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PART 1


OUR FARM


South Darfur, Africa


September 2003–March 2004
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WHEAT





Finally, I am twelve.


Old enough to wear a toob.







As soon as I wake,


Muma whispers a birthday wish.







“Blessings for all the years to come, Amira.”







My mother has been awake for hours,


starting early with farm chores.







On this birthday morning


bright


as the sun’s first yawn,


ripened wheat


sways.







Its golden braids


are woven with the promise


of a hearty harvest.







Ya, wheat!







Our greatest crop.







Our gleaming pride,


stretching tall,


glinting beneath the sun’s smile.







Ya, wheat!







You will make


flour,


loaves,


golden cake.







Ya, wheat—such abundance!







Our village glistens,


greets me


with a wink that shines bright


on this new day.







On my new year.
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DANDO’S DELIGHT





As this special morning stirs,


I watch


a sparrow.







She juts


from the wheat’s strands,


rustling.







Dando runs up from behind,


scoops me into strong arms,


folded loaves,


inviting me to ride.







“Come, girl child, fly!”







I squeal.


“Dando!


I’m now too old and too big


for this little-girl game!”







“Amira Bright,


it is true that you are taller,


but you are never too old


to greet the sky.


Up, up, girl!”







He swings me,


long legs,


okra-toed feet,


dusty,


flailing.







High up,


delighting.







“Show the other birds


how precious you are,


Amira Bright!”







My insides flip-flop.







Dando shouts,


as if proclaiming a great truth:







“Amira Bright—yaaaa!


Girl child, rising.”







In Dando’s arms,


I can fly.







In Dando’s arms,


I am bright.







Up, up so high.


All of me.
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LOST TOOTH





When we were six,


and small,


and filled with silly giggles,


Halima’s tooth came loose.







She wanted it gone.


She asked me to help.


Halima, my so-close friend.







Together we wiggled and tugged


the tiny,


wobbly speck of white


that hung tight.







That tooth was stubborn.


It wouldn’t give.







Halima yanked at it.


So hard, she tried.







Oh, that tooth!


A little bitty pest with a mighty will.







One day,


I told Halima to open her mouth


as wide as a yawning hyena’s.







I pinched the tooth


between my thumb and biggest finger.







Bent back that baby thing,


jerked it—pop!







Halima’s tooth flew from her,


landed in the sand.







We sifted through cream-colored grains,


searching.







But it was truly gone.


Halima said, “Aakh—that hurt!”







I said,


“Yes, but you are free of it, Halima.


It’s time to be happy!”


















DIZZY DONKEY





“Let’s play dizzy donkey,”


Halima said.







We faced each other,


fingers laced—and we spun!







Heads back,


noses up.







Whirling girls


together.







Twirling,


giggly-tipping,


sideways sky,


tummies churning,


turning us


into


dizzy donkeys.
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OPPORTUNITY





I thought silly giggles


and dizzy donkey


would always be.







But today


Halima and I


must say good-bye.







Her father is determined


to find something more.







I hear him tell Dando


he wants to go from small to big,


from village to city.







He’s looking for something he calls


Opportunity.







Halima’s father no longer wants to sell his wares


at our small weekly village market.







He’s eager to meet customers


in Nyala’s bustling bazaar.







Patrons who,


every day,


will pay


higher prices


for his salt, sugar, coffee, and corn.







He wants to live among lively people,


and cars


and things fast and shiny.







And,


Halima’s father,


he’s always mumbling something


about leaving before it’s too late.







Halima’s mother, a weaver,


is excited


to show off


her patterned fabrics


to city women and wealthy foreign visitors


with big wallets.







Words flap from her


like giddy chickens escaping their pen.







She is so squawky, that woman.


Especially when she talks about life in the city.







Today I wonder


if Halima’s mother


has wing feathers


hiding beneath her toob.


















SCHOOL





Halima tells me


that with the money her parents earn


they will be able to afford to send her


to Gad Primary School,


on the outskirts of Nyala,


Darfur’s largest town.







There’s word in our village about Gad.


Much of it scorn.


Some, praise.







Talk of Gad is a burlap sack


of mixed opinions.







Gad is a school that welcomes girls.


Gad pushes past tradition.


I want to go to Gad.







I’ve never seen that school.


I know of it only through village rumblings.







Whenever Halima speaks of Nyala


and of Gad,


I am reminded that she is truly the child


of her mother,


flap-flapping with excitement


about her new city home and school.







My friend’s parents are modern people,


not stifled by tradition.







Most others in our village


are nothing like Halima’s mother and father.







Most are as closed-minded as donkeys


who will not turn their eyes to see anything


beyond what is right in front of them.







Most are small, not big, in their thinking.







This is especially true of Muma.


When it comes to schooling,


my mother is the most tight-minded of anyone.







She does not like the idea of Gad,


or any place where girls learn


to read


or write,


in Arabic or English,


or think beyond a life


of farm chores and marriage.







Muma,


born into a flock of women,


locked in a hut of tradition.







That hut.


A closed-off place


with no windows for letting in fresh ideas.







