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  Prologue




  The room is always different, always the same. The light is dim, the concrete floor covered in fine, red dust. The cots are still there, their bars dented, the paint worn

  away. The air is thick with the smell of urine, sickness and grief. The sound of crying bounces from the walls, echoes inside me.




  I move from one cot to the other, picking up the children one by one. I hug them, kiss them, laugh with them. As I hold them, they grow calm. As soon as I put down one child, another begins

  to scream. I move from child to child, trying to give them what they need.




  The smallest lie two to a cot, bottles propped in their mouths. In one cot is a bundle, wrapped in white cloth. It is stiff. Silent. Two more arrive under a nanny’s arm, wriggling in a

  torn towel. She lays them on a mattress, naked and screaming.




  I step outside, into the brilliant, relentless light. The veranda where we used to play lies empty; a plastic swing hangs motionless. A breeze rises and the seeds of the Beard of the Pasha

  tree shiver and rattle in the silence.




  I know only one thing. It is my responsibility to help these children.








  

     

  




  Chapter 1
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  ABANDONED




  I wake to the thump of my own heart, my cheek stuck to the rubber mattress. Flies crawl around my eyes and into the corners of my open mouth. I smell the milky sourness that

  comes from a roomful of children, sense the warm air on my limbs. For a minute, I lie without moving, absorbed in these sensations that tell me I exist. I am alive.




  Then, I’m all yearning.




  I wait for a voice that doesn’t come. A familiar smell, of bitter oil mixed with perfume. Arms that encircle me. A face I know. But there’s nothing. I’m hungry. I begin to

  yell. I hear my own crying and scream more loudly; the roar fills my head, pierces my ears, until there is nothing in the world but my screaming.




  My fingers find the cool bars; as I grip them, my crying slows. Crying is useless. Crying brings nothing. I pull myself up, still searching for the face that doesn’t come. I bang my head

  against the metal. Feel the judder that runs through the bars and back into my hands. The jarring of my head against the cot tells me there is something there. Bang, bang, bang.




  I can hear other kids doing the same. Banging. Rocking. Thumping.




  It’s during these days, these months, before I can speak or think, that the ‘unfuture’ closes around me. The unfuture is a state of emptiness, of waiting, that never ends. Of

  wanting, that dwindles to hopelessness.




  Milk keeps me alive. I clench the bottle between my hands, sucking hard on the teat. I swallow every drop and when it’s finished I scream for more. I chuck the empty bottle over the bars;

  it clatters on the floor. I pause, and look at the way it rolls, empty. Then I begin to yell again, this time banging my head on the wall.




  This is my life, given to me by God’s will. I won’t let it go.




  *




  A year later, or maybe two, I emerge from Mygoma orphanage, alive. Three of us leave together in a car: me, Amal and Wagir. I am on the seat next to the window, Amal is in the

  middle and Wagir bounces on the lap of a nanny. No one comes out to see us off. The taxi bumps and lurches over the potholes as it pulls away into the ordinary day. We sit in the back, startled by

  the light, the noises, the smells.




  Amal and I wear the same new cotton dresses, in a pattern of squares with a bobbly texture. The shoulders hang down on our elbows; the hems droop to our ankles. For the first time, I have shoes

  on my feet. White plastic sandals, strapped tight. I am using one shoe to try and prise off the other when the nanny reaches over and slaps my calf. She wipes away the snot coming out of

  Amal’s nose.




  ‘God protect us,’ she mutters, pulling her tobe further forwards over her face. ‘What is to become of such children?’




  I look at her. I don’t understand words. Only voices.




  The air smells of dust and exhaust fumes, of bean patties frying at stands by the side of the road and the morning’s bread, carried in baskets on women’s heads. Schoolchildren wait

  in crowds for buses; goats stand on their hind legs, biting at the leaves on the branches of trees. Lines of cars queue at petrol stations; men exit from the mosque, pulling on their shoes.




  The taxi driver winds down his window and calls out to people for directions. He stops in front of a high wall with wrought-iron gates set into it. He leans on his horn and a man emerges and

  drags open the gates. He sees me staring at him and brings his hand up to his forehead in a sharp salute. The car rolls up a sandy drive edged with bushes, to where a woman stands waiting on the

  steps of a big house with shuttered windows.




  I don’t want to leave this car. I get down on the floor, behind the driver, grabbing hold of the bottom of the seat. The nanny drags me out by my arm. A crowd of children gathers, all

  taller and older than me. They surround us, staring at us. In front of me is a girl with a round, dark face. She has two plaits, small teeth, quick eyes. She steps forwards, grabs me under my

  armpits and lifts me up. She holds me against her chest, staggers, then slides me on to her hip. I recognize the pressure of her arms, the strength of her body. She is part of a dream I once had.

  The circle of children, the smell of blossom, fall away as I grope after something out of reach, below the surface of memory.




