on the sofa.

At nightfall, Marie would come to pick up Kim and Mylène. She would accompany Kim to the corner of the street. James would get home from work, ready to share a joke with his daughter before dinner.

— So, my girl, did you have afternoon tea at Mme Bangui’s today?

Mylène and her father would have a laugh. Mylène knew he called her that on purpose, to make her sound a bit African.

Marie, who lacked a sense of humor, would get immediately onto her high horse.

— It’s very kind of her to take the girls after school. You shouldn’t belittle her.

— Oh, we weren’t being nasty, Marie. Don’t make a song and dance of it.

Mylène dreaded a blow-up between her parents. She didn’t sense any love between them, and it saddened her.

As Christmas approached, Mylène would feel a bit melancholy. All her friends had a Christmas tree, except her.

Marie wasn’t accustomed to having one, and James was Jewish.

They’d celebrate Christmas for the children, but without a tree.

Marie would make peanut chicken, which James adored. She would buy a Yule log and put presents in front of the chimney in the living room. James would light the fire. The blaze in the fireplace was a restorative one. He alone would look after it.

That year, James brought home a cardboard nativity scene. It was a present from one of his colleagues. That didn’t bother him because he wasn’t religious. He thought it was pretty and wanted to surprise Mylène.

She was delighted. It made things a bit more Christmassy.

Kim was never there for the holidays. She would go off to her family’s place in Normandy to be with her cousins.

When school went back, the two little girls would show each other their presents. They usually got clothes or shoes. Useful gifts, Marie said. There weren’t any toys either at Kim’s place or at Mylène’s. The worst present was an envelope with a banknote inside it. Mylène’s aunts thought it was simpler that way.

Mylène was eleven years old and Kim, thirteen.

They wanted to sign up for a dance class in the evenings. The principal of their school was determined to have a show at the end of the year. She encouraged the parents to enroll their children. Marie was a bit dubious, but she agreed on the condition that Kim and Mylène got there under their own steam. The school was ten minutes away on foot, at the end of the street.

For the girls, it was a new experience.

The dance class finished at 7 p.m. They went home on their own, excited about the end-of-year show.

Outside of classroom hours, the school became a mysterious place. Sounds echoed, the light was yellow, even the dance teacher was different. There were exercises at the barre, tutus, ballet slippers, a whole world that was the stuff of dreams.

Kim and Mylène were very diligent. The teacher encouraged them to practice together. They started doing so at each other’s place, after their homework. Marie would watch them do the splits. She thought the girls looked lovely, and couldn’t believe she had brought a little Parisienne into the world.

She often thought about Africa. Her childhood and her daughter’s had nothing in common, unless it was childhood itself.

In May, Kim announced to Mylène that she was going to change schools to learn typing.

Mylène was in shock. She didn’t dare say anything, but the news made her feel like she was being abandoned.

Kim claimed it was her decision, but Mylène knew Kim’s parents were behind what felt to her like an earthquake. They promised to keep seeing each other. At home, Mylène kept it to herself.

The end-of-year celebration was extraordinary. They had rehearsed a French cancan show. The costumes were magnificent and the girls were wearing make-up. Mylène’s parents looked for their daughter but had trouble picking her out against the decor. Kim’s parents were sitting next to James and Marie.

When the music began, all the little girls threw themselves onto the stage. Not one false step. The teachers were as impressed as the parents.

In one sequence the girls paired up, grasped the tip of their toes and spun around on the spot before dropping energetically into the splits.

Mylène caught her foot and, the moment she began to spin, saw Kim vanish into the scenery. The music continued. Kim climbed back onto the stage. She had turned red but nothing was broken.

That evening was engraved in Mylène’s heart. Her parents had come to see her dance and her mother had seemed to be proud.

After the holidays, Mylène went back to school where she made new friends. She saw Kim on Saturdays and Sundays. They never talked about Kim’s new school, and even less about Mylène’s new friends. The invisible ties of friendship bound them together.

Kim introduced Mylène to adolescence. She taught her to wear make-up; to lie to her parents in order to go out at night; to wear stockings, then tights; to kiss boys on the mouth; to steal money from her mother’s purse; to go to cafés; to go to nightclubs, first in the afternoon, then at night. She did not teach her to dance, because Mylène was an excellent dancer.

Mylène discovered, to her surprise, that boys liked her.

Marie panicked. She managed to set the house on fire the day Mylène wore her first bra. She could only cope with her daughter as a little girl.

James never tired of watching his daughter’s transformation. She was first in everything. At high school, but also at home, she debated politics, education, minority rights. He was proud of his daughter.

She wore miniskirts, boots and polo-neck sweaters. Her hair was long and curly.

Kim’s look was very rock’n’roll. She went for long flowery skirts and high-heeled boots. She wore tight-fitting t-shirts with wide, studded belts around her hips. They each had boyfriends in different groups.

Kim went out with wealthy older men who had cars. Mylène went out with penniless Jewish students who had a sense of humor. Each moved seamlessly in and out of the other’s world.

They planned to travel around the world together when they turned eighteen. That was a secret they shared.

They would go walking for hours, repeating like a mantra that they would discover America first, that they would sleep with boys whom they would leave without a second thought as soon as they fell in love. They would never get married because they wouldn’t have time. They would work only in order to purchase the ticket for their next trip.

They had it all worked out. It was all so simple.

The world was vast.
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All Mylène knew about Africa was what she had gleaned from the stories told by her aunts Lydie and Martine.

James talked about it too, but in less detail.

Lydie was the eldest of the three sisters. She had something of the commander-in-chief about her, which came naturally after their mother died. She had looked after her sisters, who never contradicted her. The respect they felt for their older sister was mingled with a sense of indebtedness.

