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 MORE PRAISE FOR


A thousand Sisters  AND LISA J. SHANNON


“Thousand Sisters brings to unforgettable life dozens of the women and girls caught in the crosshairs of the worst, and most underreported, humanitarian catastrophe of our time. It takes us into a literal heart of darkness on a personal journey that is by turns enchanting and chilling, always achingly honest, and never less than beautifully reported and wrenchingly true. Lisa Shannon’s brave book helps teach us how to care, and why.”

—LISA F. JACKSON, PRODUCER/DIRECTOR,
 THE GREATEST SILENCE: RAPE IN THE CONGO



 


“Lisa Shannon’s beautifully written memoir is for anyone who thinks one person can’t make a difference in the world. A page turning read, A Thousand Sisters could inspire the biggest skeptic. Hard to put down.”

—EMILY DESCHANEL, ACTRESS AND ACTIVIST


 



“A Thousand Sisters asks the question, ‘Can one person get off her couch and touch the lives of those in need on the other side of the world?’ This memoir answers, with poignancy and passion, ‘Yes, she can!’”

—JERRY FOWLER, PRESIDENT, SAVE DARFUR COALITION






FOR CONGO’S COUNTLESS QUIET HEROES 
AND 
STEWART SHANNON , 
MY FATHER AND NOW SILENT GUIDE







When we stood close 
Together and your eyes 
Looked into my 
Eyes, I felt that 
Invisible 
Threads passed from 
Your eyes into 
My eyes and 
Bound our hearts 
Together.

 



When you left me, and journeyed across 
The sea, it was as 
If fine threads still united us, 
And they were tearing at the wound.

 



BY EDVARD MUNCH








 FOREWORD TO A THOUSAND SISTERS

 BY ZAINAB SALBI

 



 



 




THE CONFLICT IN the Democratic Republic of Congo has taken more lives than any other war since World War II, resulting in the death of more than 5.4 million people and the ongoing rape of hundreds of thousands of women. Despite these gruesome statistics, the conflict rages on amidst muted international response and blanket impunity for rape and war crimes in which all sides are implicated. It has been more than 10 years now, but every day, scores of Congolese people are still falling victim to some of the worst acts of violence known to humanity (if you can believe there can be a worst act of violence)—from the killing and mutilation, to the raping of women, men and children, violence continues to happen and the number of victims continues to grow. The world has yet to rise up with the political will to stop this war and the atrocities committed against not only the Congolese people but all of humanity as well.

It is hard not to be angry when you have witnessed the rape of your mother in front of your eyes, the killing of your child, the burning of your home, or the pillaging of all that you have worked so hard to build. The question for survivors is never their anger at injustice, but rather how to express that anger in a healthy way that can lead to building rather than destruction,  to reconciliation rather than hate, to a profound perspective that marries both the beauty and the ugliness of life. A survivor’s need for action is understood and in many ways expected, even though at times that action can be destructive both for the self and the other.

That’s the predicament of the survivor. Then there are the questions with which the rest of the world must wrestle: What if one has the privilege of not directly experiencing or even witnessing firsthand injustice in front of one’s eyes? What if one never has to know what it feels like to be lynched, whipped, raped, chained, mutilated, enslaved; or know the pain of witnessing a loved one be killed without being able to do anything about it? What if one doesn’t know what it feels like to lose a home because a bomb fell on it, or because it was invaded by soldiers or rebels in the middle of the night while you were sleeping in your own bed; or be forced to walk days and weeks in the middle of the forest without any food just to save your life and that of your loved one? What then? Is that carte blanche to ignore, to pretend, to do nothing?


For much of the world it is. Much of the world is content to stand by and do nothing while the war rages on in Congo, while people die by the millions, and while women are raped by the hundreds of thousands. But, thankfully, it is not so for everyone. There are activists worldwide who do what they can on behalf of others who are oppressed, though they may not share that plight. These are the people who realize that their own privilege—the privilege of not witnessing atrocities, the privilege of being heard, or having the resources to survive—is a responsibility to humanity, a responsibility to be shared with others, and a responsibility to this world. That story, the story of a few individuals acting upon injustice even though they have not witnessed it firsthand has always existed, and that is the story that adds to the hope survivors share when they triumph over the evil they have witnessed.

With every story of injustice, there were always those who refused to stand silent, who made a conscious choice to act, regardless of the consequences, the price, and the impact on one’s life. It was a few individuals who had never been part of the slave trade who decided to act in the late eighteenth  century in London, England, leading eventually to the global abolitionist movement. It was three white civil rights workers who were slain making a stand for equality in Mississippi in 1964. Like the abolitionists before them, they were making a political statement that slavery and segregation were not “black problems,” they were everyone’s problem and responsibility to solve.

Similarly, individual white South African activists made the point that Apartheid was a moral responsibility for all to end.

