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"There is blood in panties": Hafsa and the damned chromosome
Rim Ben Rjeb — Tunisia
30 June 2019
Jeem.me

I fear nightmares in which I lose my voice and become unable to scream. My voice takes the form of
a little rounded stone and remains stuck inside my throat. I open my mouth like a crocodile in the mud
preparing to catch its prey, I take a deep breath that makes my empty stomach swollen, and I try to
scream, but without success. I am afraid of loneliness. Loneliness is heavy and painful. All those who
are close to me are repelled by my isolation in my little shell; I do not share much of my concerns with
them. This does not mean that I am unable to reveal things about myself, but I find it difficult to talk
about my feelings and express the hordes of ideas that are running inside my head. I am afraid of
Alzheimer, and I feel that I am a good candidate for this damned disease. I forget names, people,
gossip, events and dates. I forget where I put my mobile phone and the keys to my apartment. I forget
almost everything. It is true that my memory is visual, but it is selective, and this does not mean in any
way that [ am a smart genius. I fear death, even though I have attempted suicide more than once. Death
is bitter and naive. I spent more than half of my life preparing myself for the death of my grandmother
Mabrouka, instead of sniffing her old smells. The young grandmother has gone, not coming back, and
here I am now preparing myself for the death of Adonis, my little dog that I bought just like I buy my
dresses, books, and decorative pens in which I color my dreams. I killed many of the children of the
city for my dog, and before that I killed all the children of the village for Hafsa, my sister who was

born with Down syndrome carrying with her a new promise of fear.

Hafsa was born six years after | was born, and I knew nothing about her disability and did not even
notice that she was different from other children. She was a beautiful, sharp-minded child. She loves
to play with the chicken that my dad raises in a log cabin he built himself. I was contemplating it with
great fascination as she carried a plastic basket larger than her size, in which she innately put a wise

amount of wheat, distributed fairly over the small yellow chicks. I did not get jealous of her because
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she had become the family’s spoiled girl, as she deserved the title of "Monkey of the nest". We used
to take her to the capital from time to time for the doctor to examine her. My mother, after every visit,
would return to the village, sad and broken. I did not understand the secret of my mother's permanent
sorrow, she used to try so hard to hide from us, and I did not care how Hafsa uttered the words. She is
still a little girl, and children of her age do not say poetry, sing acapellas, and speak eloquently in front
of the village. All children falter in pronunciation, and it is difficult for them to determine what they
want, but Hafsa remained so until the age of five, unable to say anything but some words and
distractions. I remember well the day when I learned that my chubby and mushy sister has a handicap.
It was a sad cloudy day; I didn’t go easy on her for some reason, so my mother shouted at me in tears,
"Your sister is disabled." She then went out terrified. What does it mean to be disabled? Does this

mean that my chubby and mushy sister will die soon?

Hafsa grew up and went to school as part of the pedagogical inclusion program for people with
disabilities. Our remote village on the Algerian border had no children with Down Syndrome, except
Hafsa and Jihad, our neighbor who was violent with "normal" children and unable to integrate with
their strange world, so my little sister was an alien, a source of surprise and astonishment. Everyone
knew her and loved her because she was kind-hearted and laughed at the frowned faces. Yet, she was
bullied by a group of bad children who organized as professional gangs to steal apricots and grapes
from the trees and torture animals. I repeatedly asked her to be strong and to respond in kind, I even
gave her training classes in the arts of child criminality and tried to teach her to hit with stones. Nothing
worked for her. The only time she threw a rock at someone, I was that person, and it was for purely
impulsive reasons. We were sitting in the field of the old and mean Gamra; we were looking at the
cows grazing. A black and huge cow approached us, chubby and mushy Hafsa got afraid, and instead
of hitting the approaching enemy, she hit me on my head, and blood came out hot and flowing. I was
not angry with her, but rather laughed at her naivety, and from then on, I canceled my training classes
and decided to take care myself of the organized gangs. I announced this dangerous decision in front
of all the boys and girls of the neighborhood. I stood tall, tall, despite my short stature, and shouted in

a hoarse voice that was not fit for a well-behaved girl: “The war has begun, you sons of bitches!”
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I used to move between the neighborhoods and the alleys like a mad dog looking for children who
would hit my sister or call her "crazy." I did not leave a wicked child without beating them or
threatening them until they became intimidated and terrified at the sheer hearing of my name that is
not worthy of a monster like me. Hafsa had many girlfriends who loved her honestly, and not because
they were afraid of me. They even started working for me, telling me about every child or person that
bothers the chubby and mushy one. I was in control of everything and everything was going well until
the day came when Hafsa returned from school and said to my mother: "There is blood in panties." I
was a teenager who lived with my grandmother Mabrouka in a house not far from my family’s home
from which I left in resentment after hearing the dreadful news. I was screaming, cursing, crying and
moving around in the room like a raging bull. My grandmother did not understand the reason for my
hysterical state. She thought I had a fight with my father, who did not accept my early involvement in
politics and my primitive questions questioning the existence of God and the prerogatives of the
Islamic religion. I did not know any other one at the time. The grandmother stepped out of her room,
leaning on her wooden crutch and called for my friend Rania, who knows how to deal with me. I
calmed down a little then said to them in suffocating voice: “Hafsa has become a woman at the age of
nine.” My head was spinning in the void. How will this little girl deal with menstrual blood and
abdominal pain? How to put a sanitary pad and go to school without getting dirty clothes. How will
she deal with children after this catastrophe, and before that, how will she deal with her new body that
has just entered the world of adults. I no longer control things and I lost part of my symbolic power.
The war between me and the organized child gangs are no more; the war is now between me and a

