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			MAMA KOKO AND THE HUNDRED GUNMENT

			I Imagine

			• • • •

			Sometimes I imagine standing in the corner of the family coffee plantation, maybe in a nearby field, watching the family hover around Roger’s body. The day the attacks started, they found him off the road by the river, in the bushes under a shroud of palm leaves, hacked, his mouth and wounds boiling with a greedy riot of insects.

			Roger was the first to die. When the family found his body, neighbors were already rushing to gather their bare essentials, slipping away on the footpaths and back routes, as inconspicuous and silent as a mass exodus can be. Yet Roger’s family carried his body back to the coffee plantation for burial.

			I picture the family as they linger: mulling around, digging the grave, dressing him for hasty burial. Mama Cecelia kneeling over him, washing away the blood, her calloused fingers sweeping clean every crevasse and axe wound bourgeoning with insects.

			Roger’s pre-teen sons sulk in the corner, the spark in their eyes draining fast. His church-going wife Marie, tall and full of grace, presses her fingers into a rosary, leaning on Jesus to get her through each imposing minute. Roger’s younger brother and another of his sons, each on the verge of manhood, dig the grave. His father Papa Alexander’s eyes track the bloodthirsty crawlers shaken free by Mama Cecelia as they make their rapid retreat into dusty fields or dark hiding places, like the neighbors now on their way to Sudan. Maybe he surveys the scene, scanning his coffee kingdom, watching the brush for movement, for clues that scream Time’s up.

			A fatal mistake hangs in the air, between their sighs. The weight of it settles around them, like their hands on each other’s shoulders. They do not know that the shreds of human dignity exercised with rituals like washing a beloved’s dead body have retreated with the termites into the fields. There would still be time, if the family only knew how to hear Roger’s wounds whisper their warning: You are no longer human. Run.

			Yet they stay, washing their beloved Roger and preparing him for the cold earth. With each swig of tea, each soothing stroke of wet cloth pressing closed Roger’s gaping skin, muffling his axe wounds’ siren screams, the family exchanges what they do not know will be their final glances between one another.

			A Day Like Any Other

			• • • •

			The same day they buried Roger, on the other side of the world, Roger’s cousin Francisca was up at five in the morning, as she was most weekdays, to put on the pants as they would have said back home in Congo. It meant the man goes to work. Francisca bypassed her stacks of African-print dresses and instead zipped up her slacks right alongside her American husband Kevin, a Peace Corps volunteer turned buttoned-down engineer.

			On the way out the door, Francisca caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror: fresh braids bound tight to her head in ornate patterns, shiny dark skin plump with lotion, a dash of ChapStick on her lips, the sum of her makeup routine. Clean and simple, like her mother Mama Koko taught her. Why cover up all that beautiful? Francisca greeted herself in the mirror, her coffee-colored eyes rimmed with blue beaming back. As always, she said out loud, “Good morning, lovely!”

			Craftsman bungalows pulsed past in the early morning light as Francisca drove to work. She pulled into a mammoth one-stop shopping center, inconceivable back home, compared to her town’s one-room general store. Inside cavernous Fred Meyer’s, the ambient hum of the ventilation absorbed voices, rattling carts, announcements of spills in aisle nine. Fluorescents washed out the faces of shoppers roaming the windowless open space, packed twelve shelves high with everything from rib-eye steak and bananas on special to cement faeries for the garden, day-to-evening wear, fashion socks, hand blenders, assorted wrenches and paints, fishing gear, and diamond pendants promising to delight and last a lifetime. Everything you need, all in one stop: You’ll Find It at Fred Meyer’s.

			Francisca slipped on her chef’s coat and pinned on her nametag: “Francisca, Cheese Steward since 1996.” Francisca had no background in cheese. There were no sample trays of brie and gruyere, no sharp cheddar finger sandwiches served with iced tea on the old wooden porch of her childhood “castle,” as the family called it, overlooking their coffee plantation in that far- northeastern pocket of Congo. Francisca spent her childhood summers roaming in the cotton fields, wading through the cassava leaves, gorging on mangoes and termite-oil delicacies, not cheese.

			Francisca didn’t even like cheese, though her customers would never know it. She thought of it as white people’s food. She got the job as cheese steward because she spoke French; French is useful when it comes to cheeses.

			That morning, it was out to the floor to organize the olive bar, crowned with gourmet salts from faraway places like the Black Sea and the Himalayas. Anyone browsing the cheese display who listened in would have heard Francisca singing hymns to no one in particular. By the time Francisca finished arranging the display of packaged cuts of cheese in take-home wedges, Roger was already buried on her family’s coffee plantation. By then, the family members had split up, and more of them had been murdered by axe.