  The girl hugs me hard and, without warning, drops me on to the sandy ground. She walks off. The children laugh and suck their fingers. The nanny climbs back into the battered yellow taxi and it

  slides down the path to disappear through the open gates.




  *




  ‘What are you waiting for?’ A woman stands over my bed. She twitches the sheet off me with one hand and with the other lifts me by my arm on to the floor. I feel the

  chill of the tiles under my feet, see the dizzying pattern of leaves stretched over her belly at the height of my head.




  ‘What’s your name?’




  I stare at her face.




  ‘Copy the others,’ she says, leading me towards the door. ‘And you’ll be all right.’




  So begin my days at the Institute for the Protected. This bed is the centre of my new world. I wake up in it, dizzy from the lack of bars. I wriggle against the wall, press my spine against the

  plaster, for something solid to tell me where I end and the world begins. The room is full of birdsong; light forces its way around the shuttered window, and falls in stripes and diamonds across

  the walls. The sheet underneath me is made of rough blue cotton. Below the bed is a brown tiled floor, measured out in squares. A curled shape rests under another sheet on the far side of the room.

  I know without thinking about it that it is Amal.




  A clanging metal bell makes me jump. Two other girls rise immediately from their beds, their eyes still shut. They fold their sheets, holding the corners in their teeth. I slide off the bed and

  cross the squared floor to where Amal is resting. I can swing open the door of the cupboard and climb up to the third shelf for my dress. There are beads on the next shelf to play with. Beyond this

  room lie other worlds: the bathroom, where mosquitoes hover and whine in the gloom. Amal and I stick close together in there. The smell – carbolic soap, stagnant water – carries danger.

  Then there is the big girls’ bedroom, next to ours, and the dining room, with chairs crowded around its long table. Behind the house is a sandy garden where we play, and at the end of it a

  clump of lime trees by the wall, so far away from the house that they are in another country.




  This bigger space that stretches from my bed all the way to the trees opens up something inside me. Released from the cot, my movements grow larger. Away from the constant noise of crying, I

  hear the sound of my own voice. In the mornings, braced against the wall, I experiment with this voice, singing and chatting with the birds until the bell rings.




  Whenever I can, I watch the girl. I stare at her quick feet as she plays hopscotch in front of the house. I study her small hands as she eats her breakfast and examine her plaits, the long

  twists of hair. The nannies call her Zulima. I feel her looking at me. Our eyes meet and glance off each other. Sometimes she grabs me, swinging me on to her lap. ‘Say

  “hello”,’ she says, leaning her face in close to mine. ‘Say “goodbye”. Say “Zulima”.’




  I gaze at her face, her tongue, the movement of her lips. Her breath smells like water.




  ‘What’s the matter with you?’ she asks, fiercely. ‘Don’t you remember anything?’




  She walks away.




  *




  The nannies are bad-tempered before the visitors come. From when they arrive, we’re not allowed to play inside in case we make a noise. If we do, the nannies slap at us.

  Some children get hit more than others. Ahmed trips over other kids; he drops things and forgets what he’s meant to be doing. He’s always in trouble. The nannies call him

  Shaitan. Devil.




  The ladies who come for meetings never hit us. They are tall and slim. They wear high-heeled mules, carry handbags. The Director comes out of her office to greet them. Their drivers sit under

  the trees till they are ready to leave again. Sometimes they let the boys sit in the cars. On their way out, the ladies call us to come and see them. They ask how old we are and what our names are

  and they talk in bright voices then smile sadly over our heads. I can smell their scent in the air after they’ve gone. The nannies throw off their shoes and laugh a lot, once the gate closes

  again.




  Every day after lunch we have to lie down and rest. I fidget, waiting for the time to pass. I’m not allowed to talk to Amal, to sing or to sit up. The nannies lie on beds in the hallway,

  chatting. It’s during these afternoons that I learn the words that will cling to my ears all my life: Awlad Haram. Bint Haram. Forbidden children. Daughter of shame. Sometimes they

  talk about one child, sometimes about all of us. Ahmed’s name is always on their lips. I hear him coughing, from the boys’ bedroom.




  Sometimes I hide. I cram myself into a cupboard, crouch behind the door to the big girls’ room, press myself behind the trunk of one of the lime trees. I know that when I am found, I might

  be in trouble. But I like hearing the nannies calling my name, knowing they’re searching for me.




  What I hate most is when they shove my head into a bowl of water. They rub soap over my head with strong fingers, sloshing more water over me so the soap goes in my eyes. Afterwards I stand

  between the nanny’s knees, my head back, while she drags a comb through my hair. I scream throughout, unless it’s Nanny Samia. Nanny Samia is younger than the others; her body is soft

  and her face round, with three long curving scars down each cheek. I run my fingertips down them as she dries my hair with a towel. She laughs. When she hugs me I feel happy. It reminds me of

  something.