After Marie’s early marriage, Lydie had helped her raise her first four children. Then James left his job as a philosophy teacher for a different and better-paid post as a manager at the Ministry of National Education. It was there, in Paris, that Mylène was born.

Marie felt as if she owed Lydie something. She felt as if she had abandoned her when she went to live in France.

Neither Lydie nor Martine had children.

Five years later, they in turn made the journey from one continent to the other.

They had never seen snow.

Marie went to meet them. That day there was glare ice on the sidewalks. She warned them it was slippery, but neither Lydie nor Martine took her seriously. They were determined to buy a cake for their niece. When Martine slipped, the three sisters slowed right down, grabbing onto the doors of the buildings all the way home. Once they got inside, they railed against glare ice in their language. Mylène didn’t understand a word, but she loved the tone of their conversation. From time to time they burst out laughing, and so did Mylène.

Her two aunts represented a piece of Africa. It was as if they were an extension of her mother. They felt entitled to a say in every decision about Mylène’s education. In Africa, children are brought up by their village. Mylène was thrilled about that custom because she got on very well with her aunts.

Lydie proposed taking Mylène with her to Africa for the Easter holidays.

Mylène was ecstatic. At last she was going to discover her mother’s country. She had dreamt about making this journey, without ever daring to ask.

When Mylène and her Aunt Lydie landed in Africa, she was taken by surprise.

Everything felt familiar.

They started by visiting the family. Mylène left with presents. She never understood how she was related to everybody she met, but nobody cared. Young girls her own age, all of them more or less cousins, took her off to listen to music, to meet boys and go swimming. What connected Mylène to her cousins was adolescence.

One day, Aunt Lydie announced that they were going to attend an initiation ceremony. They went by car through the bush and finished the journey on foot. There, in the middle of nowhere, people were dressed in grass skirts and had all kinds of decorations on their heads. Some were wearing masks, their bodies painted. A post at least sixteen feet tall seemed to be the focus of attention. Everyone was gathering around it. Mylène stuck close to her aunt.

She was mesmerized by what she saw. The tom-toms were answering each other. People weren’t really dancing; they were mirroring each other’s movements. Each step called forth a step by the person opposite. They were speaking through their movements, as if they were miming a story.

There was a group of people who, like Mylène and her aunt, sat quietly on the ground while the goings-on continued. After a while, one of the protagonists went over to the post and began to climb effortlessly to the top. The tom-toms stopped. The tension was palpable. Then he stretched himself out in the air with nothing but his stomach in contact with the post. It was incredible. He stayed like that for a long while. Then, he started to sing.

His was the voice of the Africa that Mylène had long imagined.

She thought of Kim. She wished she could have seen this, too.

After climbing back down the post, the young man was taken into a hut.

Lydie took her niece by the hand and told her:

— We’re leaving now. Only those who are going to be initiated are allowed to stay.

Mylène followed her aunt without asking a single question. But what she had seen would remain engraved in her memory.

It was a waking dream that she could not describe because there was nothing to be said.

It had happened, that’s all.

No one explained to her what the ceremony meant.

When she got back from Africa, she realized that in the eyes of her parents she had grown up. They looked at her differently.

No one really spoke about the journey.

All she brought back for her parents was a song in her mother’s dialect. She sang it for them.

James and Marie were carried back to the days of their youth. They said nothing, but they were moved.
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School resumed.

Mylène was happy to be back. For her, the transition from junior high to high school suited her perfectly. She felt as if she had left childhood behind. She made new friends. She met a boy. His name was David. He was certainly the most cultivated high school student she had ever met. She was impressed because, on top of being an excellent student, he was also interested in theater and literature.

They worked together as a team the whole year, and revised for their baccalaureate exams together.

James promised his daughter that, if she passed her exams, she could organize whatever sort of party she liked. He would let her use the apartment and he would pay for the whole thing.

She passed her exams with distinction. She was delighted, and her thoughts were filled with plans for the party.

Kim, too, had tried to get her baccalaureate. She had signed up for classes by correspondence, but had given up.

Mylène dreamt of having a fancy-dress ball. She wanted to be African, like the people she had seen during the initiation ceremony. She confided in Aunt Lydie, but asked her to keep it secret. Lydie was very good with her hands and sincerely loved her niece. She made her a magnificent grass skirt and a grass bolero with beads of every color.

James and Marie got seats for the opera. They wouldn’t be home until after the performance.

It was July, and everyone had made a huge effort. Mylène was thrilled at the sight of her girlfriends’ costumes.

She herself was dazzling.

When David, dressed as a pirate, saw her African outfit, he flushed with pride. He was in love.

The living room was large, all the furniture had been moved aside, and there were candles everywhere. The buffet was spectacular.

James had kept his word.

Neither Marie nor James was allowed to see Mylène’s costume. She wanted it to be a surprise when they got back from the opera.

Everyone was euphoric.

Kim hadn’t yet arrived. Mylène couldn’t wait for her friend to get there; she was dying to see her costume before everyone else. She knew it would be magnificent. She went over to the window so as not to miss her. There were candles on the window ledges. She lent forward, and her grass costume caught fire. Panic ensued. There was no rug; everything had been removed for the dancing. The teenagers started screaming when they saw Mylène burn. The fire brigade arrived; she was taken away. David went with her in the ambulance. The others waited for Marie and James.
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David stayed by my side the whole time, through diagnosis, skin grafts, and a whole barrage of treatments that didn’t always work. He looked at me with the same loving eyes, as if nothing in me had changed, and I accepted it all.

It was a bandage for the heart, and that, for a woman, was the most important thing. I don’t think he was forcing himself.

The doctors worked miracles.

Nevertheless, my wounds were there.
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