			Francisca was home by noon. She shed her work pants, which reeked of cheese and olive juice, and slipped on one of her African-print skirts. In her living room, surrounded by remnants of home, many-hued dark wood trim blending with ubiquitous African figurines and safari-themed wallpaper, Francisca turned on African music, nice and loud, and danced Congolese style, heavy on the hip thrusts and booty wagging.

			Francisca’s teenage son Isaac came and went, keeping to himself, as would any proper budding hipster-musician. Francisca didn’t like to be alone, and that afternoon she called her Congolese friend Cecile in Wyoming to check in and chat about doctor appointments or the grandkids or to remark on differences in America and Congo—how in America everyone is supposed to seek counseling when things get rough. But back home, Francisca just talked to Mama Koko.

			One of her grown daughters swung by with the grandkids after school, to say hello and pick something up or drop something off or use the computer or just hang out. Eventually, Francisca got to cooking dinner, very soft beans in the stew and extra peanut butter in the cassava leaves like Mama Koko always did, served with rice—brown rice for Kevin, white for her and the rest of the family.

			Then it was early to bed, preparing for another day of putting on the pants. As Francisca drifted to sleep that night, she couldn’t imagine on the other side of the world Mama Koko lying on an abandoned stretch of road, collapsed from exhaustion, surrounded by wailing grandbabies.

			For Francisca, it was a day like any other.

			The call came the next day.

			It was her friend Cecile, a fellow Congolese-American transplant from Orientale Province. Cecile told Francisca that gunmen—the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) led by Joseph Kony—had launched massive attacks the previous day in Orientale Province, home to both Dungu, the town where Mama Koko and dozens of Francisca’s family members lived, and the village of Duru fifty-some miles north, where Francisca’s father had built the family coffee plantation.

			Francisca knew of neighboring Uganda’s cult militia leader Joseph Kony and his LRA, notorious for abducting more than twenty thousand children and displacing more than 2 million people in Northern Uganda. Kony had formed the LRA in the late 1980s, proclaiming himself a prophet and spirit medium and aiming to base his rule of Uganda on the Bible’s Ten Commandments. In 2006, the LRA deserted their Uganda stomping grounds of twenty years and staked out new headquarters next door in Congo. They found ideal conditions to hide under the dense cover of elephant grasses and thick forest canopy of the Garamba National Park, close to the village of Duru, home to Francisca’s family coffee plantation. Eventually, the group splintered and spilled into Sudan and the Central African Republic, occupying an area about the size of California. A few dedicated commanders coordinated remotely, often via satellite phone.

			Cheap cell phones had recently swept that remote pocket of Congo, so Francisca’s family had called before with stories of the LRA stealing from the markets and child soldiers trickling out of the forest hoping to go home. But she’d never heard of attacks on people in Orientale, until that day she got the call from Cecile.

			Francisca stayed up all night and into the next day, frantic, camped at her antique dining room table, trying to get through to her family. She would dial, only to get a recording: The party you are trying to reach is not available. She’d wait a few minutes, stare at the phone, rest her fingers on the table’s protective glass cover. She’d pray to Jesus and Abraham and the ancestors. Then she’d dial again and hear a pick-up, maybe a hello, only to be cut off in two or three seconds. Dial, only to hear the phone ringing and ringing, and no answer. Dial, wondering if she’d ever hear from her family again.

			She didn’t get through to them that night.

			That week, during her days in the cheese department, Francisca told herself Leave it at the door, professionalism first. When she failed to corral her thoughts, she ducked before anyone could spot her involuntary tears, and got busy wiping down the countertops, the glass cases, the stainless steel. Some of the other deli-department ladies wanted to know Why so awfully quiet? How come her eyes are so red? She didn’t mention the late-night crying spells sopping her pillows. “I’m just tired. Didn’t sleep so well.”

			Her granddaughters tried to air out her mood, but when she heard them whisper Uh, oh, she’s crying again, Francisca decided it was unfair to weigh down the family. She did her best to keep updates brief, daily routines in motion, and dinners cheery. Luckily, Kevin was an early and heavy sleeper. Still, her sons peppered her with Are-you-okays, despite her reassurances she was fine.

			One of her sons, Solomon, said, “Your eyes are red.”

			“I’m tired.”

			He urged her to try to set it aside. “Can’t you just let it go?”

			After Kevin and the kids went to bed, she stayed up, every night, most nights until after one in the morning, hoping to reach someone, anyone, who might know if Mama Koko was okay, if the family was still alive. She took short breaks to pray in front of the guest-room shrine, a wall packed with Catholic religious icons mixed with photos of her beloved departed. Then back to the dining room table for endless touch-tone dialing.