  Amal and I share the room with three other girls. The oldest, Nahid, keeps her clothes on the shelf above mine. Her face is hard and fierce when she looks down at me; she catches hold of my hand

  and bends it back towards my wrist until it makes a cracking noise. She grabs my biscuit at breakfast and sticks out her tongue when she looks at me. One day she tears the sandal off her foot and

  attacks me with it, hitting and slapping me all over. She says I’ve broken her necklace.




  *




  Amal and I start to go to a special room in the garden of the Institute. Nanny Souad says we have to go because we are five. Children who don’t live at the

  Institute come there. They stare at us and we stare at them. All the children have to sit on the floor and a woman stands in front of us. She is not a nanny. She is something else. I don’t

  listen to what she says except when she sings to us. I like hearing her voice, singing.




  Amal and I always sit together. When it’s time to go back to the Institute for lunch, I hide by a tree outside. I watch the other children going home. There is one girl called Lublubah.

  The same woman comes every day to meet her. The woman is young and pretty. She wears a pink tobe and she has gold bangles on her arms and dark patterns on her hands and feet. She comes up

  the path, smiling, and when she sees Lublubah she opens her arms. Lublubah runs towards her and the woman lifts her up in the air, kissing her face. I watch every day, I never get tired of seeing

  it. One day, I ask Lublubah what that nanny’s name is and she says she is not a nanny. She says that is her mother.




  The nannies sleep at the Institute, but the Director arrives in the mornings dressed in a white tobe. Her name is Madame. She bends down to shake our hands and sometimes she calls one of

  the nannies and asks: why haven’t they washed our faces, or cut our nails? The nannies always say ‘yes’ to her and they never say ‘no’.




  At lunchtime, after I’ve watched Lublubah go out of the gates, I go and sit on the steps of the Institute until the Director comes out, with her handbag on her arm.




  ‘You here again?’ she says, when she sees me on the steps.




  I look at her.




  ‘Are you settling in all right?’ she asks, in a kind voice.




  And then she answers her own question.




  ‘As well as can be expected,’ she says.




  Musa, the guard, salutes her when she leaves, like he salutes me. I start to salute her too when I see her. It makes her laugh. I feel happy when I hear her laugh. It means she has noticed

  Leila, and not just a girl with a dirty face.




  

     

  




  Chapter 2




  [image: img]




  GIFT OF ORANGE




  Nanny Souad pulls me by the wrist down the path, past the sharp-leaved bushes. My new bunches pull at my scalp, and her scent makes my eyes water. Zulima walks on the other

  side of Nanny Souad, her nose to the sky, as we pass out of the blue tin gates and on to the road. The nannies say that all the girls at the Institute for the Protected are my sisters; all the boys

  are my brothers. Then they say Zulima is my real sister. I don’t know what they mean. Amal is my sister. Amal is buried in my life like the stone in a mango.




  A yellow taxi slows down as it passes. Souad shakes her head and it drives off empty. She lets go of my arm and goes into a kiosk to buy paper tissues. She comes out looking cross and says the

  shopkeeper only gave her aspirin for change and when she complained he took back the aspirin and gave her chewing gum. She chucks the gum at Zulima and says that some people have no respect; her

  gold earrings fly about her face, glinting in the sun.




  When I remember again where we are going, I feel my feet lifting from the ground. I could jump up to the balconies over the tops of the shops, or on to their flat roofs where the sheets hang out

  to dry like pieces of paper. Souad clicks her tongue. I am not allowed to skip; the dust will dirty my socks. But I feel like skipping. I say the word again to myself and look around, expecting

  someone to be able to hear. Mother – it’s a word like God. You can’t know what it means and it’s dangerous to say it out loud. Mother.




  She will wear a bright-coloured tobe, like Lublubah’s mother does. She will have a handbag that shuts with a click, and she will smell of perfume. She will call me

  ‘daughter’ and lift me into the air and kiss me. I don’t know what will happen after that. I asked Nanny Souad what mothers did and she said they were like nannies except they

  didn’t get paid for bringing up brats. But Nanny Samia said that mothers were nothing like nannies and not to listen to Souad. She said I would understand when I grew up, what a mother

  was.




  A group of men pass us. As we go by, they all turn their heads to stare at Zulima. Their prayer beads hang from their fingers and the hems of their jellabiyas are brown at the back where

  they trail on the ground. A man drives by in a car with a sheep on the back seat making a terrible screaming noise. Even the sheep turns its head to look at Zulima, its nose poking out of the top

  of the back window. Zulima is meant to look at the ground when she walks along but I can feel her eyes roaming over everything. Zulima is a bad girl. All the nannies say so.