Sometimes I want to ask,


“Muma, can you breathe?”
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PINCHED





This morning,


Halima’s family has loaded their oxen


with everything they own.







Tin pots.


Grain buckets.


Sleeping straw.


Firewood.







Saying good-bye to my


so-close friend hurts


worse


than yanking a tooth.







When her oxen’s hind parts


become a rippling blur on the horizon,


I’m pinched


by two feelings at once.







Aakh—


I will miss my so-close friend.







Aakh—


I do not like being left behind.







I wish I were the one


leaving our village,


going from small to big,


searching for something called


Opportunity.







From inside me comes a tug—pop!—







I cry.
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THE WAGER





Dando and Old Anwar


have made a bet.







Who can grow


the most tomatoes


by picking time?







“My fruits are always


more plentiful


than yours,” says Old Anwar.







Dando would brag


about his tomatoes


all day


if he didn’t have other work to do.







“Your tomatoes


are green knots of nothing.


You may have


more, but it is more of what is paltry.


My tomatoes are more.


More plump.


More beautiful.”







Old Anwar says,


“Proud man, it is ugly to be so boastful.”







My father’s hands rest firmly at his hips.


He’s having fun ridiculing Old Anwar.







“Your little green rocks, struggling on their vines.


You believe they are tomatoes.


I believe they will crack the teeth


of anyone who dares to bite into them.


How do you expect to feed people


with those gnarly things?”







Dando won’t stop.







“You should use what you are calling tomatoes


as washing stones


to pound stains from your clothes.”







Old Anwar is wearing a gray jallabiya.


He waves his fist,


right up to Dando’s face. “Bah!”







Dando leans hard toward Old Anwar.


He scowls.


“Bah to you and your lumpy tomatoes!”







Old Anwar stomps off,


dust rising


from his sandals.
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FRUITLESS





Why do grown-up men argue about such silly things?


Tomatoes don’t care


which ones in their group are green or gnarly,


or small,


or red or plump.







They’re just fruits.


They don’t know anything


about being ugly or pretty.







Old Anwar and Dando,


friends who have fun arguing.







Old Anwar has been our neighbor


for my whole life.







But then this tomato wager started,


and brought with it a war.


A war about tomatoes!


So dumb, this tomato fight.


















CONTEST





In the evening before I sleep,


Dando comes to my pallet.







“Dream of good things, Amira Bright,” he says.







I ask,


“Why do you and Old Anwar fight about fruits?”







Dando tries to reason with me,


but he is not convincing.







“We are not fighting. We are having a contest.”
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WAR





My father tries to explain something


that is more twisted


than a tangled


skein of raggedy thread.


“Amira, we are living in a time of war.”







I’ve heard the elders talk of this.


But Dando is doing more than talking.


He is telling.







I listen.







Like a mangled mess,


Dando’s words are


hard to follow.







I can make no sense


of anything he says.







He uses strange terms:


Persecution


Rebellion


Genocide







I understand a little more


when Dando explains,


“There has been fighting for land.”







I say,


“It’s senseless


to fight over something


Allah has made for everyone.”







Dando nods.


“That is only part of the reason


for this war.”







My father chooses words


as if he is carefully selecting only


the most primed tomatoes.







“Brothers are killing each other


over the belief


that in the Almighty’s eyes


some people are superior.”







Dando’s words:









Twisted


Tangled


Raggedy


Knotted


Nonsense


















AS I SEE IT





Harder I listen,


still trying to piece together


this nonsense puzzle.







I say it as I see it:


“This war you tell me about,


it is like the battles


between you and Old Anwar.”







Dando flinches.







I say it as I see it:


“Fighting about tomatoes is such


foolishness!”







Dando is quick to dismiss


my reasoning.







“Amira, my bright daughter,


Old Anwar and I are not at war.”







I say it as I see it:


“You are.”
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CHORES





There’s a bad part


about turning twelve.







In the eyes of my family,


I’m nearly a grown-up.







This means


I must work even harder at farm chores.







Muma says


I’m to accept these duties with grace and obedience,


and not a speck of complaint.







And so, I do.


Daily, I do.







I haul


sacks of grain


from our storage hut


to the animal corral.







I weed


every coarse,


thick-rooted shoot


that chokes our


leafy greens.







I husk


corn and millet,







and anything with a hull


that needs my nimble fingers


to remove its shell.







I peel


potatoes, onions, pumpkins, squash.







I chop-chop-chop


all of these


for making them sing in a pot.







And now, since I’m


nearly grown,


I have a new chore—


raking cow plop


to spread at the base of our crops.







This special duty


has brought me happy friends—


flies who like to cluster


on the freshly gathered,


still-moist mounds.







I wish


our cows


didn’t eat so much grass.







I wish


our ample animals


would give me less to work with.


















BIRTH STORY





When Dando tells of my birth,


he smiles as wide as a moon’s crescent.







“Amira Bright,” he begins,


“you came ahead of the dawn,


before sunlight cracked open the dark.


Before it could spread thick


above the tomato garden.”







Each year, in the days following my birthday,


my father shares this tale.