			Finally, one night, a cousin answered the phone. Francisca blurted out her one and only question: “Is everyone okay?”

			Then she heard gunshots, and the line went dead.

			The Year of Bad News

			• • • •

			Out of our puttering five-seater charter plane, Francisca and I looked down eight thousand or so feet to Congo below. Above the land leading to Dungu, vast blankets of the Congo basin forest stretched to the horizon in all directions, rivers slicing through, catching the sunlight. The canopy was too thick to see through, leaving what was beneath entirely to the imagination, aside from a couple of mining towns and tiny settlements on remote bends in the river.

			It had been a year of bad news since the day Francisca got that first call. She was tired, distracted, spending almost every night up, trying to get through to her family for news, unhinged by the media reports intermittently firing across the international wires, mixed with static-marred cell phone calls from home. Sometimes she could talk for a minute or two before the line cut out. Sometimes, in the middle of the night, after she had finally gotten to sleep, her phone would ring and, panicked, she’d jump out of bed and run to answer it, her hands shaking so much that she fumbled when she tried to pick up, hitting the wrong buttons.

			Occasionally, Francisca’s calls made it through to her brothers or Mama Koko, when they weren’t spending months at a time hiding in the bush. No one had died the day she heard gunshots and the line went dead, but that was little consolation. Every call yielded broken, hasty reports of gunmen and cousins, nieces, nephews, and more cousins killed, abducted, burned alive on Christmas Day.

			I found myself at Francisca’s dining room table that fall into spring into summer and back into fall, not because I was her close friend but because her family was smack-dab in the middle of Congo’s latest firestorm. I’d known Francisca since 2005, three years earlier, when my do-or-die Congo activism began.

			I didn’t know much about Congo before 2005. I’d read half of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness in college, before dropping my “Literature of Colonialism” class. I might have seen something about militias and massacres in Congo on an episode of ER, but figured it was fictionalized for the show’s melodramatic effect. Eventually, it was an episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show that hooked me. The catalytic episode was a documentary-style report about both the war raging in Congo’s far-eastern provinces—where millions had died in the deadliest war since World War II—and the rape crisis there, which had metastasized into a pandemic, the worst on earth. But the war and rape pandemic were virtually ignored by the US media and by policy makers around the world. The camera lingered on the eyes of the Congolese women as they told their stories. It stirred something in me. A metamorphosis began.

			That first year, I created Run for Congo Women, a fundraiser for Women for Women International’s sponsorship program. I—the wimpy runner—did a thirty-mile trail run, alone. The $28,000 I raised went straight to women in Congo. The next year, I set a goal of a million dollars, hoping to start a movement for Congo. I edited my life, swapping my photography business’s cash-flow charts and sales reports for dusty trail runs and sweltering advocacy days in DC. I traded out my fiancé (he wasn’t up to the shift in direction) for my new Congolese sisters. Every square inch of my life was dedicated to my work for Congo.

			In 2005, that first year, a former missionary to Congo had struck up a conversation with Francisca at the cheese counter, and invited us both over for tea and Congo talk.

			Back then, Francisca glowed when she talked about home, sharing meticulously organized albums containing photos of her family sitting in front of lush flower gardens, posing with fish the size of children, standing next to the town’s colonial manor house, vegetation sprouting from every window and eave in its slow-motion tumble into the Kibali River.

			It was through these photos that Francisca first introduced me to her family, the cousins and nieces and nephews and uncles, before so many of the pictured were killed, before Francisca ever thought all those deaths even possible. I saw her father André on his coffee plantation, a broad smile spread across his face, the ease of a man comfortable in his skin. André’s only brother Alexander looked well groomed, with the knowing sideways smile of a younger brother who had come into his own.

			And then there was Mama Koko, a name meaning great-grandmother in their native tongue of Lingala. I’d never seen a great-grandmother look so good. In one photo, adult Francisca posed playfully on Mama Koko’s lap, both laughing. They look like sisters, an impression buoyed by their twinsy outfits. Each of their wardrobes was composed mostly of swaps or duplicates. Whenever Francisca found a beautiful Dutch Super Wax fabric, she bought enough for two dresses and sent the balance back home to Mama Koko. Sometimes she and Mama Koko made nearly identical dresses with the matching fabric—piping, buttons up the front, oversized caps sleeves for drama—even though they didn’t plan it that way and the cloth was tailored on different continents.

			Francisca urged me to join her there someday, for a slice of the real Congo, peaceful Congo.

			I wasn’t interested. My focus was on Congo’s war.

			But during that year of bad news, we sat together at her dining room table over many a cup of peach tea, both of us suspended somewhere between Congo and America.