  Zulima has spots around her nose and on her chin. At night she holds her face up close against the mirror and squeezes them between her nails. She wears a bra, a red one, not a baggy old white

  one like Souad’s. She dries it under her pillow so no one can see it and in the mornings the padding is all flattened.




  Zulima is the oldest girl in the Institute. She’s fifteen. The oldest boy is called Rashid. He’s sixteen. Zulima and Rashid are enemies. They stand around in the dark under the trees

  talking in loud voices and pushing each other on the shoulder while the nannies are inside having their supper. Sometimes Rashid grabs hold of her wrists and swings her around and she makes a funny

  noise that isn’t laughing and isn’t crying either. Then she slaps him and goes off with the other girls, and he goes off with the boys.




  I stop walking and clamp my legs together. Nanny Souad holds her tobe out in front of me while I squat down. A dark stain spreads between my feet. I can feel the sun on my back, and hear

  Souad puffing. She blots her face with tissue. ‘I haven’t got all day,’ she says. ‘What’s the matter with you, girl?’ I scowl at her. I haven’t decided yet

  if I want to be a girl.




  We get off the bus outside an enormous building behind high railings. I’m surprised that my mother lives here. Two men with guns propped between their knees sit by the

  door, one on each side. Nanny Souad has to talk to them before we’re allowed to go inside. In the hallway, the air is still and hot; it feels thicker than outside. It’s dark. Nanny

  Souad begins to climb the steps one at a time, holding the banister with both hands. I hurry to catch up with her.




  I don’t want to live in this place. There are no children here. I don’t think there have ever been any children here. It smells like the toilets at the Institute. On the landing,

  through a half-open door, I see a woman sitting in a kitchen by a silver kettle. She has jars with dried leaves and roots in them around her, and one big one full of yellow sugar. I wonder whether

  she is my mother. Zulima brushes past and pinches my arm, a small tight pinch between her nails. She has shiny stuff on her lips as if she had just licked them.




  ‘What are you staring at?’ she asks.




  ‘Will you tell her about me? Will you remind her? In case she’s forgotten.’




  Zulima pauses for a second and shoves me so hard I almost fall over. ‘Get lost, idiot,’ she says. ‘What’s the matter with you?’




  At the top of the stairs we go down a long corridor and the three of us wait in an office. There are two telephones on one of the desks and sunflower-seed husks scattered on the floor

  underneath. I sneak a look at Nanny Souad to see if she has noticed but her eyes are still; her hands lie in her lap holding a square of paper tissue. Zulima leans against the wall and chews gum. I

  stand near the door. I’m wondering, what is the matter with me?




  I hear a howling noise from along the corridor that reminds me of the sheep. I put my head round the door and see a woman with long white hair creeping along the corridor with two other women in

  green overalls holding on to her elbows. ‘Oh, Prophet,’ the old woman cries. ‘Prophet, forgive me.’ It’s the same as what Nanny Sara kept shouting, the night she got a

  migraine and rolled around on her bed under the moon while the holy man put his hands on her head and all the other nannies burned incense around her and slapped her and poured water on her. There

  is a bird flying up and down the corridor over their heads; none of them notices.




  The woman lifts her head and sees me. The air fills with the noise of her slippers shuffling along the tiles. I jump back into the room to hide under a desk but it’s too late; she clamps

  her arms around me so my face is squashed into her stomach. Nanny Souad and the other women begin to cry. I feel the hot flood between my legs but no one sees because the woman pulls me on to her

  lap and starts to rock back and forth, wailing like the nannies do when someone goes to Paradise.




  I can feel her bones under my bottom, her breath warm on my face. After a bit, she calms down. She licks her fingers and starts dabbing at my eyes and cheeks. Then she pulls the new bunches out

  of my hair, brings a bottle of oil from inside her clothes, and starts doing them again. The feeling – of her hands plucking at my hair, sorting the strands, but gently and slowly, not like

  the nannies – reminds me of something. The oil is bitter. I breathe in the smell of it again and again. I remember that I don’t like bunches because they mark me out as a girl. I jerk

  my head away from her hands and open my eyes. Zulima is sitting on the edge of one of the desks. Nanny Souad leans back with a glass of tea in her hand.




  No one is talking, so they all hear when my stomach rumbles. One of the women in overalls asks if I haven’t had my breakfast yet, and Souad says that of course I have, all the orphans at

  the Institute for the Protected get two meals a day plus supper, and don’t they have eyes in their heads to see Zulima?




  ‘Do you think a girl grows a shape like that on fresh air, by God?’ she says. The women start squabbling about whether the woman in overalls meant we weren’t looked after

  properly.




  Zulima uncovers her face and moves a bit nearer although she still doesn’t look at the old woman; she’s only interested in her nails today and her gum is lasting forever. The old

  woman gets hold of Zulima’s hand and kisses the back of it again and again. She holds it against her forehead and starts on some more about being forgiven. Zulima pulls her hand away.




