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TO AMERICA, AFRICA, AND THE WORLD


CHAPTER ONE
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        A Man Completely

I stayed in a chair as Eric Duncan crossed my living room in Dallas, Texas. It was about 10:00 p.m. on September 20, 2014. I had not seen him in sixteen years.

He was over six feet tall, with a shaved head. I am not such a big woman, five feet and four inches. I stood up and greeted him. “You are so big.”

This was not such a good thing to say for my first sentence, but it was all I thought of. He was so skinny when we met twenty years ago. At that time, Thomas Eric Duncan, known to everyone as Eric, was barely a man. Exiles on the run from the war in our country, Liberia, we lived with thousands of others in a refugee encampment in Danané, a city in the Ivory Coast. Then Eric was a kind almost-man growing into a gentle grown man.

Eric was one of many people I loved in my life, but always I loved him special. I can’t say why; it was like God picked us for each other. Our spirits knew each other from that first day when he called out to me on a dusty road in Danané.

In my living room Eric said, “I thought you would be bigger, eating all this American food.”

“You can’t eat everything here or you will be too big,” I told him.

We were nervous.

Eric’s face was broader now. He was older but the same. He had some gray in his beard, but when I looked at him I could see both men: the young one from the Ivory Coast and this older one, tired from his travels, who had wanted us to be together for so long.

When Eric came to Dallas I was afraid he would not love me when he saw how old I’d become. I was fifty-four years old, ten years more than him. My legs hurt. Gray was coming into my hair. I worked as a certified nurse assistant at a senior living center. My hands were rough from so much Clorox, so many years of cleaning. Dishes. Pots. Sinks. Diapers. Toilets. Floors. Cleaning everything. And the next day, cleaning again.

Over the years I told Eric many times that I was too old for him; but he said no, never. And I had laughed, the soft African laugh that has only a little sound and means all is well. It means we are together in this thinking, but I am waiting to see what will happen. Laughing sometimes tells more than words.

I told him that I needed to protect my heart. It was old and tired, and I could not risk it again.

On the phone he said, “I will not hurt you. I will make you happy. Let me try.”

Afraid to hope, I said nothing.

Since the days we’d met in the Ivory Coast he had loved me. Always he said, “You are my wife. It doesn’t matter where you are. You are the mother of my son, the love of my life.”

In the Ivory Coast I was a woman who had to be tough, because I was a mother with children to feed. I was skinny then, legs like sticks, dried-out skin, refugee-ugly. I could not be gentle with the world. A mother must be a tiger so that her children can survive. A mother who has nothing to give her children must give them her whole spirit. She must never let anything scare her so much that she will not defend those she loves.

I learned these things from war and exile, and then from living in America, where life is good but not as easy as Liberians think it is. When I came to America in 1998 as a political refugee, I left Eric, our son, Karsiah, and all eight of my other children in Africa. Nine children, Americans say with wide eyes; they can’t believe it. I had ten in all; now nine are living.

There was no birth control in Africa. In high school, I’d been the smart girl, so mean to other girls when they were pregnant. I would say they should stay home and be pregnant, forget school. I wouldn’t even sit with them. But young women fall in love and sometimes not with the right men. Before high school was over, I was pregnant myself. I could not continue with classes. I stopped going to school. But my father welcomed me in his home. He protected me and my baby.

In war, many fathers die or disappear. Some of my children’s fathers had gone that way. Eric was still with me, a refugee in the Ivory Coast, when word came in 1998 that I could come to America. But I could not take him or my children with me. The visa was for one person only, not for a family. Alone is the only way. We leave our husbands and our wives, we leave our children, because only by leaving can we give them any hope for a better life.

Many years I worked to bring my children from Africa to America. I’d brought the youngest, Eric’s son, Karsiah, in 2006 when he was ten. In 2005 and 2006, I’d brought four of Karsiah’s older sisters. Only one sister, Kebeh Jallah, was left in Liberia. But she died before the visa came. No visa: such hopeless words. Three sons remained behind. I hoped I would see them again someday. My tenth child, Timothy, was born in America.