We see that in every story of injustice there is a movement for the good, one in which there are always survivors who decided to dedicate their lives to ending it, as well as those who have not been victims but know of their moral responsibility to stand up and fight. Lisa Shannon is one of those individuals who has decided to take a stand against an evil that does not oppress her directly but offends her with its very existence. She runs for Congo women. Lisa Shannon is a woman no different than those who stood up against slavery and apartheid before her, who decided to act, watch, hear, and even go into the heart of horrors as she did to witness the atrocities and listen to those who have seen evil. For survivors, their perseverance is a triumph over evil, the sheer force of will to survive and to stand tall. For Lisa, hers is a heroine’s journey of a woman who did not shy away from the ongoing horrors in the world. She is a woman who was not afraid to confront conflict in the Congo, who did not worry about how much it would cost her personally to engage. Hers is a story of compassion, clarity, determination, strength, creativity, and love. It is a story about the power of believing in the possibility of making a difference, in the possibility of good to triumph over evil, and in the power of love to triumph over hate.

I have witnessed the joy Lisa created in the hearts of women who have survived the horror of the war in Congo. I have seen their embrace, heard their laughter, and shared their joy when they learned that this one woman cares so much. Lisa loved them so much that she traveled halfway around the world to talk with them directly, touch them, assure them that there is still hope in this world, and that it is still possible for life to go back to normal. And, by  organizing the Run for Congo events, she showed them that women all over the world care enough to run, and run in order to draw attention to their suffering and to create change.

Through the most honest and sincere portrayal of emotions, balanced with an astute understanding of the politics associated with the conflict, A Thousand Sisters gives a human face to war by showing that the beauty and resilience of Congolese women shines through even the darkest of times—through their sheer determination to stay alive, or love the child they bore out of mass rape; to process the pain they endured and the horrors they survived; to laugh despite all odds, dance despite all pain, believe in humanity despite all of the inhumanity they have witnessed; and to keep life going in the midst of death. That is what women always do in war, and they do that in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Lisa has borne witness to that; she has captured their strength expertly in this book.


A Thousand Sisters shows the power of communication, of reaching out, of building bridges of hope. It is the story of individual women from around the world who decided to take full ownership of their voice and their resources and become one thousand philanthropists, one thousand advocates on behalf of one thousand women whose resources have been stolen and whose voices have been ignored. The horror in Congo has been going on for so long, it feels as if the world has put the sounds of the women’s cries of injustice on mute. Lisa and a few American women have decided to turn up the volume, to shine the spotlight: they have listened and acted.

Public diplomacy, friendship, and peace come in many different forms, and Lisa’s journey of sponsoring Congolese women proves that it also comes from individuals who have made the conscious decision to act, to represent the beauty of who they are as individuals. Her story shows the power of connecting through our humanity, connecting through our common love for simple things—our trees and gardens, the sound of running water, and all that we have in common, regardless of where we are and where we come from.

I would like to offer a special thanks to Oprah Winfrey, whose vision  and passion led her to cover the story of the women in Congo before anybody else brought awareness to the issue. If Oprah had not given me the opportunity to share the story of Congolese women, I would not have had the privilege of meeting Lisa and the thousands of other women who decided to act.

I will close with this final thought: a Bosnian journalist once told me that war shows you the worst side of humanity and in that same moment it shows the most beautiful side of humanity. Lisa’s story is a testament to the beauty of humanity that exists in the darkest and most depraved times of war. It is a beauty that has sparked the united action of women who gather in support of their Congolese sisters across the globe, who gather to speak out, and who gather to create change.


Rumi, a 13th century Sufi poet, wrote :

 




Out beyond the world of right doing and wrong doing  
There is a field.  
I will meet you there.  
When the soul meets in that grass,  
the world is too full to talk about.  
Ideas, language, even the phrase each other no longer makes any sense.




I hope Rumi forgives me if I suggest that in between the worlds of war and peace, there is a field, and women are meeting in that field. Lisa is there; Honarata is there; Fatima is there; Violette is there; Barbara is there; so many other sisters are there. If you are not there already, come join us, for the “world is too full to talk about. Ideas, language, even the phrase each other no longer makes any sense.” We are just sisters gathering in a field, and we shall run—run and dance—dance until the end.






 AUTHOR’S NOTE


THIS IS A TRUE STORY. In a place as extreme as Congo, there is no need to make anything up. Everything in this book happened; the vast majority of it happened on videotape. Most of the dialogue has been transcribed directly from video, as it was translated to me in the moment. Some interviews are compressed, having taken place over multiple meetings. Some portions are not presented in the exact order of actual events. There are no composite characters. Congo, nonetheless, is an active war zone and I have a duty to protect those I met and interviewed. Most names have been changed, primarily for safety reasons, and in some special cases (as clearly noted in the text) details of context were omitted due to serious safety concerns.