  ‘Where is my father?’ she asks. ‘I’ve got a right to know.’ She whispers it, as if she doesn’t want Nanny Souad to hear.




  ‘Where can I find him?’ she hisses.




  The woman moans and holds on to me more tightly. No one has ever held me like this. I think she’s going to squeeze me right into her bones. All the time I’m wondering what happened

  to our mother. We were meant to see her today.




  Nanny Souad drains her tea and belches. She stands up and pulls her tobe over her round stomach, knotting it at the sides. I slide my feet down to the floor. I don’t want to get

  left behind. My dress is warm and damp against my legs. One of the telephones rings but no one answers it. The old woman feels in the bottom of a faded plastic bag that she has by her feet and

  brings out two oranges. She hands one to Zulima and holds the other out to me.




  ‘Child, take it. I saved it for you.’ Her voice sounds strange; the words come out separate from each other. I open my mouth but I can’t speak. Nanny Souad shoves me forwards

  with her knee. The orange is shrivelled up, light and hard in my hand. I’m trying to stuff it into my pocket when the old woman grabs me again in her strong, skinny arms and starts to howl

  just as she did at the beginning.




  ‘Come on, Queen,’ says one of the women in overalls. ‘Back to the ward. By God’s grace, your daughters are alive.’




  ‘Queen?’ Nanny Souad laughs. ‘Is that what you call her?’




  ‘Just wait till you see the rest of them,’ the woman says.




  ‘Mother?’ Zulima says. ‘Please . . .’ But they’ve pulled her away again, down the long corridor in front of us. Her white hair hangs right down her

  back.




  As we walk out through the gates, Zulima hurls her orange into the drain by the side of the road. It floats, beside a cigarette packet and a dead branch. Sweat trickles from my hair into my

  eyes. It’s the time of day when your shadow disappears underneath you. A woman sits on the ground holding out arms that end in two shiny stumps. She has an open umbrella propped up behind her

  and an empty bowl in front of her.




  ‘God will provide,’ Nanny Souad says as we pass. When we have gone a few steps further, something in my head makes me run back and put my orange in the bowl.




  ‘God bless you, my daughter,’ she says.




  ‘You’re not my mother,’ I hear myself say. ‘My mother’s in there.’




  ‘God bless you,’ she says again.




  *




  I wake up the next morning with an ache in my chest. I’m pressing my fingers against my ribs to make it go away when the bell rings. Amal gets out of bed with her eyes

  still closed and pushes her feet into her flip-flops. I try to fold my sheet, but I keep getting the corners mixed up. The others have gone. Their beds are empty, the sheets folded neatly at the

  end of the striped mattresses. I pile mine on the end of my bed in a heap and run to the dining room but Nanny Skinny stops me at the door and snatches my hands up to her nose. ‘With soap,

  girl,’ she shouts in her high-pitched voice, pushing me back towards the bathroom. ‘Wash with soap.’




  By the time I get to the table there is only one chair left, at the far end. Nanny Souad and Nanny Samia sit at the top of the table, mixing milk powder and sugar in the bottom of the tea

  glasses. Nanny Souad lifts the thermos and pours a thin black trickle of tea, which Nanny Samia stirs with a spoon until it dances round and round. I am the last to get some. I bring my mouth down

  to the edge of the glass, pressing it against my lip so that it burns. It smells warm and spicy; some of the milk still spins around in lumps.




  Rahel, one of the big girls, is sitting next to me. Rahel has far-apart eyes and a face like a grown-up’s. She has finished her tea and is staring at mine. I hold the cloudy glass tight

  between my two hands. The bell goes and everyone begins to scramble out of the room in a rush of chair-scraping and quarrelling. I dip down on to the floor and hide under the table. When I see

  Nanny Samia’s heels walking out of the door, I crawl up to the far end as fast as I can, jump out and fill the pocket of my skirt with milk powder from the big blue tin. I walk out of the

  room as slowly as I dare, my hands hanging by my sides, my eyes vacant.




  Amal is waiting for me by the water pitchers, resting her elbow on one of their wooden lids. I put a little heap of powder in the palm of her hand and she licks it all up in one go, stretching

  her tongue out of her mouth so I can see the roots straining underneath.




  ‘More.’ She holds her arm out like the beggar woman.




  ‘God will provide.’




  ‘Give me,’ she whines. ‘Or I’m telling.’




  ‘Get lost.’ I knock her hand out of the way. ‘Go and get your own.’




  ‘Where did you go yesterday?’ she asks.




  ‘Mind your own business. I didn’t go anywhere.’