The big dreams of Eric’s life were coming to America and being with me. In all the years apart, neither of us ever matched that love from long ago with anyone else. It would not die. I gave up on ever having him in my life, but he never gave up on us.

Sometimes over the years Eric’s mother called to say that I must send her son money. She is in North Carolina now. Why did she not call her other children? Always, it seems she called me. From the first time so many years ago when she saw me dancing down the street with other people—all of us dancing and playing music, going house to house the way Africans do sometimes—not being such a good dancer, just having fun, she saw my heart. Her son did, too. He knew my self.

When relatives and friends call me from Liberia pouring desperate words into my ears, I send them what they ask for. Sometimes it was Eric’s mother who called and sometimes it was Eric himself calling me, pleading. Maybe he was ashamed, but he was needing that money so much that he could not be prideful. He had other girlfriends who’d made it to America. Some of them would have their husband answer the phone or they would not answer at all. Maybe they’d say yes, but then not send the money.

“He is so desperate,” Eric’s mother would say. “You can remember how it is there.”

Yes, I remember: boiling leaves to eat; rubbing leaves on your skin because you have no soap; crushing leaves under your arms so that you don’t smell bad. Leaves and dirt, sticks and rocks: these are the only things a refugee can count on. Even if the exiles go home, the average wage in Liberia is $1.25 a day. Many people have no clean water or flush toilets. Their lives are hard every day. There is no route to riches. To get money from America is like a blessing from God—bread falling from the sky.

The desperate ones who call me now never know how hard I work in America. I don’t tell them. I always send money. If I need that money for food, I pinch back what I eat. I have felt what these people are feeling.

Now Eric was finally here, was in Texas, bigger and so real—a man completely. In my living room he looked into my eyes—so closely he looked. And I saw him then again: I saw his good heart, still the same, there in his eyes, waiting for me to claim it.

He hugged me. When I sat down he sat next to me, put his arms around me, and pulled me close to him. It felt so strange to be with him at last. I knew him from so much talking on the phone, and the sharing of so many dreams. I hid Eric’s love at the center of my life for many years. For so many years, he was only a voice talking from so far away, many times talking about how fine our son was becoming.

Our son, Karsiah, is named for his African grandfather; he was our pride. He was the reason Eric was coming to America now. Karsiah, this boy who had not seen his father in sixteen years, was the one who finally asked Eric to come to me.

We started to think about bringing Eric here from Liberia in the fall of 2013 when Karsiah was a senior in a Dallas high school. Eric had called to talk to Karsiah so many times over the years, sometimes every day. Our son felt his love and wanted him at his graduation. The principal of Karsiah’s school wrote a letter to the American Embassy telling of Karsiah’s graduation and supporting the visa application. The principal’s efforts paid off. The visa was granted, but it came through on July 25, 2014, too late for the graduation.

Eric always worked hard, but Liberians don’t make enough money to pay for plane tickets; I would pay for it. However, by the time Eric’s visa came through in July, the money I had for his May ticket was gone. Eric’s half sister had agreed to pay for his ticket, but in August she admitted that she wasn’t going to. I didn’t have enough money, but a person in the Liberian community will loan people money for such things. I borrowed $2,000 for Eric’s ticket.

I would pay off the debt plus $500 from my tax returns. Eric’s nephew Oliver gave me $400 from his paycheck to help purchase the ticket. First I tried to get a ticket for a flight in early September, but it was taken. The next ticket was for September 19; I bought it. When Eric got the ticket, he was so happy. Our talks then started to be not about what we had done or even what we were doing, but about our plans. We were old now. But we could be together. We would make a life at last.

On his way to Dallas—and to me—Eric called from each airport where he landed on his journey. In Liberia as he was about to leave, he rang to say, “I am on my way at last, sweetheart.”

He sounded so happy. And me? I was cautious.

In Brussels he called again: “I am getting closer.”

I didn’t go to the airport to meet Eric; I waited in the apartment. As I waited, I wondered what he would think of this new life I was bringing him to.