 INTRODUCTION

Congo in a Nutshell
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AT THE END of the Rwandan genocide in 1994, more than two million Hutu refugees fled over the border into Zaire. Among them, approximately 100,000 Hutu genocidaires, known as the Interahamwe, found safe harbor, melting into refugee camps facilitated by the United Nations.

In the absence of an international effort to identify Interahamwe, in 1996 Rwanda and Uganda sponsored rebel leader Laurent Kabila to invade Zaire. The Hutu refugee camps were destroyed. The remaining Interahamwe retreated to Congo’s forests, where they re-branded themselves as the Democratic Liberation Forces of Rwanda (the FDLR).

Backed by Rwandan troops, Kabila ousted Zaire’s long-time kleptocratic dictator Mobutu. Kabila was installed as the new President of the country and renamed it The Democratic Republic of the Congo.

The alliance between Rwanda and Kabila was short-lived. In 1998, again citing security threats posed by the Interahamwe (FDLR), Rwanda and Uganda invaded once again, now backing the militia Rally for Congolese Democracy (RCD), which took control of North and South Kivu provinces. Ragtag splinter groups and homegrown militias jumped into the fight, including the Mai Mai, a local defense force known for its use of witchcraft. Kabila formed his own alliances with neighboring countries like Zimbabwe, Angola, and  Namibia, dragging half a dozen countries into the conflict that grew to be termed Africa’s World War.

In January 2001, Kabila was assassinated. His son, Joseph Kabila, took over as President of DR Congo. The conflict technically ended in 2003 and many countries or their proxy militias returned home. In the summer of 2006, with heavy international support, Congo held its first elections since independence, and Joseph Kabila became the first democratically elected President since 1960. Despite this, chaos continues to reign in eastern Congo.

Congo hosts the largest United Nations peacekeeping force in the world, with 20,000 troops and a robust mandate to protect civilians. But given the enormity of the country and its chaos, the UN force, also called MONUC, is “pathetically spare,” while the Congolese army, a force of 125,000 troops, is comprised primarily of former militias integrated into this notoriously corrupt, ill-disciplined army.

The FDLR remain, still known by the locals as Interahamwe, “Those Who Kill Together.” Though they have shrunk to an estimated 6,000 to 8,000 combatants, they control 60 percent of South Kivu.

National Congress for the Defense of People (a.k.a., CNDP), a Congolese-Tusti defense force led by General Laurent Nkunda (widely reported to be backed by Rwanda), has caused major unrest and massive displacement in North Kivu through 2008. Nkunda was arrested in 2009.

The United Nations has accused all nations involved in the conflict of using the war as a cover for looting Congo’s vast mineral wealth. Rwanda, Uganda, and Burundi, as well as Congolese government officials, have made hundreds of millions of dollars off of the Congo plunder.

The result? As of January 2008, more than 5.4 million people had died due to the conflict, making it the deadliest war since World War II. Forty-five thousand continue to die every month. Sexual violence is rampant. Congo has been widely termed “the worst place on earth to be a woman.”

Journalist Lisa Ling has termed Eastern Congo, “The worst place on earth. And the most ignored.”






CHAPTER ONE

Congo Rushes
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THE CALLS COME during the remote, panic-inducing hours of morning. I scramble for my cell phone; a number beginning 011-243-99 appears on my caller ID. Congo calling. Sometimes it’s the United Nations, a Sergeant Something-I-Can’t-Make-Out, with a heavy South Asian lilt, who requests my immediate reply but is never again reachable. The president of a militia calls for a job reference after being fired for “political affiliations incompatible with humanitarian work.” Or it’s the distant voice of my Congolese driver, Serge, who says, “Some f——ing job.” He is using his precious phone minutes to prank call me. We both giggle until he hangs up.

The Democratic Republic of the Congo—otherwise known as the worst place on earth. Home to Africa’s First World War, the deadliest war on the planet since World War II. I’ve spent months trying to shake that place, but it keeps knocking at my door, like a bill collector or an old lover anxious to wrap up unfinished business.

This morning is different, though.

“Do you remember there?”

Yes, Eric. I remember there.

It’s news from the village of Kaniola. One Sunday, many months ago, I walked through its far-flung settlements, which are scattered along the ridgeline, butted up against vast stretches of forest. Since the 1994 Rwandan genocide, the forests, thirty miles inland from the Rwandan border, have been ruled by Hutu militias known as Interahamwe, a Rwandan word meaning “those who kill together.” The group is also known as the Forces Democratiques de Liberation du Rwanda, or FDLR.


I thought about Kaniola just the other day while strolling past the Old Portland houses and walnut trees that line my street, sipping my takeout tea. I’m not religious, so Biblical passages almost never cross my mind, but that psalm flashed in my head: Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death . . . I realized that if there is anywhere on earth that qualifies as the valley of the shadow of death, it’s Kaniola. In the five and a half weeks I spent in Congo, the most horrific stories I heard came from that valley. I walked through it and I felt no fear. I’ve done that, literally.