			Then it dawned on me: What if we could go to Dungu together, just as she had suggested so many times before? Even if the US media weren’t covering Kony’s attacks on her homeland, her remote pocket of Congo, we could collect her family’s stories and share them with the world. Maybe Francisca could transform those anxious nights into a greater good. Maybe I could help her help her people.

			We were wading into a deeper crocodile swamp than we knew, of course. We couldn’t see then what our prodding might unravel. Or the fact that by the time our story reached its end, so many of the people central to our time in Dungu would be dead.

			At the time we dreamed up our journey, it seemed purely good.

			Francisca mulled over the notion of a joint trip to Dungu. All those losses. All those late nights. All those groggy mornings, up early to peddle gourmet salts to aspiring foodies who would never ask or understand her newly tired eyes.

			Francisca decided to go.

			Dust 

			• • • •

			Our plane skipped along a dirt landing strip stamped into a grassy field on the edge of Dungu. Francisca’s family members, about twenty of them, emerged from the shadows of the brick hangar and stood at attention as our plane came to a stop. To Francisca, after endless ringing and ringing and what-might-have-happened redials, it felt surreal. Looking out the tiny window at her beloved familiars, they now seemed somehow unfamiliar. This was not the joyous celebration of previous arrivals: Francisca could see by the way they held themselves that things had changed. The mournful drape of skinnier bodies, panicked eyes, the roomy smiles that had once greeted her now collapsed. They all looked older.

			Dungu smacked of dust and heat. It hadn’t rained yet that season, a misfortune worn by every blade of roadside grass, hovering in the air, sucked in with each gritty breath. Wisps of ash swarmed in drifts against a dull sky.

			I followed as Francisca stepped down from the plane, enveloped by family under the wing. She embraced Mama Koko first. They both cried with relief.

			As family members took their turns to say hello to Francisca, each holding on extra long and hard, Mama Koko stood back. She wore a vivid print dress and wrap like the rest of the women, each bursting with colors and patterns. Unlike the others who clutched their handbags and donned Sunday-best wigs and heels, Mama Koko wore comfortable sandals and a loose wrap. Her hair was cut close to her head for low maintenance. She held herself with an easy grace that must come with being the family’s presiding matriarch.

			Gunshots echoed across town, from the direction of Mama Koko’s place. Francisca watched the family exchange tense glances. Francisca looked over at me, snapping photos, oblivious. She wondered: Should I tell her?

			We’d almost canceled the trip. About a week before our departure, Francisca got another bad-news call about a fresh attack.

			Most attacks raged in the countryside north of Dungu, driving villagers into town, under the shadow of the United Nations compound and the Congolese army patrols. But a week before our trip, an attack happened inside Dungu. As if calling a bluff, the gunmen just strolled into town. Right past the UN airstrip. Right past the Congolese army patrols. The LRA opened fire on residents, killing, abducting, beating a woman to death with firewood.

			No one—not the United Nations, not the Congolese army—intervened.

			It happened about a mile from Mama Koko’s home, where we had been planning to stay.

			Before Francisca got the news, Kevin and their kids hadn’t offered any commentary on our plan. Francisca could feel it, though: They didn’t want her to go. When Francisca mentioned the in-town attack to Kevin, he didn’t say much, but Francisca’s daughter Lomingo came over and gave her a talking-to about abandoning the trip. “But think how you would feel if it was me over there,” Francisca said. “If I don’t go now, I may never see Mama Koko again.”

			Francisca knew she had to tell me about that attack. When she called, I could hear the angst in her voice—fear, but not for her own safety, or mine. She was scared that I would cancel. And she wouldn’t go alone.

			I said, as though willing it to be true, “We’ll be fine.”

			“We’ll be fine,” Francisca said.

			“We’ll be fine.”

			“Yeah. We’ll be fine.”

			Neither of us slept that night. When we talked the next day, we stumbled on an eerie kismet: We’d both dreamed the night before that the LRA cut off our arms.

			At the time, I tried to problem-solve. I sought counsel from policy experts. Some advised that the key was having a getaway vehicle and staying on the other side of town. I asked my friend Sasha, who had spent two years in Northern Uganda, “So, if we see the LRA, any safety tips?”

			Stunned by the naiveté of the question, he replied, “If you see the LRA, you’re dead.”

			LRA gunmen were spotted in Mama Koko’s neighborhood the morning of our arrival.

			Francisca was plenty safety-conscious. She was so nervous about the rape crisis to the south that she wore layers of tights and leggings under her skirt throughout our layover in Ituri. She figured the layers would slow any would-be predator while she screamed for help. But when she heard the gunshots on the landing strip, she decided we were already in Dungu. There was nothing to be accomplished by freaking out her American travel companion with reports of gunfire.