I lived in Vickery Meadow, a Dallas neighborhood filled with about a hundred big apartment complexes. In the 1970s, Vickery Meadow was popular for young single people with good jobs, but in the 1980s when Dallas had an oil bust and a real estate bust at the same time, wealthier people started moving to other areas. Twenty-five thousand people, mostly immigrants speaking more than twenty-seven languages, now live in about two and a half square miles, such a packed-in place that one journalist called it “an anthill.” Maybe this newspaper writer also meant that we are swarming everywhere on the streets of Vickery Meadow.

That’s not exactly how it is, but people from other parts of the city may think that a half dozen people walking down a block is a swarm. In most Dallas neighborhoods, nobody is outside at all. The city is so spread out, and everyone is in cars. In Vickery Meadow some people don’t have money for cars, so they walk or wait in little groups for buses. Most people on the street there have dark skin, and if they speak English, it is with an accent. I thought the things that make lots of people in Dallas nervous might make Eric feel at home. Or maybe he would feel lost in all these different kinds of people.

I didn’t have to tell Eric these thoughts to know what he would say: “I am coming to be with you, to love you and to love your family.”

My neighbors and I were poor by Dallas standards, and some people thought of us as troublesome. Crime was bad in the 1990s, but the city set up a neighborhood improvement district so security patrols could help keep criminals away. Forty social-service agencies help people in Vickery Meadow. But my neighborhood might not look so poor to a man coming from Africa. In Liberia, Eric rented one small room in a tin-roofed house in a town outside of Monrovia, the capital. He had no car.

In Dallas I had a 2009 silver Toyota Corolla. Without a car, it would have been hard for me to travel five miles to the Windsor Senior Living Center where I was a certified nurse assistant. I learned to drive only after I came to Dallas. It still made me nervous, but I was a safe driver, never speeding, sometimes being honked at by Mexicans for not moving fast enough.

My four daughters, who live near me and bring their children to see me nearly every day, told me to speed up. But I said, “No. I am not going to have a wreck. Let these people get as mad as they want.”

Eric had never been out of Africa, and he had never seen people from so many countries as he would see in Vickery Meadow. Managers at the Ivy Apartments where I live say eight languages are spoken just in my complex. But Eric might never get to know the neighbors. Not to know neighbors is the Dallas way, and that is okay. I had so many relatives coming and going, Eric would be able to make many Liberian friends. Many of Dallas’s 10,000 Liberians live in Vickery Meadow. I know a lot of them and they know me. At Conrad High School, where our son, Karsiah, was a quarterback, the football team is almost all Liberian.

Vickery Meadow is in a good location, not too far from rich neighborhoods where people need yard work and cleaning service. There are lots of bus lines for people to go to work and lots of stores: Walmart, Target, JCPenney, and best of all, Fiesta Grocery. Africans, Mexicans, Indians, Chinese—everybody likes to shop at Fiesta because it has foods from the countries we left: catfish, yams, okra, hot spices, cactus leaves, mangos, so much more food than grocery stores in Africa. This grocery store is not as pretty as the more expensive ones. It feels more like where we came from.

Eric will be so amazed to see vegetables, meat, and fish all piled so high and so many aisles of food in cans and packages with languages that are not English. You get lost just looking. Eric ran a little grocery when he lived in Ghana, just cigarettes, toilet paper, and some food that he sold from his house. Almost no stores like that exist in Dallas—maybe none at all. This way of working to make a little money is not so possible in America, but Eric says he has bigger plans. He has skills and always he is talking, talking about what jobs he will have when he gets here.

Eric was a man who could do many things, educated in computers. He was a mechanic and an electrician. He loved to work, was not lazy. But most of his life was in exile. Nobody wants to hire refugees. Nobody gives them rights. When civil war in our country finally ended, he went home to Liberia from the Ivory Coast, but so much was gone. Our lovely little country was burned and bombed until almost nothing remained. Some men suffering so hard a life would be angry and bitter, but Eric always said some positive thing. No matter how hard life was, he thought of what was good.