I chuckled to myself.

This morning, sitting in front of my laptop with another cup of tea, staring at my email in-box, it is not amusing in the least.

My friend Eric, a Congolese conservationist with whom I maintain regular contact, writes, “I am forwarding you an article about seventeen persons who were killed by knives in Kaniola. Do you remember there?”

Of course I remember.

The international news report outlines the attack. “It was a reprisal. They targeted houses. They silently entered the house. They started by strangling some victims before stabbing them to stop them raising the alarm. . . . The assailants left a letter saying they would return in force.”

Twenty injured. Eighteen kidnapped. Seventeen killed.

On my second read of the article, I stop cold at a line I initially missed: “The victims included the father of a girl kidnapped by the FDLR and recently freed by the army.”

From the hundreds of people I interviewed in Congo’s war-ravaged

South Kivu province, I heard plenty of stories of abductions and countless reports of the army running away from the Interahamwe. But I heard only one account of the army protecting civilians, a shocking story because these kinds of heroics are so rare. In Kaniola, I met three girls who’d been abducted by the Interahamwe and rescued by the Congolese Army.

Is this article about that same family? It must be.


It will be days before I hear from one of the United Nations majors who escorted me that day, who confirms my guess. “If you remember the last walk, it was that same area.”

I went to Kaniola on a tip, a shred of paper, on a day I had nothing better to do. I spent less than a day there—just a Sunday morning—walking through the village, hoping to talk with the rescued girls. We visited the girls’ home and spoke for more than an hour with the cool-tempered teenagers, their brother, and their desperate father. Afterward, their dad turned to us and asked pointedly, “Now that we’ve talked with you, what are you going to do?”

I drag out the plastic storage bin packed with videotapes from my trip, long since left in a corner of an empty room, its contents unviewed. I’m up late, combing the unfiltered, raw footage, which are called “rushes” in the film industry. Finally I find the Kaniola tapes.

It’s peaceful enough there. Certainly, there is no gore. (I never once saw a dead person in Congo.) Still, I notice my hands shaking as I watch. I have to stop, pace the hall, and return to inch through the footage, frame by frame, until I land on the clearest image of each person I so much as scanned with the camera that day. I capture them in still frames. I export them, save them, print them out in pixilated eight-by-tens, and file them in a white plastic three-ring binder.

I missed so much when I was there. I had heard that when you cross the border into Congo, the look in people’s eyes changes. I noticed it the first day, then never again. Now, as I scan the video footage, it seems so obvious. I study their eyes. Countless people have referred to that look as one of numbness or shell shock. Journalist Lisa Ling once called it “a look of utter death.”

As days fly by and I continue to dig deep into the footage, I stumble across a shot of myself on my second day in Africa, standing on the Rwandan side of the border with a rickety wooden bridge in front of me. I’m about to cross over. I’m already disheveled from the thirty-five-minute flight from Kigali, Rwanda.


That’s odd. In the footage, I am blinking rapidly. My eyelids are fluttering. I didn’t feel afraid at the time, but as I watch myself, I’m clearly scared. Why did I invite that place in? Why did I pursue it, track it down?

It wasn’t because I wanted a feel-good pet project. I needed a solution.






CHAPTER TWO

The Greenest Grass
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IT ALL STARTS with Oprah, as these things so often do.

It is August 2004 and I am sitting in my therapist’s office. She zeroes right in. “You’ve been watching Oprah a lot lately.”

I am not one to advertise my daytime TV habits, but my four o’clock appointment with Ms. Winfrey has recently become the sturdy anchor in my day. “How did you know that?”

“Depressed people who are at home during the daytime always watch the show.”


Wait, depressed? I don’t have a clue where she’s getting that. To me, depressed is someone in a dingy bedroom in mid-afternoon, blinds closed, watching the digital clock click from 2:12 PM to 2:13 PM to 2:14 PM, or rattling around the house in day-thirteen socks. That is not me. Some stress issues? Sure, and there is my dad’s end-stage cancer. But I feel fine.

I have a great life. At twenty-nine, I am on a solid trajectory, working my plan. I have a little Victorian house with a flower garden in a hip, walkable Portland neighborhood; a creative business with cash-flow charts that tell me freedom is just around the corner; and a good man to snuggle with at night.  My quirky English business partner, Ted, is also my significant other. We aren’t married, but there’s no need. We have a bond just as strong, with all the legal protections to match. We are a corporation.

Ted is wonderful, truly. Everything I’ve always had on my list. Kind. Creative. Fun. Cool. Though he’s fifteen years my senior, at forty-four, he prefers to think of himself as twenty-two. Playful and charming to the bone, he can squeeze a smile out of even the most sour grocery-checkout lady or snarky video store clerk. He’s not one to talk much (did I mention he’s English?), but we have between us the quiet harmony of best friends.