			Francisca decided to keep it to herself.

			Dette

			• • • •

			Francisca introduced me to Mama Koko, who seemed almost shy as she smiled and nodded formally while we shook hands. But with no words in common, the undercurrents of this kind of vague pleasantry are so often misunderstood. She was sizing me up, just as she had Kevin so many years ago.

			As though Mama Koko understood English, I said, “So lovely to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you!”

			We slid onto the peeling vinyl seats of a banged-up Toyota 4Runner that would transport us across town. I turned to look at Mama Koko and Francisca in the back seat. When Francisca showed me her family photo albums back in Portland, Oregon, I thought that Mama Koko and Francisca looked the same age, despite their sixteen-year difference. But crammed against these peeling vinyl seats, Mama Koko looked like the younger of the two, next to Francisca’s graying hair. Mama Koko carried herself with the reserve and grace of a woman who’d been worshiped by men for a lifetime. Back when she was young Bernadette, her long hair and gap-toothed smile made her the definition of beauty in these parts.

			She was born around 1940, to mother Vivica (later known as Tita Vica) and father Bi. Her father was the first child of Bondo and Nahilite. He was a twin, hence the name Bi. In Dungu, twins are always named Bi—first twin—and Siro—second twin. Girl or boy, it doesn’t matter. The issue for Bondo and Nahilite was that after the boy twins, they had a set of girl twins. They dutifully named the girls Bi and Siro, like their brothers. Even with Nahilite’s third pregnancy, and the subsequent birth of yet another set of girl twins, they followed the custom and named the girls Bi and Siro. The fourth set of twins, this time a boy and a girl, was another story. To avoid confusion, they broke with the custom and named the babies Fabino and Veronique. Shortly thereafter, when Nahilite was pregnant with what everyone assumed was a fifth set of twins, she died due to complications with the pregnancy. All of the other twins lived to adulthood.

			Mama Koko, young Bernadette, was married as an infant, though she didn’t know it until she was called out of class at the age of twelve. Her classmates and the nuns watched as the young beauty in her Catholic-school uniform arrived in the mission’s courtyard garden to find a strange old man waiting for her, introducing himself as her husband.

			She mostly noticed he was old. As in way older than a twelve-year-old. As in who cares what he was wearing, where he worked, if he had money, why he was there . . . old. He hovered and declared he had come to claim her. She wept, protesting until the priest called her into his office, along with the old man and her father Bi, who, it turned out, had made the arrangement at Bernadette’s birth.

			The custom dictated that when a woman was pregnant, any want-to-be husband planted a special flower in front of her home. If the baby was a girl, and the parents kept the flower, it meant their daughter was betrothed. Apparently Bi and Vivica let this man’s flower stay on. One can’t say why motherless Bi would care to marry off his infant daughter, or why his word was strictly adhered to, but Bi was a man who stuck to his commitments.

			Nonetheless, the priest asked Bernadette, “Do you want to marry this man?”

			“No.”

			“Then it’s decided,” the priest decreed.

			Bi did not speak to his daughter for three years. Nor did Bernadette speak to her father. Silence hung in the family home like a death sentence. The priest had issued her the one and only intervention she would ever get. With each new suitor, the threat was sharpened: Get married or die, if not by a rejected would-be husband, then dad would do the job.

			Bernadette focused on squeezing every last drop out of school before that dreaded event.

			At fifteen, Bernadette finished the fifth grade, which the Belgians—during their colonization of Congo—deemed the highest level of education necessary for the Congolese. Few went on to sixth grade or beyond. It didn’t matter how smart or dedicated a student Bernadette may have been.

			When the school year ended, Bernadette retreated to the family farm to help her mom, as she did every July. One day, they told her to dress up and get out to the receiving room. A man had come calling. André worked at the general store. He had spotted Bernadette in town running errands with her mother.

			André and his only brother Alexander were both sons of Gamé, who had four wives and forty-three children. André was more like a father to Alexander, who was more than twenty years his junior and the youngest of the forty-three children. They had grown up on their father’s land in then–Belgian Congo, picking cotton for the Belgians and Greeks who had come to the colony to build their personal empires.

			For the most part André and Alexander didn’t mind the white people. Except, of course, if André or Alexander or any of the other workers got behind in planting and the white people made them lie on the ground and whipped them like they were slaves. If anyone did anything they deemed bad, like brew local liquor, they beat the offender. As Alexander would later recall, “They had a right to do it because they were white. They acted like they owned people.”

			André did not intend to spend his life picking cotton. He got a job as a salesman for the local Greek shopkeeper who ran the general store in town so he could observe, up close, how to run a business. That’s where he spotted Bernadette.