My two-bedroom apartment was Number 614, on the second floor of the Ivy Apartments. If there was ivy growing anywhere, I had not seen it. No buildings are tall in Vickery Meadow, all low; three stories is the highest. The apartments look like giant motels sprawling over parking lots. There is a little grass, some trees, but mostly concrete with cracks and holes and grease spots, and cars crawling through them all the time. An iron fence circles most apartments. Everything is gray and brown and tan.

People in Africa believe that Americans have so much money. Eric might have expected me to have many more possessions than I did or to live in a big house with a yard like people he sees on television. The first thing he would notice in my apartment was a picture of Jesus praying in the Garden of Gethsemane the night before he was crucified. I thumbtacked it to the wall that faced the outside door so it was the first thing I saw when I came in. I didn’t have other pictures on my walls like some Americans do.

In African houses that Eric was used to, everything was plain, with not much furniture, no pictures to make the walls look pretty, no lamps sitting around, just rooms where lots of people could be together.

To one side of the wall with the picture of Jesus was the kitchen. If Eric looked in my kitchen, he would see many pots and pans, all of them big. I bought the biggest ones I could find so that I could cook lots of food. The father of one of my sons, Timothy, told a reporter that I used food to lure people to my house.

I laughed at that idea. I did not cook special food for Eric before he came, but I would cook for him later. I did not dress in any special way. Maybe I was too nervous to make a fuss yet. I was mostly concerned about my son Timothy, thirteen years old. Eric is not his father.

I talked to Timothy before Eric left Liberia. “Your father and I could not get along,” I told him. “So we had to part. Now Eric is coming. He will love you like you are his own son.”

“Will he do things for me? Will he take me to the mall?” Timothy asked.

“Yes, he will. He will buy you many things, the shoes you like.” And then Timothy smiled.

On the kitchen side of the apartment was the bedroom shared by Timothy and two young men. I call both these men my nephews or “the boys.” Neither of them is actually my nephew in the way Americans understand, but African ways of looking at family are larger. One young man, Jeffrey Cole, is a nephew of my Liberian daughter’s husband. He is twenty-eight and came to Dallas from Liberia on September 3, just seventeen days before Eric arrived.

The other is Oliver Smallwood, twenty-two, who is actually Eric’s nephew. He had come from Ghana in maybe 2002 and was living in North Carolina with Eric’s family. At that time, Eric was living alone in Liberia in the room he rented, with none of his family near. His brother Wilfred Smallwood, Oliver’s father, lives in Phoenix. His sister Mai Wureh and his mother, Nowai Korkoyah, live outside Charlotte, though his father and three other siblings remain in Africa. It’s a mystery why they could get visas to come to America and Eric tried for so long and couldn’t. He never entered the visa lottery in Liberia for lack of a high school education, which is required. And there was the matter of paying for the plane ticket; Eric never had the money.

Eric’s mother had been calling me for a long time asking me to let Eric’s nephew Oliver come to live with me. Oliver knew his cousin Karsiah when they were both small children. When he left me to go to college many miles away, Karsiah had the idea that more people should be living with me.

I think Karsiah told these boys to come here because he was worried I would be too lonely with only Timothy to cook for. Maybe he was also thinking that these nephews would get jobs and help me pay my bills. Africans usually share what money they have, and we like lots of people in our houses. Our families live together several generations at a time. Nobody thinks it strange if children in their twenties and thirties live with their parents and grandparents.

I consider Oliver my nephew, just as Eric considers my children from other fathers as his children. Although Eric and I were never married under civil law, people in Africa considered us husband and wife under customary law. To the African way of thinking, when two people have a son, that is a bond stronger than any mere civil marriage could ever be. We remain bonded to the fathers of our children and their families in a special way, even if we aren’t together with the fathers. When we change partners we give our allegiance to the new partners, but the fathers of our children keep a special place within the extended family.

Maybe because African men can have many wives under customary law, we don’t make a lot of difference about whether our siblings are from both mother and father or just one. Our sense of kinship is wide and deep. Even when someone hasn’t been with a person in their family, or when a person is related only through marriage, we claim each other. If we are asked, we try to help one another.