We shoot lifestyle stock-photography, the kind of images you see on display in health food stores, dental brochures, and advertisements for online dating services. The beauty of the stock shot is that it can be used to sell anything. One aspiration fits all. A winning photograph will convey two things: perfection and genuine emotion. Correction: The illusion of genuine emotion, which, it turns out, can be manufactured with a few rounds of “One, two, three, yay!”

Ted shoots; I art direct and produce. I haul perfect size-2 models out to a cloudless beach or field of the greenest manicured grass and tell them to lift their arms to the sky like wings so we can capture pictures that will rise to the top of online image searches tagged with the keyword “freedom.”

We call it “image pollution,” just to be clear we’re in on the joke. At parties, Ted likes to say facetiously that we’ve sold our souls. For us, stock photography is strictly a means to an end. As though such things can be coaxed from the universe—or from hundred-dollar-an-hour models, for that matter—Ted often rocks back and forth as he shoots, chanting, “Happiness. More happiness.”






 CHAPTER THREE

Sometimes Death is More Like a Labor
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THE LABORED BREATHING starts late at night. They call it “the death rattle.” Though it is my job to stay near my dad in case he needs anything, I sleep through it as though it isn’t happening. My blankets and foam pad are piled on the dining room floor amid the chaos of oxygen tubes and pills, the hospital bed shoved in one corner, and the antique dish-cabinet in the other. I drift in and out of sleep, ignoring all the cues that this is his final night.

In the morning, my mom calls hospice. The nurse arrives and announces that he is now in the active dying process.

There is a grasping half-light in Dad’s eyes and his desperate breathing continues, increasing in intensity. The nurse warns us that this slow release of life could go on for days—that “sometimes death is more like a labor.” Hours pass. His blood steadily retreats up his arms and feet, leaving his skin bluish green and translucent. His pajamas are soaked with sweat. Someone grabs scissors and cuts them off, leaving his six-foot-four frame naked, swaddled in pink sheets.

Everyone leaves the room, so I sit down next to him and hold his hand.  A Vedic prayer I learned in college comes to mind. I haven’t said it aloud for years. What the hell. We’re alone. I lean in close and sing the prayer.

He cranes his head toward me to listen. The nurse comes back, sees Dad fading, and corrals everyone into the room. “This is it!”

I sense panic and crying behind me, but I don’t look up. I continue the prayer until someone puts a hand on my arm and I hear, like sounds from a distant radio, “He’s gone.”

I step away, disconnected, like someone who slipped out to the restroom and missed a crucial point in a movie. I want to lean over to the nearest person and whisper, “What did I miss?” Instead, they cry, while I study his body. Sprawled on the hospital bed, my father looks like a giant, pale green frog. The nurse shuts off the oxygen pump.

After they roll Dad away in the burgundy velvet body bag, all that is left on his hospital bed is his outline on the pink sheets. I sit in the room for a long time, and again the next day, until the bed is broken down and taken away. The dining room table returns to host distant relatives who will eat from Chinese takeout boxes on the spot where he died.

 



SEVERAL CRISP FALL DAYS LATER, the sun in my eyes obscures the people who are scattered down the hillside of a modern, 1960s-era graveyard, its flat head-stones and manicured grass overlooking Portland’s Sunset Highway. I stare at the one-foot-square, simple wooden box of ashes with my mind locked on the impossibility of the math. How can my father, who was six-four and weighed 250 pounds, fit in that little container—even reduced to ashes? What percentage of his body is this?

I try to calculate. We are burying just a portion of his ashes. The rest will be displayed in bits and pieces. Some are split between three pink and green cloisonné mini-urns on my mother’s mantel. Some are in a “Granddaddy” Build-a-Bear made for my niece. Some will be scattered at the family cemetery, in a wheat field where my father spent his summers as a child. I abandon the math. This all seems a bit silly. And he was not a silly man.

Dad was a government servant. His preference was for all things simple: pleated polyester pants, microwave dinners. His favorite things were blood-and-guts action movies and hours of philosophical conversation over morning coffee. He was a therapist who treated Vietnam vets’ war trauma, though he did not fight in the war himself. Growing up, I heard bits and pieces about his work and some horror stories from Vietnam. But Dad’s “guys,” as he called his clients, seemed more like mythical characters to me until we had a living wake—a memorial service held before someone dies—a couple of weeks ago, and I noticed a crusty guy wearing a trucker cap in the back row, unobtrusively showing his support.

On the other hand, Mom is a nervous lady, given to melodrama. She’s a former Southern beauty queen, and with her heavyset frame and salt-and-pepper hair, she can look ultrasophisticated when she chooses to streamline. But on most days she prefers black socks under tan sandals, paired with wrinkled, cropped khakis and oddly layered T-shirts that, more often than not, she slept in the night before. By midday she’s tugging at the ends of her shirt, combing her hair, and declaring, “I feel so frumpy!”