  I kneel down and hold out my hand and, after a minute, the white cat comes out from behind the wall of the storeroom. Its tongue is rough against my fingers; its belly looks as if it has

  swallowed a grapefruit. Two of the boys run by and it disappears up over the wall. I wipe my hands on my dress and get up again. Amal’s gone. She says cats are bad luck. She’s

  frightened of everything – cats, dogs, the rats that squeeze under the kitchen door at night after it’s locked. She’s even scared of ants.




  The garden is already too hot as I walk across the grass to the lime trees at the far end. The ground is warm and soggy under the soles of my feet. There are patches of sticky mud where the

  grass has worn away. I sit down in the shade of the trees next to a pile of leaves with curled-up edges. The roots of the trees look like fingers, grabbing the ground. I can hear the clatter of

  glasses from outside the kitchen and the vegetables man in the distance shouting out that he has potatoes, tomatoes, greens and onions on his cart. He shouts the same thing every morning. A breeze

  comes through the branches and a few more leaves drift down through the air.




  The milk, its weight light against the top of my leg, is my secret. It makes me feel as if I’ve got something of my own. It doesn’t work today. There is a space where I had the happy

  thoughts of meeting my mother. I don’t know what to think about my mother now. I search around in my mind for other happy thoughts. I eat the powder as slowly as I can, pinching it up from my

  pocket a few grains at a time, but by the middle of the morning there is nothing left. I’m spitting out bits of grit and cotton.




  In the evening, we have yoghurt with sugar and bits of torn-up bread left over from lunch. I like yoghurt because we eat it with spoons. The nannies say you will always be hungry unless you eat

  with your fingers, but I like the curve of the spoon against my tongue, smooth and reliable. When we’ve finished, the long table is scattered with spoons with bent handles and the two big

  china bowls are licked clean. The chairs around the table make me think of Musa’s teeth, all higgledy-piggledy. There are twenty-four of them, one for each kid and two for the nannies.




  After supper, I stand and look at myself in the bit of broken mirror on the back of the cupboard door in the girls’ dormitory. It’s dark but a little light from the hall comes into

  the room and after a while my eyes get used to it. I stick my tongue out. I roll my eyes from side to side and draw a finger across my throat like a knife, like the big girls do if we go into their

  room. My hair is enough for three girls, Nanny Souad says. It’s in six thick bunches, three on each side of my head. It looks horrible. I wish I didn’t have hair.




  I bring my face close to the glass and stare into my eyes until I start to feel dizzy. I wish I hadn’t given the orange to the beggar woman. I want to feel its lightness in my hand again.

  I want to hear the old woman’s rusty voice saying that she saved it for me. ‘Oh, Prophet,’ I whisper to myself. ‘Forgive me.’ Something catches my eye and in the

  mirror I see Nanny Souad standing in the doorway with her arms folded over her chest. I want to ask her if it’s true that that was my mother. But I keep quiet. I feel the ache again, deep in

  my chest.




  ‘Malish,’ she says in a soft voice. ‘Never mind.’




  *




  Amal, two others – Affaf and Hiba, the younger girls in our dormitory – and I stand in a line in front of the Director’s wooden desk, looking at the top of her

  head. In the middle is the skin of her head, brown and shiny along the wide parting. The hair grows white for a short way, then black. Her pen scratches its way across the lined paper in front of

  her. High up on the wall behind her there is a picture of the President of Sudan. We have learned his name at Kindergarten – it is Jaafar Mohamed Numeiri and he is the patron of the

  Institute. I don’t know what a patron is.




  The picture has slipped inside its wooden frame, so the President is falling over backwards. There are curtains over the windows, long red and yellow silky striped ones, and behind them the

  wooden shutters are open. The light coming through is bright and soft. She has lifted her head up and she is looking at us. My heart always starts punching my chest from the inside if I enter the

  Director’s office, even though she never hits us. Just being in the room makes me feel I must have done something wrong. I don’t dare to salute her in here.




  ‘It’s time you started school,’ she says, finally. She carries on talking, in her quiet, serious voice, but I don’t hear much after that. The word ‘school’ is

  racing round inside my head, making me want to jump in the air. She clears her throat and tells us to listen carefully. ‘Education will be your father and mother. I’m relying on you not

  to let down the Institute for the Protected – or its patron.’ She turns her head and smiles at the picture as if it can hear her.




  ‘There is no reason why you should feel ashamed of yourselves, girls. And remember –’ her voice gets more certain ‘– God sees everything.’ We stand in silence

  until she waves her hand for us to leave the room.




  I have an uncomfortable feeling in the top of my head for the rest of the day, as if I’m being spied on. I look up but the sky over the Institute is as blank as ever, with no clouds, no

  birds – not even a disappearing puff of the smoke that aeroplanes leave behind.