On the other side of my place in the Ivy Apartments was a big living room with a blue carpet. My bedroom opened from one wall of the living room and was almost totally filled with a king-size bed. The living room had a tall wooden entertainment center, very nice, holding the fifty-five-inch TV that my oldest daughter, Youngor Jallah, had saved to buy me. Youngor is a certified nurse assistant like me. She has three boys and one girl. They live in Vickery Meadow, too.

Also in the living room of my apartment was a table for eating and a computer at one side. I stopped the Internet and the cable TV—too expensive. But Eric won’t see that. Maybe all he will see is the big room and the big television.

I didn’t have sofas anymore, just chairs—too many chairs. I had sofas until a little while ago. I have so many children in my apartment, so many grandchildren and friends of grandchildren who get sick and throw up. They bring food—ice cream and Coke and chocolate—and then spill it. I don’t make people eat at the table, and children and cloth sofas don’t always work.

Finally, those sofas were so dirty that I threw them out. I was planning to move to another apartment in a few weeks, so there was no need to replace them until I was in a new place.

Money is always tight. I went to Walmart and bought a few folding chairs. That made people think I wanted chairs. My daughter Nunser Jallah, who has two sons and lives within a few blocks of me, bought me some. Then Peterson Wayne, father of Timothy, saw office chairs at a yard sale and bought three of those. They had rollers on the legs, and the grandchildren loved to roll about the big room. I couldn’t tell Nunser or Peterson to take their chairs back. That would be too rude, not grateful for their gifts. By the time Eric arrived, I had about twenty chairs in my living room.

And mattresses: I also had three mattresses there. I got so many mattresses in the same way I got the chairs. The children came over to spend the night, and they wanted to watch TV. I often keep Youngor’s children because she works in the night when I am home. There wasn’t room for the grown-ups and the children on the sofas. I didn’t like children sleeping on the carpet, so I put out a mattress. Soon there were two more mattresses. They didn’t look so good maybe, but people liked to lie on them. Eric might think all this strange furniture was so odd.

When his plane landed in Washington, DC, he called me again: “I am in America at last.”

He was on his way to me. I thought of hiding some of the chairs and mattresses at my children’s houses, but then the room would be so empty. Nowhere to sit. Nowhere for the children to lie down. Maybe Eric wouldn’t be so surprised. He might remember that I was always just thinking about what people needed. When I was a girl in Liberia before the war came, I would always bring anyone who looked lost or sick home with me. If anyone in my family said that we didn’t have food to feed them, I would say, “I’ll just put them in my room so they can be safe.”

Then maybe I would sneak some food to them, or they would feel better and leave. Sometimes their relatives came to find them and everyone was so happy.

Finally on the evening of September 20, Eric called again, this time from Dallas: “I am here. You can come to get me,” he said.

He had no idea how far the airport was from where we lived in Northeast Dallas. So when my daughter Nopie Dopoe and my niece Amanda Jallah went to pick him up, they didn’t arrive quickly, and he called me again to let them know where they could find him. He offered to help by driving the car back for them. In Liberia, Eric worked as a driver for the manager of a shipping company in Monrovia. He was a good driver for Liberia, but not for Dallas.

“You will need a while to get to know the traffic before you drive here,” I told him.

He had seen America in movies. Africans have so many ideas about how it is to live in this land, but there is plenty more they do not know. At least Eric would not be cold at first. Dallas in September is warm, sometimes hot. I had arrived first in Boston, where it was so very cold. Eric did not know about American cold. I knew he couldn’t imagine it.

Eric was sitting on the little chairs in baggage claim wearing a T-shirt, jeans, and a jacket. A black satchel hung from a strap across his chest. When he saw my daughter Nopie, he stood, opened his arms wide and came toward her, saying, as he always had, “My daughter.” He remembered her from the days when we were together in Africa. I have a picture of her then, when she was three or four, thin and sad in a white cotton dress.