Now that Mom has lost her lifetime love, I stand back and allow her center stage in her rather public grieving process. At today’s wake, I wander around stiffly, avoiding the sympathetic hugs and talk of how I’ll be able to feel his presence “if only I open my heart.”

My mom and sister mourn, as they will for months. Sitting on the edge of my parents’ bed, they cry it out. They purge the closets of his extra-extra-large, tall-size flannel and Oxford-cloth shirts (striped and plaid) and his white V-necks. They keep their eyes on the sky, watching for eagles to circle above the house, insistent that his “spirit animal” carries messages from beyond.

I don’t cry. He doesn’t appear in my dreams. I avoid my parents’ house. It’s not that anything has changed that much. But I’d imagined that after Dad died I would be upset. In fact, I don’t feel much of anything, and as I think about it, I haven’t felt much of anything for quite some time. I call it “creepy normal.” On my trips to the grocery store, when visiting with friends, and  during my afternoons with Oprah, it’s like I’m still sitting in the converted dining room—in the green wingback chair—with his body, silent and still, like I’m waiting to wrap up an unfinished conversation.


There’s something that bothers me, something Dad told me a few weeks before he died. He had structured his life around family, friends, and service work. He connected very deeply with people. Yet he viewed himself as a loser. Why? Because he didn’t think he’d made enough money. Like so many other men, he judged himself through the lens of status. In his mind, a couple of rental investment properties didn’t cut it.

I, on the other hand, have never had trouble making money. But now that Dad is gone, I find it hard to remember what the goal is supposed to be.  This? Ted and I designed our home as a background for photo shoots: white-on-white-on-white décor, accented with bold doses of nothing. It’s the kind of purity you can purchase on a long afternoon at IKEA—perfectly generic. We periodically swear off business talk during our nightly dinners out, declaring some nonwork “personal time,” but we never seem to find another topic worth pursuing. Our conversation always careers towards production plans. My malaise never comes up. When I watch Ted across the table, I notice how he refuses to look me in the eyes. I wonder if it’s possible to be this close to someone, locked in a twenty-four-hour-a-day, aura-meshing marathon, and still feel lonely.

Can’t we push the reset button?

 



AFTER DAD DIES, I don’t go back to work. I cannot step on another plane bound for sunny Southern California. I can no longer retreat behind the camera wearing this season’s Banana Republic collection in all black, size 14, hoping it hides my forty-five-pound weight gain, which I’m afraid screams: I don’t know who I am anymore. I am disappearing. I can’t lead models in one more round of “One, two, three. Yay!” I will not sit through one more lecture from a stock-photo library rep who mocks lovely little-girl models as “weird looking” or “horsey faced.”

Instead, as Ted will point out later in division-of-labor arguments, I sit on the couch and do precisely nothing for months. Four months, to be exact. This leads us to try Paris. The plan is to visit the city—it will be my first time there—to celebrate my thirtieth birthday. I want to mark the territory of the next decade with something new and different. Because I have a sneaking feeling that now may be the time to get away . . . from all this.

Ted and I visit his family in England, where I catch a horrible cold. By the time we reach Berlin for a quick visit with friends, I have both the flu and strep throat. As though I can will myself to feel better, I go out one night, but the smoky Berlin bars throw me into a nonstop coughing fit. The next day, while Ted explores the city’s museums, I stay in bed watching shadows shift around our hosts’ dark guest apartment. I trace lines in the wide-board floors, scan the bookshelf and attempt to make sense of the German titles, and drift in and out of sleep, trying not to swallow. By the time Ted returns, we hit “eject.” We’re supposed to fly to Paris in the morning, but we fly home instead.

I wind up back on the couch in Portland, watching Oprah.

 



ON JANUARY 24, 2005, Oprah features a twenty-minute segment on women in the Congo.

“During World War II, a lot of people pretended not to know what was going on. Well, there’s another holocaust going on. This time, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. And if you are like most people, you probably had no idea.”

What?

In the report, journalist Lisa Ling describes a conflict born out of the 1994 Rwandan genocide. After the mass killings, the Hutu militias responsible were pushed west over the border into Congo, where they retreated into the forests and began to terrorize the local population. The militias that were formed to fight them soon began fighting each other. Eventually, half a dozen countries were involved in the conflict, which became known as Africa’s First World War.

Oprah adds, “And the violence continues today, as we speak.” Women  have suffered the worst of it; rape and sexual slavery are widespread, and once they’ve become victims, women are usually rejected by their husbands. “Four million people have died. Four million people. And no one is talking about it,” Lisa Ling reports. “I think it’s the worst place on earth . . . and the most ignored.”