distant unfair deity.

Hafsa surprised me with her innate wisdom, which she not only employed in distributing wheat fairly
to the small chicks, but also in managing emergency crises. She knew how to deal with menstruation,
perhaps better than me. It was not a dramatic event in her life and to this day, like an old guru, she
deals patiently and serenely with all the calamities and adversities of life. She was a secretive girl and
did not talk about her feelings, even though everything was alive and pulsating in her. Silently, she
loved our neighbor her classmate in school Oussama. I learned that from one of her gossip liking

friends. I didn't want to embarrass her directly, so I winked at her secretly whenever he passed by, or
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came to play with her. Her round face blushes, and she laughs, or she says to me in a serious way:
"Stop It!" Osama was a calm child and young man, chubby and mushy, like Hafsa, who rejoices at his
presence and boldly looks at him through the pupils of his eyes. She was awake and divine, playing,
running, and giggling with her companions, drawing and studying. The dates of her visits to my
grandmother's house are exactly the same as those of studying. She opens her books and pamphlets
and writes things that we do not understand, but she writes them firmly, and with determination. Not
a day passes without her visiting our crippled neighbor Zohra. She would sit next to her and report all
the news of the neighborhood. Even when she moved with her family to another neighborhood, Hafsa
kept visiting her until she died. Hafsa deals with death following a simple equation: All those she loves
will build a small city in Paradise and live in safety and peace. She is affected by the death of our
relatives and cries with a burning old age, then, she restores her dignity and goes out to play. We were
afraid that she would get lost, or be raped. My mother used to give her some advice, the most important
of them is: "Don't take candy from anyone who gives it to you." Candy is an easy way to seduce, rape,

or sexually harass children.

Hafsa grew older, and so did those around her, and her friends, who gradually gave up on her. They
continued their journey as adolescent girls wanting to explore the male world, while she dropped out
of school because she was unable to move from primary school to middle school. Every year, as
students go back their schools and institutes, we would buy new books and all the supplies she needs
to study at home. It is an educational system based on stuffing in information and indoctrinating
students, and teachers cannot understand the specificity of my sister. That is what I used to tell myself
to face the anger of her compulsory dropping out of school. We did not trust the centers for the
inclusion of people with disabilities, because they do not give them anything useful, rather, they add
to the their isolation and alienation. Hafsa's habits did not change much, she kept studying at home,
visiting neighbors, playing with new friends and sitting with her old friends whenever there is
opportunity for that. Mona is the only one of all her friends who have remained faithful to Hafsa, the
chubby and mushy, until the day we moved out from the village. That was when the cordial friendship

between them was cut.



SAMIR
KASSIR
N AWARD

We now live in a city not far from our village, and we are more afraid for Hafsa than before, because
the world has become bigger and more brutal, and the advice "Do not take candy from strangers" is no
longer useful. Hafsa gave up all her dreams and became a bird imprisoned in a large house which she
can leave only accompanied by my father, my mother or my sister. She used to run lightly like a small
wild goat between rocks, but now she became a woman who voraciously watches Turkish series and
silently admires their handsome heroes. She still deals wisely with menstruation and with the many
changes that occurred in her body, but from time to time she voices her grief and resentment when she
does not find clothes worthy of her age due to her extra weight. She tried hard to play sports and
become a slim figure, to wear the short dresses that everyone is fascinated with, but she failed. She is
still studying, drawing and writing things that we do not understand. She still laughs and gossips, but
with unreal people created by her imagination. She is still kind-hearted, laughing at frowned faces, and
despite her loneliness and the narrowness of her material world, she takes care of her hair and wants it
straight. And when I tell her: “You are beautiful,” she rejoices, and responds in a sassy and pampered
way: “Really?” In the big city, there are no small chicks, no chicken, no wheat. Adonis, my little dog,
has replaced them. She would not come close to him or touch him, but she tries to love him. I am no
longer at war with the organized child gangs, or with a god who likes to hide and disavow his
responsibility, but rather with a repressive system that disparages people with disabilities, and steals
their lives and their small dreams away from them. I still stand tall despite my short stature, and the

war is still on, you sons of bitches.