			Peeking out into the private family receiving room, Bernadette knew the game was up. Bi had entertained other suitors outside like any other visitor, but he invited this man into the private family home. He was serious.

			André was about thirty years old and his salesman job was respectable, on a par with Bi’s work as a watchman for the cotton company. Bernadette knew that her parents would never push for her to go back to school.

			The way she figured it, she had two choices: Marry this man, or escape.

			She accepted the proposal and stalled. André visited often, and took to calling her Dette for short. She laughed and charmed and played along. All the while, she was scheming that when the time was right she would make a run for it, far away, to a life entirely her own.

			After months of long talks together, André came to escort Dette to his home. Her mother and aunt gathered her things and walked with her on the mile-long trek into the center of town, where André lived in a couple of rooms attached to the back of the store. They left her with a pile of wedding gifts, mostly household items like baskets and spoons and cooking pans that she didn’t know how to use. Dette had been too focused on math tables and calligraphy to learn the domestic arts. Doing laundry, scouring scalded pots, following a good recipe for leafy greens—none of these had ever entered her daily routine, a major flaw in her fake-wife charade.

			But the biggest threat to Dette’s grand getaway scheme turned out to be André himself. Instead of beating her or mocking her lack of domestic prowess, for a month André patiently taught Dette. They did laundry together. They scoured pots, swept, husked rice, and cooked leafy greens. They fed and clothed André’s young brother, eleven-year-old Alexander, who decided that Dette was his new mother, even though she was only four years his elder.

			No, André didn’t pounce on her. But sometime during that month of new marriage, sometime between the cooking lessons, the shared rice and burnt fish, the shopping trips to the market, maybe in the dark hours in their dark room behind the store, hands wandered. For a few minutes, the gap-toothed, long-haired beauty abandoned her getaway plan.

			Dette buried her dream of escape forever in the quiet moment she realized she was pregnant with their first baby, Francisca.

			Lost Shiny

			• • • •

			On shock absorbers worn to nothing, the 4Runner—or “Runner,” as I called it—bounced and lurched along the open fields on the outskirts of town. Cattle grazed with white crane-like birds perched on their backs. “Beya,” Francisca said. When she was a child, the kids all chanted and clapped a little song to those birds: Beya pesa ngai pembe, napesa yo moindo. If you give me your whiteness, I will give you my blackness.

			The children would point out little pale spots on their skin, like under their fingernails, and declare, “See! I’m turning white!” Years later, the joke took hold with Kevin. They would point at her pale nail beds or his freckles. See, I’m turning white! See, I’m turning black!

			Smoke rose from the blackened ground along the edge of the road like smoldering arteries as huts grew denser, hedges or twig-fences defining the yards—“parcels,” as locals called them. Each parcel consisted of several round adobe huts, topped with straw and supported with crooked, polished wooden poles. Wood and woven palm-leaf chairs followed the shade across each yard. Locals were burning away the roadside brush for easier LRA sightings.

			Dungu’s soil was hard-packed under the weight of the 100,000 extra heads lying down for the night, the extra 200,000 feet pacing its grounds. We couldn’t see them from the main road, but tucked away under shady palm groves and fields designated for planting, the town bulged with refugees living in tents made of palm leaves, open fire pits out front, next to oil cans marked USA: Not for Resale. Dungu was comfortably suited to fit its 25,000 residents. By January 2010, it had swollen—according to reports from Francisca’s family—to 125,000, due to an influx of those fleeing surrounding villages in LRA territory.

			On our flight’s descent, we could see the town radiating from converging rivers—the Dungu and the Kibali. The south was the safer part of town: the airport, the hospital, the big mission, the Procure de Mission where we arranged to stay after news of the in-town attack. The main road ran through the center of town and then arched across the Dungu River, splitting into two roads stretching upward, like arms flung open in celebration, or hands cradled in offering. That neighborhood to the north, that offering, was Bamokandi, the site of the most recent attack. Mama Koko’s place sat on that junction. With the exception of the UN airbase, everything, even one mile beyond Bamokandi, was considered LRA territory.

			As we approached the town center, it was obvious that the Belgians had had some kind of grand plan for this place. Who wouldn’t? Open grassy fields on the banks of converging rivers must have positively screamed for a manor house. And they got one.

			The story went that back when Congo was still a colony Belgium funded a two-lane bridge across the Kibali, but the Belgian administrator responsible for the project built just the one lane to specifications, with its frills and high arches. He used the remaining funds to build himself a European manor house on the Kibali’s banks, like a welcome gate. The house was abandoned at Independence. By the 1970s, its roof had caved in, but the floors still held strong. Locals used it for terrace parties for a time; Francisca and Kevin attended dances there in the 1980s. By 2010, the manor was a roofless mass of plants and stone crumbling into the river: Townspeople, chickens, bicyclists with precariously balanced loads, and SUVs still shoved past each other between the brittle archways of its half bridge. The single slender lane stretching across the Kibali River was the only passage from the south into the center of town.