Wait. Wait. Wait. Let’s be clear. The militias responsible for the Rwandan genocide are still out there? Killing people?


Oprah says, “They are hoping somebody in the world will hear their screams for help.”

Could I be one of those people?

Zainab Salbi, founder of the Washington, D.C.-based nonprofit Women for Women International, appears on the show. The articulate, thirtysomething Iraqi American woman suggests sponsoring a Congolese woman for $27 a month. Oprah concludes, in an unusually pointed tone, “Now that you know, you can’t pretend you didn’t hear it.”

I’ ll do that. I’ ll sponsor a woman.

The show ends. Ted shouts from the next room, “Would you like some tea?”

The phone rings. I chat with my mom for a couple of minutes. I check email then initiate the daily discussion, calling to Ted in the next room. “Where should we have dinner?”

Walking down the hall, heading for my tea, I remember the show. I know how this will go. My mind will drift to cash-flow charts scrawled on yellow legal pads. I’ll log onto modeling agency sites to see what new face might spark a shoot idea. I’ll move on. Weeks, months, maybe years will stack up, and I’ll think back to those faces, those numb eyes I saw on Oprah, and wonder, What if I had tried to help?



I have to do it now, before it becomes one more thing I meant to do. I stop, turn around, go back to the computer, and sign up to sponsor two women. I am one of six thousand viewers to sign up as a sponsor because of Oprah’s show.  THE WOMEN’S FACES don’t retreat, though. And I continue to feel like something is missing in my life. I’m hungry for something all my own, beyond Ted and Lisa, Inc. I want to do something, but I can’t think of what. There is this faint sense, somewhere in the background, of a person I haven’t seen in a long time: the person I always imagined I would become.

I remember the day when I was eleven and my older sister, Marie, and I met my mom for lunch downtown, where she worked as a legal secretary.

Afterward, Marie and I walked to the bus stop. I took the last available seat on the bench, next to an African American lady. Marie stood beside me as we waited. A few minutes later, a disheveled homeless man, probably drunk, approached. He asked, “Can you spare any change?”

One of us responded. “Don’t have any, sorry.”

He turned to the lady next to me, who gave him the same polite answer. As he turned to walk away, he sputtered none too quietly, “F——ing n——.”

It was one of those moments when time slows, like during a traffic accident. My heart beat heavily. An impulse overtook me. I can’t just let that go.  I jumped to my feet and blurted out, “You are a racist!”


My skin burned. Everyone milling around the bus stop stood still. My sister was shocked. The lady was shocked. I was shocked. Yet I continued. “I don’t want to hear your garbage!” I said. “You have no right to judge people by the color of their skin. You need to watch your mouth!”

The man looked at me for a moment, then turned around and shuffled away, murmuring, “Damned kids . . .”

Then there was that time after a gym-class volleyball game, during my freshman year of high school, when I noticed a group of boys swarming around the net. It was another problem with Trevor Samson, the school geek. This time he was in a verbal sparring match with a popular kid, one of those who commuted to school from their prestigious, sprawling West Hills homes in spanking new Jeep Cherokees. I didn’t care that Trevor and I had a lot in common—we’d been in middle school together, and we came from the same  part of town. We weren’t friends. I didn’t like him. He was a nerd’s nerd: obnoxious. Vulnerable. Pathetic.

The confrontation heated up quickly as I edged in closer to see what was going on. No teachers were in sight. More than thirty boys, mostly of the West Hills breed, had gathered around and were egging on the aggressor. They wanted to see a fight. As people started pushing and violent threats were hurled, Trevor was saying all the wrong things—the kind of defensive garbage that only fuels the confrontation. Boys shouted from the crowd, “Kick his ass!”

Without considering the social risk, I pushed my way past the pack and stepped between Trevor and Mr. Popular. I stuck my finger in Chip-or-Chador-Seth’s face and declared, “Stop!”

A kid with the chiseled features and glowing tan that seem to come with a moneyed background shouted from the herd, “Shut up, you f—ing hippie bitch!”

I stood my ground, squarely in front of Trevor, shielding him with the hard fact there is no social status to be gained from hitting a girl. The crowd disbanded.

Later that year, I saw an ambulance in front of the school. Down the main corridor, covered in bandages, came Trevor; he was being wheeled out by paramedics. Someone had cornered him in the locker room and beaten his head against the cement floor until he collapsed, bloody. The teacher who found him called 911.

A lot of us, when we were kids, couldn’t stand to see a starving stray cat.  It’s not right, we’d think. Something has to be done. Then, somewhere between ages fifteen and twenty-five, the feeling fades. We shut up. We get “real.” We learn to mind our own business.

I’ve been no exception.

 



STILL, ABOUT A WEEK LATER on my last-day-of-my-twenties party, I abandon social graces and herd the conversation back to Congo at every turn. “No, you  don’t understand. Four million people have died. Don’t you think we should do something? Let’s have a fundraising party or bake sale or walk. . . .”