  *




  I can’t wait to start school. It’s a new happy thought. I skip when I’m going down the long, dark corridor in the middle of the Institute and Nanny Souad says

  that if she has to listen to my singing any more she will go crazy. Sometimes, I hide in Musa’s hut, just so I can think about school with no one bothering me. The walls are made of mud and

  there are little tree trunks holding them up. The roof is made of thick yellow straw that smells musty. It’s dark inside and his spare jellabiya hangs on a string that goes from one

  side of the hut to the other. A chicken sits under the bed.




  When Musa went to school he had to make his own ink, out of black stuff from the fire and something his mother made in the kitchen. He had to find a strong bit of straw and make it sharp to

  write with. He breaks a bit off from the roof of the hut and shows me how he held it in his hand. Only boys went. They wrote bits from the Holy Book on a special wooden board. Musa knows

  everything. I think about asking him what mothers do but I decide he must have forgotten by now.




  The Director makes our school clothes herself on a sewing machine that she brings to her office. She draws the dresses in white chalk on the cloth and cuts them out with a pair of giant

  scissors. Mine is green, with a square bib at the front and back and a wide skirt that does up with a button on each side. It’s stitched with white cotton and the lines go along the bottom of

  the skirt in little steps. It’s the first dress I’ve ever had that was made specially for me. When I try it on, with its white short-sleeved shirt underneath, I feel that my whole life

  has already altered, and that the girl looking back at me from the mirror is someone new – someone better than me, more important. The dress is loose and hangs down below my knees. I run to

  the Director’s office, to show her. I stand in front of her desk and salute her as hard as I know how. She laughs and comes round to the front of her desk. She hugs me and says it’s

  good to see a smile on my face at last.




  Amal’s dress is identical to mine, but looks shorter because she is taller. We always end up wearing the same clothes. She keeps asking me if I know what school is. I’m not sure what

  it is, except that it’s something to do with Kindergarten and all the older kids go there every day on a bus. When they come back there is something different about them. They talk more

  loudly and sometimes they have writing on their hands.




  ‘It’s like a mosque,’ I tell her. ‘But for kids. They go there and eat holy words.’




  ‘Liar,’ she says. ‘It’s a place for books. Rahel told me about it. I’m going to be a teacher when I grow up.’




  *




  It’s Ramadan and the nannies are extra bad-tempered. Samia says it’s from fasting. Some of the kids are fasting too – Rashid is, and Ekhlas. Ekhlas says she

  won’t even swallow her spit. There are more boys than girls in the Institute. Three girls live in the big girls’ room: my sister Zulima, the girl with the far-apart eyes, called Rahel,

  and another called Ekhlas. Ekhlas is quiet and wears a headscarf when she goes out. Rahel picks fights with everyone. Zulima likes dancing and laughing. She doesn’t like peeling potatoes or

  washing sheets in a tin bowl with Omo. Zulima always gets into trouble with the nannies. Nanny Samia says she was shaped in Paradise, and that’s why the other nannies don’t like

  her.




  Five girls live in our dormitory now: me, Amal, the two younger girls, Hiba and Affaf, and the baby of the Institute, whose name is Quarratulain and who has one hand. Her bed has bars round it

  but she has learned to climb out, gripping on to the top bar with her hand and her chin. She’s not scared, even of the boys, and if she doesn’t get what she wants, she whacks us with

  her hand, or pulls at our mouths when we’re talking to her.




  A van arrives one morning and two men carry a carton into the storeroom. There are red letters on the side of the box and Amal says they spell ‘Bata’. She pretends she can read.

  Later, when the nannies have chosen what they want, we are allowed to go in there. There is a mountain of shoes mixed up on the floor and all of us rush at them, screaming. Rashid elbows me in the

  face as he reaches for a huge white shoe that looks like a boat. I have already decided that I want boys’ shoes too. I grab the first ones I see, clamp them against my chest and run

  outside.




  The light is blinding and I feel dizzy. My nose is bleeding. It drips down the top of my lip and splashes inside one of the shoes. I force the shoe on to my foot but it takes me a long time to

  get the buckles done up. When I succeed I stand up, carefully, so my nose doesn’t start off again. The shoes are heavy on my feet and one is too big.




  ‘All right, kid?’ asks Rashid. It’s the first time he has ever spoken to me on my own. He’s wearing two of the big white shoes, with the laces in long, silky bows. He

  looks at my face then kneels down in front of me. I’m so surprised I can’t speak. He undoes the buckles in no time with his long, thin fingers and does them up again, pushing the silver

  fork through holes further along the strap. The shoes feel better. He nods and walks off, whistling.




  That evening, the younger boys play with the box. They push it up and down the path with one walking inside it with his head sticking out of the top, making rat-a-tat-tat noises and the

  rest slashing at the bushes with sticks. They say the box is a tank, and they all laugh when they jump up and down and say they killed a rebel. I think it’s stupid. I’m trying to

  whistle but all I can hear is the rushing of air through my lips.