			We bounced across the river in our Runner. I watched the water gliding over smooth rocks below, reeds and grasses bent with the breeze, so inviting. It made me thirsty. It made me want to rip off the suffocating black cotton sticking to my limbs. “It makes me want to swim.”

			“Not safe,” Francisca said. “Crocodiles.”

			Among the polished rocks, women laid out laundry to dry as water rushed through the rusted skeleton of a truck. According to Francisca, the driver had plowed straight off the bridge, made the long drop, and crashed the truck. He walked away from the accident without much more than a few scratches. A few months later, when he was hunting in the bush, a buffalo killed him. When I remarked on the irony, Francisca shrugged. “When it’s your time, it’s your time.”

			Downtown Dungu was a ghost of someone’s colonial dream. Long rows of ancient mango trees lined the main roads, reminiscent of the driveways to southern plantations. Everything was scattered wide, in overgrown fields that never became the thriving town center: a government office here, a police station there, in the shade of a mango tree. Mostly the buildings, stamped with old bureau or shop names, were empty cement shells, or boarded up, in various states of decay. Some had rotten doors swung open to building innards that now housed only piles of broken bricks fixed in place by fast-growing weeds.

			An old-fashioned general store, labeled with Greek lettering from the colonial days, marked the center of town. Its cracked front steps led up to a wide, wraparound veranda. Inside, the old Victorian-era wooden shelves held the best of Dungu’s imported goods.

			We needed water, so Francisca’s brother Antoine ran inside while we stalled outside the store. I looked back at the cathedral of ancient mango trees hovering over brick walls capped with razors: the United Nations compound. From the road, we could see just the tops of their sterile-white cargo containers serving as offices and housing. That compound was where whites used to play tennis when Francisca was a child, and where Kevin played hackie-sack in the ’80s.

			I stared down Dungu’s other main street, about two blocks long, a row of old shops with wide columns and frilly Victorian embellishments ornamenting the porches, broken or in half-hearted states of repair. Most of the shops looked closed. A couple of hopeful stalls were set up on the road, at the base of mango trees. Each had a simple plank. One belonged to a local artist who sold decorative ebony carvings; the other held about a dozen reused bottles of petrol.

			Those were my impressions of Dungu, ten minutes deep.

			To Francisca, Dungu was something else entirely. She noted what had changed since her last visit. “In Dungu, we have dark skin and we’re shiny. People lost their shiny.”

			“From malnutrition?” I asked.

			“From misery.”

			“We slept there,” Mama Koko said from the backseat of the Toyota 4Runner, gesturing toward one of the covered verandas, referring to the family’s quasi-refuge during attacks, when they camped out in front of the UN. She had a straightforward, just-the-facts manner. No recounting of the horror, the horror. She pointed to the opposite veranda: “There, too.”

			Francisca skimmed the scene with its familiar textures of home. Her first memories faded in at that very spot, under the Greek lettering, in the Dungu general store.

			Harvest

			• • • •

			Francisca first remembers looking at general-store customers through glass display cases, listening to the rattle of sewing machines making ladies’ dresses on the spot, the songs of women camped on the front porch cleaning coffee beans and little fish, their harmonies echoing into the shop. Her dad André was still a salesman at the general store, working for the Greek owner. He took her to work, where she sat behind the counter, surrounded by dry goods stacked on shelves so high it seemed like the tops disappeared into the shadows of the ceiling. Customers were greeted on their way in by displays of ladies’ cloth, piles of beans along one side, bags of dried sardines and big cuts of smoked fish along the other.

			Francisca, or Cisca as they called her then, didn’t know much about white people—just the Greek store owner and those she met when her dad took her out to eat at the Bon Garcon, the Good Boy, where she gorged on bread. Sometimes little Cisca got bored with the grown-ups coming and going at the store, so she slipped out back to play with the Greek’s son Nico, who was about her age. They spent hours playing with his toys from Europe, wind-up cars and wooden choo-choo trains.

			Kids in Dungu didn’t have toys like that. Mama Koko—Dette back then—taught little Cisca how to make baby dolls out of husks from banana trunks. Sometimes she sawed off the ends of corncobs and arranged them upright like bowling pins so Cisca and her brothers could bowl them down with oranges.