When she sees that picture, Nopie always thinks, “Sad and hungry.” She isn’t hungry anymore. Africans are right about that much. It is easier to find enough food in America. To go to the airport, Nopie wore a bright yellow dress and her hair dyed yellow to match. She looked like a queen.

Eric looked good, too—healthy. “He didn’t even look like he came from Africa,” Nopie said later. A lot of people said that: in those first days he was so healthy. The girls took Eric’s rolling black bag, and they started the last part of his journey toward the home we would have together.

Nopie came behind Eric into my house, rolling his bag. Timothy was spending the night at my daughter’s house. He was still frowning about this new man, wondering if he would take away my attention too much.

When Eric came in, Jeffrey Cole and Eric’s nephew Oliver Smallwood went forward to shake his hand, but his eyes found me and he came in my direction. After Eric sat with me a while, he leaned over to kiss me. But I pulled away. I stood up and looked at our nephews who were still in the room, now sitting quietly.

“I don’t want to kiss here,” I said. Taking him by the hand, I led him to the bedroom. When I shut the door, he turned to me and took me into his arms.

And he said, “Oh, sweetheart, you can never know how long I have dreamed of this moment.”

When I looked into his face, for the first time in many months I felt that life might be good.


CHAPTER TWO
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        A Diamond in the Dirt

I first saw Thomas Eric Duncan one day in 1994 when I was walking to the Danané market. We were living in the Ivory Coast with hundreds of thousands of other Liberian refugees. Some people have said we were in a refugee camp, but it wasn’t a camp, just a town with villages around it where thousands of Liberians had come, running from the civil war back home.

To find love in such a hard place as Danané is like finding a diamond in the dirt. You are so surprised to see it, you can’t believe it’s real. If you get to keep it, you feel so lucky. You carry it with you sometimes hidden, and sometimes so everyone can see it, but it is always the most shining thing you have. It might be the only beautiful thing you have.

Liberians ran to the Ivory Coast because of the terrible things that soldiers were doing to the people of my country. Lots of people there lost loved ones. The war began in 1989 and only really ended in 2003. By the end of it, 700,000 Liberians had left a country that had only 2 million people when the wars started. About 5 percent of all Liberians were killed in the wars. Some refugees are still in Ghana, some are in Guinea, and some remain in the Ivory Coast.

In Danané there was a United Nations feeding station where we could get some food, maybe some rice or corn meal and cocodolo—corn dust and oil. No vegetables. No meat. We had to find our own places to live. If people had nothing and no place to live, they would find friends or relatives. Liberians help each other.

Before the war, I was living in Nimba County in the north-central part of the country. It is an area rich in iron ore, which made it so valuable to the government, and that was one reason there was so much fighting there. It was a lovely place, green with lots of rain, and some swamps. It is easy to grow food there. A mining company there called LAMCO, the Liberian-American-Swedish Minerals Company, was established before I was born or maybe when I was a little girl. I can’t remember a time before this big company with offices and a mine and houses came to Liberia.

Everyone there was white, from different countries: Germany, France, America, and England. A lot of good things came from this company, but when the war started it shut down and all the white people went away.

People in Liberia say that the war happened because the country boys got tired of being bossed around by the city boys. By “city boys” we mean a very small part of the population, maybe 5 percent, called Americo-Liberians and sometimes Congos, and sometimes just Negroes. These people are descended from former slaves and free blacks from America who were resettled in Liberia by American reformers in the mid-1800s. These black Americans set up a capital city they named Monrovia, after President James Monroe. They formed a republic in 1847 and quickly started ruling over the tribal Africans.

These Americans looked down on the native Africans and used them as slaves whenever they could, which was mostly when they were children. My father was one of those children raised by Congos. Instead of sending him to school, they used him for work. When he grew up, he left to have his own life.

Officially, there were two civil wars: 1989–1997 and 1999–2003. But to many of us the wars really started in 1979, in April, the steamiest month of the Liberian year, over increases in the price of rice. People rioted in Monrovia that month and government troops controlled by Americo-Liberian president William R. Tolbert fired on demonstrators, killing hundreds.