He tells it


with so much joy.







“Your mother, she had risen early, Amira,


to pick the okra. To save it from the day’s heat.”







Muma says, “The sun, she has a blistering palm.


If I wake before she does,


my gathering is easier.”







I nod. I know.







Muma keeps the story’s thread strong,


pulling it


with hands that dance,


as she tells more.







“You came so fast,


before the day was to break.


Hurling ahead, quick as the winds.”
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HEARTBEAT





My birth story:


Close, close.


Beating-heart close.







A story so much a part of me.







Like my fence-post legs,


a part of me.







Like my braids,


knitted and twisty,


a part of me.







Close as my skin, this story is.







I know every inch,


from its ear tips to its tail.


I know its in-between places, too.







Close as my breathing, this story is.







Close, close.


Beating-heart close.


My birth story.
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OKRA





My birth story has funny pieces.


Dando takes pride in telling them.


Muma adds the silliest bit—the okra.







“I was gathering


from the far-off fields


when you began to press from my insides,


pushing to be born, Amira.”







Dando is quick to speak.


“Your mother,


arms filled


with okra shoots, started to run


toward our hut.”







Muma always is laughing at this part of the story.


“I was balancing okra in the folds of my toob,


and, you, Amira,


in my belly.







“But that okra, and you,


came tumbling from me!”







Dando says,


“Muma was a stuffed barrel,


bobbling across the land,


okra dropping.”







Dando wipes the wet from his eyes,


tears brought on by hard laughing.


“I called, ‘Stop running, wife!’”







“Did she stop?” I ask,


already knowing what comes next.







“Your mother, she never stops her running.”


Muma says, “I did slow down.”







Dando and I say,


“To pick up the okra!”







Muma huffs.







All of us, together sing:


“Not good to waste okra!”


















TWIG





Dando slips it out from behind him.


It’s something he knows I will truly love.







My father has brought me a sturdy twig.


A new one, sharp at its tip.


More pointy than the twig I have now.







He says,


“For making your sand pictures, Amira Bright.”







I touch my finger to my gift’s angled end.







I say,


“This will be my turning-twelve twig.”
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DITTY





Leila pouts.


My little sister


wants it to be her birthday.







She wants to trade her tarha


for my toob.







“In time,” Muma says.


“You have only seen four years.


When you are Amira’s age,


we will dress you in bright cottons.”







Leila is disappointed,


yet she has her own gift for me.







She sings me a ditty:







“Your turning-twelve twig—big!







Your turning-twelve twig—long!







Your turning-twelve twig—thick!







Your turning-twelve twig—strong!”


















WAKING THE MOON





When the moon winks,


then waves good-bye,


it is a bad sign.







A hiding moon is a curse.







It means


the worst


luck is sure to fall.







If a curtain of clouds


closes


on a swelling moon’s smile,


we have reason to frown.







That is why we wake the moon.







Tradition tells us


to make the waking loud.


To rouse that moon.


To scare it out,


to full sight.







I grab a pan.


I beat,


beat,


beeeeeat.







Dando rolls two drums


to right outside our house.







To where he thinks


the moon might appear.







He smacks at his drum’s taut skin,


slow at first.







Then slams!







Pumps his drums


in mad-wild pounding.







Bam-bam!


Bam-bam!







Muma has made


an ox-bell belt for calling the moon.







She doesn’t wear the belt.


She waves it.







Shakes it.


Rattles its rhythms.







Leila, she just shouts.


“Come, moon—out!”


















GLOWING SAYIDDA





There are nights when the moon


wastes no time.







She surrenders to our call.


Shows her waxing white.


Stays.







But sometimes, Sayidda Moon,


a glowing lady,


will not cooperate.







That milk-bellied lady


refuses to reveal herself.







When she gets willful,


I wonder:







Is she up there laughing


at our ways?







Then there are nights like this one


when that moon is a trickster.







She peeks,


then hides,


forcing us to guess


if we need


to keep up


with the ox bell,


the drumbeat,


the shout-out-loud


call


that will bring her into view


until sunrise announces


night’s farewell.
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LEILA





Little Leila fought her way into this world.


She was born on a night


when the moon had tucked itself


into the sky’s deepest pockets.







This was our first knowing


that my sister would somehow be different.







With Muma birthing Leila,


our villagers called for the moon,


louder than ever.


They wanted to keep curses away from the baby.







The thundering of their drums and pans


pummeled the night’s thick blackness.







But Sayidda Moon,


she stayed hidden.


She couldn’t be summoned,


no matter how hard we tried.







This was not good, and Dando knew it.


So did I.


Muma, too.


Dando flung shouts


and whoops


toward the sky.







I helped.


I hollered.


I beat Muma’s tin cooking kettle


with every bit of strength in my small hands.







Like me, Leila came quickly.


Muma crouched, and there she was.







“Birthing Leila was fast, but not easy.


A beautiful baby, but scrawny,”


Muma remembers.







“Sharp elbows,


pointed knees,


bony heels,


flat feet,


and a hard head.”







Dando always says,


“Leila, a delicate jewel.”
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