			One day Nico’s dad sent a gift for little Cisca: a toy horse-scooter, one whose head bobbed up and down as the children scooted it around the yard. Nico’s dad had brought it all the way from Greece. Cisca and her brothers squealed with delight as they rode their new metal horsey, head bobbing as they crisscrossed their own dirt tracks. Little Cisca was so enthralled by the new toy that it took a while for her to notice the cars speeding by.

			When she finally looked up, she saw all the white people’s cars on their way out of town, their roofs piled high with everything they owned roped down, covered in tarps.

			She asked her mama Dette, “What’s going on?”

			“We got independence,” Dette answered. “The white people have to leave.”

			Little Cisca would later learn that “We got independence” meant that the Belgians had finally released their colonial claim on Congo and granted sovereignty. Congolese collective resentment over decades of maiming, murder, and rubber shipped downriver sent most white people fleeing for fear of reprisals.

			“What about Nico?” Cisca asked. She set aside her horsey and watched the road, hoping to see her playmate. His parents’ little car did eventually speed by, piled with stuff just like the others. Francisca waved, hoping to say good-bye. The whole family joined her in waving. The Greeks didn’t wave back. She figured they were probably going too fast to even see her.

			The Greek owner gifted his employees with the goods he had to leave behind. In André’s years working at the general store, he’d studiously observed the Greeks doing business. André and Dette lived on a prime piece of real estate, right on Dungu’s junction to the north. Men began delivering cases of beer to the house, and André and Dette set up a shop all their own.

			André noted that all the Greeks and Belgians had farms on the other side of the river, growing their own coffee and cotton. On the road a few miles outside of the village of Duru, André spotted a beautiful piece of dense jungle. No one lived out that far, but the trees with big thorns grew there. He knew that meant rich soil, perfect for a plantation. He approached the village chief about a purchase.

			Dette managed the store in Dungu, while André and Alexander cleared three acres of jungle and hired a few families to help plant his first crop of coffee, cassava, rice, and peanuts.

			Dette and André wasted nothing. Their plantation and shop ran on order, while home and family ran on Dette’s passion for clean. Even at the start of their new life, André’s clothes were pressed every day; Dette’s hair was always in fresh braids. The children bathed every day, the girls twice. Francisca didn’t wear clothes like the other girls did, store-bought dresses or imported used clothes from the markets, which they called tombola bwaka—Lingala for “lift and throws” or, in Zande, zili bwana, “rotten person’s clothes.” Instead, Dette made dresses for Cisca from scratch. She made them fancy, with polka dots, elastic waists, puffy sleeves, buttons up front, oversized pockets, and full skirts to twirl in the wind.

			In the late afternoons, Dette braided Cisca’s hair, while Cisca napped, draped over Dette’s knees. The day ended with a lotion rubdown, and not the store-bought kind. Dette’s mother Vivica, who they called Tita Vica (“Grandmother Vica”), whipped together batches of homemade lotion consisting of palm nuts, lemon, and honey.

			Tita Vica was still young and strong then, beautiful in her fancy wax dresses. Francisca tagged along with Tita Vica to the Dungu River to collect baskets full of fish in homemade traps. Tita Vica kept a special little chair for Francisca at her hut, where no one else was allowed to sit. She washed Francisca’s feet, propped them up, and served her treats, like fresh-squeezed mango juice.

			On the plantation, there was a time for everything. Coffee came in the fall. By Christmas they had rice and millet. Termites came in the springtime. Dette collected, boiled, and dried them, then wrapped them in a cloth, slowly squeezing out the termite oil, a delicacy for the year. Fruit ripened during summer vacation—lemons, avocado, guava, papaya, mango.

			When André’s first harvest came in, they collected a full ton of rice, plus stacks of coffee. It was enough to reinvest and grow the plantation out to the stream running on the land’s perimeter.

			Francisca’s summer break coincided with the peanut harvest every July. As soon as school was out, Dette and André loaded the kids up on their bikes and rode out to Duru. They could make it in one day if the smaller kids didn’t fidget and ask for too many pee breaks.

			Monkeys dangled around in the forest surrounding the field, eyeing the crops, watching as Dette corralled the children out to the fields. The children sang all day as they and Dette and André worked alongside the farm hands pulling up the peanuts.

			Francisca and her parents planted a small tree in their yard, as was the custom, and drew a circle around it with ash. Every morning, at the feet of this tree, her dad said a prayer to the spirits and placed an egg in its branches. They raised their heads, drank water, and thanked the spirits who brought food and protected the family.

			When the rains didn’t come, they woke very early and went to the nearby creek with a white chicken, feet bound, along with her eggs and a bundle of rice. Spirits of the forest and ancestors lived around streams, and everyone knew if you wanted to reach them, night was the time. They dumped all the food and the chicken, bound, into the river. The chicken sank to the bottom and drowned, as the family prayed for rain.
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