Almost exactly one year later, a master sergeant in the army and member of the Krahn tribe named Samuel Doe killed Tolbert and took over the government. For the first time, Liberia had a tribal president; but now the horrors were spreading. Ten days later, thirteen men were publicly executed before a cheering crowd of Liberians. People started being stopped by soldiers who demanded that they speak one of the sixteen Liberian tribal languages. Because most Americo-Liberians didn’t know tribal languages, they could be singled out, beaten, arrested, and even killed.

After an attempted coup in 1985 by a general from the Gio tribe in Nimba County, President Doe began to repress Gio people, my family’s tribe. At this time, I had a baby and I was still swollen from pregnancy. I could hardly walk. My brother knew that violence was about to come to where we lived.

He came to me and said, “We must go somewhere safer.”

But my stomach was so big and sagging down that I could hardly walk at all. So my brother carried me with the baby and put me into the car so that we could run away.

In 1989, Charles Taylor, a former supporter of Samuel Doe who had left Liberia and trained as a guerrilla in Libya, came into Liberia with an army he put together in the Ivory Coast. As the fighting expanded all over the country, I was big and pregnant with another baby. This one was so big, but still wouldn’t come. So I left Nimba County for the hospital in Bong County, over eight hours from where I lived. I needed to have that baby before it got any bigger.

When I heard there was fighting near where my children were, I demanded to go home to Nimba County. On the way back from the hospital, the car was stopped by soldiers with guns who were checking people’s identification. I was lucky that my ID did not say Nimba County. If people were going there, the soldiers took them away and killed them.

When they asked, I said I was going to Grand Gedeh County, the county where President Doe came from. They let me go. But I was not able to get back to my children right away. So, after some days I was going to charter a car. Five boys were also trying to charter a car, and they wanted me to go with them. But it was getting so late and dark.

I said, “No. I will wait.”

They chartered a car, and the next day we found their bodies right at the gate where they would be getting on the road. All five had been beheaded.

In September 1990, Charles Taylor’s ally Prince Johnson, who was from Nimba County, captured President Doe and tortured and killed him. Now no one was safe. Fighting was everywhere. Soldiers killed whole villages of people who weren’t doing anything wrong. Some people claimed that the soldiers ate human flesh because they thought it gave them power.

They recruited teenage boys, gave them drugs, and taught them to rape, torture, and massacre people. Some of them wore women’s clothes and acted so crazy that no one knew what horrible things they might do. People told of seeing their neighbors disemboweled. Children’s hands and arms were chopped off by Charles Taylor’s rebels, who would ask first, “Do you want short sleeves or long sleeves?” If they said short sleeves, their forearms were cut off. If they said long sleeves, only their hands were cut off. Babies were bashed to the earth. Pregnant women had knives stuck in their bellies to kill them and their babies. It was all done to terrify the people. And it worked.

One day, soldiers cut off the ear of a young man who was a fisherman. I had bought fish from him many times. He would say, “Just pick which fish you want to buy.” And when I would pick some really big fish, he would say, “One dollar. Or a dollar and half.” Not much for so much fish. He was a nice man.

But the soldiers cut off his ear when he had done nothing to them at all. When they cut off a person’s ear, it meant that they were going to kill him. They wouldn’t kill him right away, but cutting off the ear meant a death sentence. After they cut off the fisherman’s ear, they took him away. They dragged him along the ground and beat him until his whole body was covered in blood.

I was passing when I saw him there with the soldiers. When the poor man saw me, he called out, “Help me, sister. You know me. Plead for me, that they will spare my life.”

So the soldiers said to me, “Do you know this man?”

He was looking at me, calling my name. I said, “Yes. I know him.”

So the soldiers said, “Then it is you who must kill him.”

But I would not. I told them, “I am not going to kill him. I am not a fighter. Why would I take somebody’s life away? I have my kids. I have my brothers and sisters.”

So they said, “Get out of here. And don’t look back.”

Maybe they let me go because they were short of bullets. After I left, they cut the man’s throat.

