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ig iaba scego

from Adua
Translated from Italian by Frederika Randall

adua

I am Adua, daughter of  Zoppe. Today I came upon the deed of Laabo 
dhegah, our house at Magalo, in southern Somalia. It was hidden away 

in an old felt bag in storage. It had been there for centuries but I had 
never laid eyes on it. 

Now my affairs are in order. Now I, too, can return to Somalia if I 
wish. 

I have a house and above all, I have an official document stating that 
house belonged to my father, Mohamed Ali Zoppe, and thus to me.

Now I can finally toss out the squatters who moved in during these 
sorry years of war.

Laabo dhegah means “two stones.” It’s a strange name for a house, not 
very auspicious really. But I wouldn’t think of changing it now. It would 
make no sense. The house was born with that name, and it’s destined to 
keep it.

Legend has it that my father, Mohamed Ali Zoppe, once said: “These 
are the two stones, the laabo dhegah on which I’ll build my future.”

Who knows if he really said that? It sounds kind of Biblical.
The fact is, though, that the legend took root in our hearts, and even 

supposing it isn’t true, we in the family are by now quite fond of it.
Every night before I sleep I wonder whether I too, like my father, can 

build the little future that is left to me in our land. 
Lul is leaving Rome soon, so I asked her to go take a look at Laabo 

dhegah.
I said to her: “Please. I’m counting on you, abaayo, to find out every-

thing about my old house, down to the last details.”
It was a windy day; our big scarves were dancing over the rooftops of 

Rome, the grand capital. 
I hugged her and said: “Don’t you forget Laabo dhegah and don’t you 

forget about me, sister.”
She didn’t swear to it.
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Lul was the first of my friends to return. She called me after she’d 
been in Mogadishu for a week and told me “the air smells of onions.” 
She didn’t say much more. I asked her question upon question. I wanted 
to know whether our country had really changed so much and whether 
those of us who had lived abroad for more than thirty years would be 
able to be part of the new, this very new, Somalia of peace. 

“Will our hopes be dashed?” I asked. “Will we fit in?”
But Lul didn’t reply. Words like business and money came down the  

line. She kept on repeating that the time to make money was now, not 
tomorrow. Now was the time of money. Now was the time of profits.

“It’s peacetime, you numskull,” she cackled on. “If you care about 
those two stones of yours, come now.”

Peace. Before that August, I had thought the word peace was beautiful. 
No one ever told me that peace is an ambiguous term. 
In 1991 civil war broke out in my country. In 2013, peace was break-

ing out.
Hip hip hurrah!
Business has become the obsession of every Somali. 
Lul’s too.
But I’m still here in Rome, and from here, it all feels very strange. I 

like Rome in the summer, especially that evening light when the sun is 
going down; it’s warm, and even the seagulls turn sweet and you want to 
squeeze them. The seagulls own the city, but this piazza belongs to you, 
my little elephant, and they wouldn’t dare come here. Away, stay away 
from piazza Santa Maria sopra Minerva! I feel protected here near you. 
Here, I’m at Magalo, at home. My father also had big ears, but he was 
never able to listen to me, and I was never able to talk to him. With you 
it’s different. And so I thank Bernini for having made you. A small marble 
elephant holding the smallest obelisk in the world. A toothpick. Don’t be 
offended if I say this. I need you, you know. 

Lul has left, and I don’t know whether I’ll see her again. But you 
remember me. You know how to listen. I need someone to listen, other-
wise the words disintegrate and are lost. 

“Look,  the negra’s talking to herself,” say people passing by, pointing 
at me. But we pay them no attention. We understand each other perfectly, 
you and me. After all, we come from the Indian Ocean. Our ocean of 
magic and sweet smells. Ocean of separations and reunitings. You’re a 
vagabond, like me.

Now it is Lul who’s smelling our ocean’s tang of tuna.
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Who’s drinking shai addes. And mistreating people as if they were all 
her adon.