  Nanny Samia says the war is over now and the country is at peace with itself. Nanny Zeinab says the country will never be at peace, with infidels occupying half of it. Nanny Zeinab’s

  youngest son was killed in the war; he is a martyr and has gone to Paradise. Musa has a picture of Paradise on the wall inside his hut. It’s a green place with a river running through the

  middle of it and flowers growing on its banks. There are five chicks now in his hut, as well as the chicken. He calls her the mother hen.




  On the last day of Ramadan, Musa comes through the gate pulling a sheep with its front feet tied together. He puts down water for it in a bowl but it doesn’t drink any. It’s still

  standing there beside his hut when we go inside to sleep. In the morning it’s gone. The ground beside the storeroom is dark and sticky. We have a special lunch for Eid and Rashid gives me a

  big bit of meat from the tray that was meant for the older boys. Rashid says to Zulima that she ought to look out for me more. He says it is her duty, and as he looks at her the round thing

  that looks like a pebble in the front of his throat moves up and down.




  *




  At first, I think the bus has stopped outside a place for animals. There are lions and crocodiles and giraffes painted all along the white wall. When we get off the bus, I hear

  a wave of girls’ voices and for a minute I think I’m going to have to go to the toilet immediately. I press my legs together under the scratchy green skirt and the urge passes. Amal and

  I walk through the tin gates into a crowd of tall girls. They’re all wearing dresses the same colour as mine, with white shirts underneath. They laugh and walk along the path in big groups,

  so we have to jump out of the way. For a while we just stand there, holding hands. A woman says we’re late and pulls us into a room.




  There is a blackboard stuck to the wall and torn netting over the windows. The desks are in pairs, with seats fixed to them. The woman pushes us into one of them and goes away. The teacher asks

  us our names but when I open my mouth to tell her I am Leila Aziz, nothing comes out. I look at Amal to see if she will say my name for me but the seat next to me is empty. She’s under the

  desk. I feel the punching in my chest. The teacher will think I am deaf and dumb, like Nanny Souad’s niece.




  Her name is Mrs Khadija. She has black-framed glasses and on her feet she wears flat brown leather sandals. The light from the open door makes a shadow of her over the blackboard as she stands

  there with a pointer in her hand. She starts to write, making one downward line then curved ones with dots under or over them. They look like birds, flying across the bumpy surface of the board. As

  she writes, she makes sounds. ‘Alif. Ba. Ta.’ The squeak of the chalk makes me shiver, even though it’s stuffy in the classroom. I get a feeling in my head that the other girls

  are staring at me. When I look round, they look away. I kick Amal under the desk, to make her get up on her seat, but she just stays there, whimpering, with her head between her knees.




  At the end of the day, Mrs Khadija says she hopes everyone will welcome the new girls and make them feel at home. When I realize she is talking about me and Amal I feel proud. We are new girls,

  just as I thought when I first saw myself in the green dress. Our life is beginning.




  On the bus on the way home, Amal starts showing off.




  ‘Why is she teaching us the alphabet?’ she asks. ‘When we learned it at Kindergarten?’




  ‘How do you know what she was teaching us?’ I reply. ‘When you spent all day on the floor?’




  ‘I’ve got ears, haven’t I? It was just kids’ stuff that I know already. Rahel said there would be books to read.’




  Her face is sulky and her dress is brown with dust. After school we play henna, pasting our feet with mud flowers like the nannies do on Fridays, pretending we are grown-up women. I only play it

  because Amal wants to. I don’t ever want to be a grown-up woman. Where will I live? The Institute is only for kids.




  *




  Zulima tried to refuse to come but Nanny Souad said she had to. Zulima talks to herself under her breath all the way to the bus stop, and kicks little stones so they skip away

  down the road in front of us. I wonder if the old woman will give me another orange. The light is ugly today, flat and dull. I don’t feel like skipping, or even walking. The hot air on my

  skin makes me tired and the smell of the rubbish smouldering on the corner of the main road sticks in my throat.




  A man winds down his car window and asks Zulima if she’s feeling hot today. Zulima says she can’t move without people bothering her and Nanny Souad says: what does she expect,

  walking along with her hands turned outwards like that? Zulima mutters something I don’t understand and Nanny Souad swings her fat arm at her but Zulima jumps out of the way. A passing woman

  clicks her tongue and says: what shameful behaviour is this between mother and daughter, families ought to sort out their problems in their own homes, not on the street. When she has gone, Nanny

  Souad says Zulima will be thrown out of the Institute if she carries on like this and that her blood pressure is getting the better of her, and if she drops dead Zulima will know whose fault it is.

  Zulima says it will be Nanny Souad’s fault because she didn’t want to come anyway and Nanny Souad says Zulima always has to have the last word, doesn’t she, and Zulima says no,

  Souad always has to. After that, no one says anything until we get off the bus outside the same big building.
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