I am met with awkward silences, blank stares, and polite changes of subject.

Despite attempts to map new terrain for myself, I wake up on the morning of my thirtieth birthday without a clue about where I am headed. Ted says he has a surprise for me. Whatever it is, I welcome the change.

On my last birthday, we were in San Diego prepping a photo shoot. We spent hours in sprawling malls, driving from one chain store to another. We roamed the aisles at Target, Ross, and the Saks Fifth Avenue outlet, hunting for size 2 summer dresses and swimsuits. By the time evening came around, we abandoned plans to eat at the nicer strip mall restaurant, opting for rice and beans at the Baja Fresh across the parking lot to avoid the long lines outside the marginally fancier place. Back at the hotel, Ted presented me with my birthday treat—a card picked up while we were prop shopping. I stayed up late, wrapping empty boxes in flower-print and striped gift paper and tying them with inviting bows for the next day’s shoot, a fake child’s birthday celebration.

So wherever I am headed to inaugurate my thirties, it’s already something better. When we get in the car, I have no idea: The beach? The mountains? The desert? The train? A drive? The airport? I’m not used to this lack of control, “Can you at least tell me when I’ll know?”

“Soon,” Ted teases.

When we pull up at the airport, I am just as lost, even after we check in for our flight to San Francisco.


As we sit in the airport terminal, I spot a newsstand with the February issue of O, The Oprah Magazine, which has an article on women in Congo. Minutes later, in the crowded waiting area, I read the article, then its online expanded version, “Postcards from the Edge.” One woman describes a militia dragging her away to the forest to rape or kill her. She pleads for her life. One of the militia responds, “Even if I kill you, what would it matter? You are not human. You are like an animal. Even if I killed you, you would not be missed.”

I decide to run.






 CHAPTER FOUR

 Lone Run

[image: 006]


I AM NOT A feel-the-burn kind of girl. I am a casual runner. Make that very casual.

Years ago, my then roommate and I decided to train for our first marathon. We trained consistently for about a month, then scheduled our first fourteen-mile training run. We procrastinated until late afternoon, forgot our water, and set out in ninety-five-degree heat on an endlessly flat, sun-exposed cement path. (I still call it “The Corridor of Hell.”) Our chatter about frozen dessert could only keep us distracted for so long, and around mile ten, it trailed off into the sound of panting and footsteps. My running buddy asked, “How are you doing over there?”

“Exhausted,” I admitted.

“Want to stop?” he asked.

“Got your cell phone?”

“No,” he said, then he pointed to a convenience store. “But I bet they have a pay phone there.”

We called a cab to drive us back to the car. I collapsed in the back of the taxi, delighted to declare that giving up was one of the nicest things I’d ever done for myself. That marked the end of my marathon ambitions.

Now, back from our San Francisco trip and over my midwinter bug, I find a five-mile run long, but doable. Though I’ve tried to enroll friends to join me in creating a run or walk for Congo’s women, not one of them has agreed. They don’t know anything about the conflict and aren’t interested in learning. So I’m doing this alone. Because everyone and their cousin’s boyfriend do 5Ks and marathons to raise funds for every cause imaginable, I need to take it a step further. I realize I need an effort that can’t be faked: something extreme. Something that will get my friends and family to see how seriously, how personally, I take the situation in Congo.

So I decide to run 30.16 miles, the entire length of Wildwood Trail, a muddy, rugged forest trail which zigzags up and down Portland’s West Hills. My goal is to raise thirty-one sponsorships for Congolese women through Women for Women International, one sponsorship for every mile I run.

I’m not sure I can do it. That’s why at first I keep it a secret.

Everyday I hit the trail alone. Each week I go on the longest run of my life. I hire an ultrarunning coach and follow her training schedule to the letter. Ted drops me at the trailhead in the morning. While he works for hours, grocery shops, and does laundry, I pound miles of trail, getting smacked in the face with branches and spider webs. If I’m lucky, I brush them off my face or hair. Less lucky for me and the spider, I sometimes get a surprise high-protein snack.

 



I REALLY NEED TO PEE. Never mind public toilets; I am ten miles from the nearest porta-potty. Without any other option, I climb off the trail to the most secluded, dense underbrush I can find and I squat. When I continue on my way, I run like a snail. I crawl, shuffle, wince, and spend miles trying to forget what I’m doing. I try all kinds of mental tricks, from counting my steps to reciting the Vedic prayer I sang to my dad when he died and composing letters to my future Congolese sisters. Anything to distract myself from the searing pain that shoots from my sciatic nerve. Anything to get through the remote stretches of the park where I don’t see another jogger for hours. When I reach  the more populated section, everyone is faster than I am. As college girls in bushy-bushy ponytails bounce straight past me, I reassure myself: They are probably on mile two; I’m on mile eighteen.
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