I know Lul, she’s a good kid, but also the most wicked of witches. 
Lul’s on my mind constantly. What’s she up to now, my friend in 

Somalia? What business has she gotten herself into? 
And what if I were really to go and join her? My bag’s ready; I never 

unpacked it.
It’s been packed since 1976. I just have to get it and then load my old 

body onto a plane for Ankara, and from there straight on to Mogadishu.
I’m dreaming with my eyes wide open.
Yesterday I met a girl on the tram. She was black, her head was shaved, 

she had big thighs. It was about 2 p.m., near Porto Maggiore. She had been 
staring at me since Termini station. That pointed stare of hers was bugging 
me. I felt like turning around and telling her to stop it. I felt like stirring up 
my mother tongue with the language of Dante and making one of those 
memorable scenes that liven up public transport in Rome. I felt like being 
vulgar and over the top. A big scene and then I wouldn’t have to think 
about Lul, about Laabo dhegah or the strange peace in Somalia. But the 
girl was crafty. She moved near me slowly and then without warning fired 
off her question. “You’re Adua, aren’t you? The actress? I saw your film.” A 
studied pause and she went on, “You know, you’re far out.”

I was stunned.
My film? Did anybody really still remember that film?

paterfamilias

Sit still, Adua. Take those elbows off the table. Wipe off that mouth 
of yours. Sit up straight, by God. You’re all slumped over, why’s that? Your 
hands are filthy; go wash them immediately, or else! Now is that any way 
to look at your father Zoppe, you impudent girl? You’re like your mother 
Asha la Temeraria, cheeky and no good. That witch of a mother of yours 
who died and left me here alone with all my longing. What made her think 
she could die, eh? What made her think so? Damned woman! And you?  
Are you going to die too? You have her eyes; I can’t stand it! But you’ll see 
how I fix you. You don’t joke around with me, you’ll stick to the straight 
and narrow, girl. We’re dancing to a different tune now, it’s not like in the 
bush where they spoiled you. If you don’t obey, you know what happens, 
don’t you? Okay then, backbone straight, and for heaven’s sake stop crying. 
You’re bruising my eardrums. Shut up. That’s right, shut up!
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My father never saw my film. 
If he did, he never told me.
Hagi Mohamed Ali, also known as Zoppe, my father.
Funny to hear how that word sounds in my mouth.
While he was alive I hardly ever called him “father.” He was just “Hagi 

Mohamed.” “Hagi,” because like every believer who bears that title, he 
had made the hajj, his pilgrimage to the holy city.

The truth is, little elephant, we never got along.
We were two strong characters, two prima donnas who had been 

knocked around by life.
Neither would give way to the other, and so sparks between us were 

inevitable.
If by the end our relationship had become almost acceptable, at the 

beginning it was all-out war.
To me, my father was “the one who put me on this earth” or “the man 

who impregnated my mother” or “the person who dragged me away 
from my real life.”

Father he wasn’t, ever.
But, little elephant, since I began putting myself through the wringer 

with all these questions, that word has come back to me. There’s a sweet-
sour taste to father. The quills of it prick you behind the tongue, but it’s 
soothing to the throat.  

It makes me uneasy, that word. As if I had nothing to lean on. As if I’d 
delegated my happiness to someone else. The word father terrorizes me. 
But it’s the only word that continues to let me breathe. 

I’m pretty rusty trying to say it. No longer accustomed to those vibra-
tions. No longer accustomed to those wide curves. If I say it too often, 
do I risk plunging into a bottomless abyss? And then, who will come to 
save me from myself?

You, little elephant? Or what?
Father . . .
Aabe . . .
Let me say it again. I’m beginning to like this.
Father . . . 
Aabe . . . 
I’m old, and flabby.  Perhaps I can allow myself to voice that fugitive 

truth to you, little elephant.
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I don’t talk to my husband, that kid I married, never. I don’t even 
know why we got married.

He’s a Titanic, one of those who was crammed into a boat and some-
how made it across the sea to Lampedusa. A deadbeat. He needed a 
home, a roof, a meal, a pillow, some money, hope, a break. He needed a 
mama, a hooyo, a whore, a woman, a sharmuta, me. And although I’m lined 
with wrinkles, I gave him what he was looking for. It made me unhappy 
to see a handsome kid like that go hungry on Via Giolitti. 