Another time during the war, I told a man who was coming to my house that he and his men were doing wrong things. They were supposed to be fighting other men, but instead they were killing innocent people.

That man said I was a troublemaker with a big mouth and that I didn’t need to live. The next day he ordered me to be in my house by 4:00 that afternoon so that he could come and kill me. I went to my house and waited but he didn’t come. The next morning, I waited until 9:00 a.m. and then went out to dump the bucket I used as a toilet. I heard that the man had gotten into a fight with a man on his side of the war and had gotten killed. So my life was spared.

My brother, the one who carried me to the car after I had the baby, was killed by the soldiers in Monrovia. He was twenty-five years old when the soldiers told him that he must fight with them, but my brother was a Jehovah’s Witness, very religious. The Witnesses are strict and do not believe in fighting. When my brother would not join the soldiers, they came to the place where he was staying with the Witnesses and took him away. The killers took his body and put it in the river so that no one ever found it.

Another brother and sister were also killed. We heard rumors that they were dead, and then we never heard from them again.

Alfred Jallah, my father, was a chief in the town where we lived, with many wives and girlfriends: he had at least seventeen children, and maybe many more. In Africa, when a man is cheating on his wife, nobody gets so mad like they do in America. If the girlfriend comes around, we just accept her and the new children into the family.

My father was in so much danger that he was the first of our family to leave Liberia and get political asylum in the United States. He went to Boston from the Ivory Coast refugee encampment in Danané in 1994.

When the fighting started to come closer to where I lived in 1994, I sent my children to be with family members who lived in places not so dangerous. By then I had eight children, three boys and five girls. We could hear the soldiers coming, shooting everyone. Bam. Bam. Bam. People would be so frightened that everyone would run to jump in the river or hide in the swamp. One time, I was hiding behind a tree and the bullet went bam and then past my ear. I tried to make myself smaller behind the tree.

My aunt was in her house when the soldiers came and burned the house with her in it. When the soldiers left a place, everything would be gone. Houses. Food. Possessions. Children. No reason to come back. People would just start running from the soldiers and never return. The fear was so great that all anyone could think of was trying to stay alive.

Mothers would grab their children, but sometimes the children broke away and ran. Sometimes the mothers hid them someplace safe and kept running so the soldiers would follow them instead. Sometimes the children couldn’t be found. Sometimes a woman would deliver a baby and then just get up and leave that child and run away. My grandmother was old and blind and couldn’t run when the soldiers came. Everyone who was with her then left her when the soldiers were coming, and no one ever saw her again.

When you start running, maybe you have a little stuff, some food—two pieces of bread. No time to get anything—too hard to carry. If you see other people running, maybe you stay together, try to help each other. Every time we reached a good place in the bush, we would build a hut real fast. Rain would be coming down.

We would find branches of trees and cut sticks and put them in the ground. Then just put leaves up on the roof so it can’t rain on you. After a day, you have to continue running. So you have to keep on, keep on, keep on. You don’t know where you are going. Sometimes the soldiers see in the bush where you made a path and they follow to kill you. You are hiding, always hiding. You eat monkey fruit. You see something that looks like a fruit and see how it tastes. Then you eat it.

Maybe you trade what you found for another thing someone else has. Eat cassava root. One good thing is that God blessed Liberia with water. You drink from creeks, any kind of running water. It takes so long to walk. We are in this bush for so long, about a month. Finally we come to the Cavalla River, the border between Liberia and the Ivory Coast. With a little money I pay the boatman and he takes me over.

Eric and I came to Danané at different times. The Ivory Coast is a French-speaking country, but Gio, my family’s tribal language is also spoken by many people. Eric and his family, who were from the Bassa tribe, came in 1991.

Eric went to a high school started by the Methodists. One of his relatives remembered that he was called the “tennis ball master” because he could make a tennis ball do anything he wanted, play it in any game. The boys were always wanting to play soccer, but they didn’t have a soccer ball, just a tennis ball. Eric could hit the tennis ball with his head and body, kick it so well that it worked like a soccer ball. Nobody could play like he could.
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