I made him get rid of that bottle of cheap gin he’d bought from the 
Bangla Man, the bottle that kept him company on Rome’s cold nights. 
I made him toss it and I brought him home, to via Alberto da Giussano, 
here in the Pigneto district.

At the wedding, the witnesses were few. I called a couple of girlfriends; 
we ate sambusi. Someone gave me some shash, just as if I were a regular 
little virgin. They massaged me with sweet scents and put henna on my 
hands.

I wore one of those old film costumes that once belonged to the fa-
mous actress with the gray eyes. I’d pinched it at Cinecittà in the fateful 
year of 1977. The troupe was right next to my set, my film. I’m not a 
thief, but I felt that dress was mine. It was made in three pieces: bodice, 
cloak, and underskirt. One of those old dresses that could have come out 
of the closet of a Jane Austen character. The ocher linen cloth lent me a 
solemn air, quickly dispelled by the pearly violet floral embroidery that 
covered the dress. But it was the taffeta underskirt that made me feel sub-
stantial. Hidden from the world, that taffeta made me feel precious all to 
myself. I was a cloud. Frothy and free, like the head on a glass of Guinness.

The women sang songs to wish good fortune on this new union. I 
laughed. It was beautiful listening to them. No one had ever sung for me. 
No one had ever celebrated me. It was a great, great joy.

And so I laughed; I was so pleased that all that tradition had finally 
come to wet my face.

The Somalis of Rome were not scandalized by the marriage.
“You did the right thing, sister,” several of the older women told me.
“You got yourself a nice little lamb,” they said, winking at me. 
After all, I’m not the only one to do this, I’m not the first.
Quite a few of us have acquired a second youth with these boys from 

across the sea. Nobody sees anything wrong with it. It’s a perfect deal. 
They get a roof, and we get a bit of attention. They kiss us, we darn their 
worn-out socks.
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One day they’ll be off, toward love, toward other lands. But for now 
they are curled up at our feet, ready to satisfy our desires. 

Every night, my little man falls asleep on my aging breast like a baby 
greedy for milk. I pat his head and lock my fingers in his hair. That way he 
doesn’t think about the cruel waves of the Mediterranean Sea that almost 
swept him away. He doesn’t think about the tranquilizers they put in those 
tasteless soups they serve in the reception camps. He doesn’t think about 
the girl he loved, the one raped and murdered in the Libyan desert. 

He falls asleep on my old lady’s breast, and he gets hard.
Many times I’ve asked myself: “But don’t I disgust him?”
He says: “You’re beautiful. No other woman is as beautiful as you.”
It’s only when he gets angry that he calls me Vecchia Lira. “Old Lira”: 

that’s how the young Titanics call the women of the diaspora. They’re as 
cruel to us as we are to them. It’s not nice to call a kid who risked his life 
on the water by the name of a ship that sank. Once my man even said so: 
“Yes, I know Titanic is a movie where everybody dies. But don’t you ever 
forget that I am alive.” Compared to “Titanic,” “Vecchia Lira” is a harmless 
name. And maybe it’s even 
fitting. Back when most of 
us came to this strange 
peninsula there was no 
euro to give us nightmares. 
There was still the lovely 
lira, the one that made you 
drunk with abundance. It’s 
a pity he won’t listen to 
me, my man. He doesn’t 
want to know anything 
about the past. He’s not 
interested. It bores him. 
He wants to drink the fu-
ture. Luckily there’s you, 
my little elephant, and I 
can sound off.

At first all these mem-
ories terrified me. I was 
afraid those big ears of 
yours would rip my soul 
right out of my breast. 
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But now I feel calmer. I think we’ll go a long way together, you and me.
You and your big ears are the only ones left who listen to me.
The world has forgotten me now.
You alone, little elephant, remember me, Adua, beautiful Adua.
You alone. . . .

Excerpted from the novel Adua by Igiaba Scego, to be published by New Ves-
sel Press in the United States, with permission of the publisher and the author, 
through Piergiorgio Nicolazzini Literary Agency.


