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Foreword

Pierre Rabhi is calling us urgently toward an act of reconciliation with the earth, and his own life is an exemplary model of it. The action he calls for is both real and symbolic, profoundly practical and profoundly sacred. Reconciliation with our Mother Earth is even more urgent than reconciliation with each other, because our very life depends on hers. No life can survive on a barren planet. 

With his own hands, Pierre Rabhi has brought life to the desert sands, for life is One, and the fertility of bacterial life transforms the desert itself to renew the life of many species. This simple and saintly man with a clear and truthful mind uses a beautifully poetic language to translate both his burning passion and the determination that has led him to sprinkle barren lands with his own sweat as he successfully labors to restore the chain of life’s links, which we are always breaking. 

In this book he has chosen an ancient form of storytelling: it is a tale of human arrogance whose desire to control life destroys it, whose desire to control other species leads to their extinction, and whose desire to dominate the earth tortures, mutilates, and profanes it. As an American citizen, I have often been struck by the way the word dirt is used in the United States to refer to “earth,” whereas the word earth is reserved for the name of our planet. 

Money has become a universal substance that usurps the place of the earth. In itself, money is merely a tool that represents concrete, living realities and facilitates their exchange. At first glance, it fulfills a practical and useful function—yet the avid amassing of it gives rise to a relentless, insane desire for possession without limit. People are themselves possessed by the illusion that anything can be acquired with enough money—even love, devotion, health, trust, and friendship.

The result is the sickness of whole populations and a climate of permanent aggression, with governments incapable of protecting victims, even when they are neighbors or their own citizens. We become a civilization without self-respect, without respect for different cultures, and without respect for life itself.

This is part of the message of this true and profoundly moving book by Pierre Rabhi.

Yehudi Menuhin
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Yehudi Menuhin (1916–1999) was a violinist and conductor. Alongside his renown as a great musician, the late Lord Menuhin was equally recognized for his committed humanism. He was awarded the Nehru Peace Prize for international understanding in 1960 and became the Goodwill Ambassador of Unesco in 1992. He founded the International Menuhin Music Academy for young graduate string players in 1977 in Gstaad, Switzerland, the site of the annual Menuhin Music Festival. In 1991, the International Yehudi Menuhin Foundation was established to encourage the expression and representation of cultural identities, especially those that are endangered.
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Introduction

The narrative that follows is dedicated to the vast world of oral tradition.

In writing it, I have never ceased to think of those multitudes of innocent beings who have no access to the kind of knowledge conveyed through the written word. Living in a world where exchange of ideas is limited to the spoken word, they lack the means of either participating in world history or forewarning and protecting themselves from its ravages.

My own illiterate grandmother has been especially present to me in this writing. A true daughter of the desert, she was deeply disconcerted by the encroachments of the modern world. She deliberately maintained her own disdainful ignorance of them, as if to exorcise them. Nevertheless, modernity was violently changing her own life and world, and she compensated for her inability to understand it with an intuition that was all the more penetrating and a redoubled affirmation of the values that dwelled in her, as the spirit dwells in the tabernacle. Her essential reproach of modernity was that it abolishes all sense of the sacred, thus exposing humanity to all manner of chaos and transgression.

The first time she smelled gasoline, she said: “This liquid was made by corruption. They had better leave it in the earth, where God put it, or the whole world will be corrupted by it.” When she heard the “talking box,” as she called the radio, she said: “The Rumis*1 are magicians, but their miracles are made through pride; they cannot understand real miracles.”

Like so many other humans who share her condition—a life centered around survival, a life with neither luxury nor hypocrisy—this woman had become a kind of fortress. Thus she foiled our every attempt to impress or surprise her with the “curiosities” of the new times. Her stubbornness annoyed us, for we were already beginning to be enthralled by the West and its marvels.

Little by little, and unbeknownst to ourselves, we were preparing to relinquish the values that centuries of patience and discipline had wrought in our people. We were preparing to jettison the entire heritage of a bygone era. It was a heritage that caused individuality to ripen slowly, forging the character of a people, building solidarity among them and connecting them to their land. And it was a heritage that, in spite of the many hardships of its people, made them glad to be alive.

People like my grandmother—the “backward” and evermore uprooted peoples of the earth—today number in the billions on our planet. It is as if they were standing on the railway platform of a strange destiny, watching the train of history—a train that has no place for them—roar past without stopping. Little do they realize the extent to which this train is also destroying their lives. It uses their labor and resources and then discards these people, reducing them to human debris. At the very most, it offers them the option of submitting to its domination and all its perversions—and this only on condition that they quickly fall in step with its agenda, or else disappear. This world does not want to wait for them, to understand them or love them. It is too busy hurtling into its own meaninglessness and toward its own demise.

Born of my own imagination, the figure of Tyemoro symbolizes my feelings of love, compassion, and admiration for all the authentic small farmers of the earth. Both in the north and south, these shapers of the clay of which they are made often incarnate its strength and its silence. Everywhere they live they are now experiencing suffering and betrayal. Although this is an African tale, its intent is deliberately universal. This is why neither the Batifon people nor their land are to be found in any factual records.

After decades of the power of science and technology convincing many humans that they are like gods, disillusionment is growing and becoming a vital force. All the tumultuous frenzy of the twentieth century, with its orgy of homage to materialism threatening all life that is grounded in sensitivity, intuition, and feeling, seems to be moving toward an immense twenty-first century climax of doubt. The world is full of anguish and imbalance. Barbarism is already here, lurking in people’s hearts in the same way that cold-blooded massacre lurks in our nuclear arsenals. This world order can congratulate itself on at least one unparalleled achievement: the most superlative and hideous offering ever made to the forces of destruction.

The fictional form of this narrative may be misleading. Its intention is not to entertain but to awaken all consciences to the violation of the earth, so cleverly concealed in current agricultural policies, and, by the irrevocable law that links us to the earth, the violation of ourselves as well.

Yet no initiation into the visible and material ways in which the earth nourishes us must lead us to neglect its implicit spiritual dimension. Our age of rationalistic materialism, weighed down by its obsession with the mineral realm, spreading its toxic substances everywhere, and hypnotized by a science that itself is becoming more and more enslaved to the profit motive, has seriously damaged the vital envelope keeping our planet alive. It seems that only the dimension of the sacred can provide a measure of the awesomeness of our responsibility. By sacred I mean a sense of humility in which gratitude, knowledge, wonder, respect, and mystery all come together to inspire and enlighten our actions, transforming us into beings who are truly present in the world and free of the vanity and arrogance that reveal far more our fears and weaknesses than our true strength.

My hope for this book is that it can contribute in some way toward the fundamental need and right of human beings to be able to feed themselves in all the places where that right is being threatened. My hope is also that it will lead to a deeper meditation and reflection upon the fertility of the earth and on our need to establish a new and vital pact with it.

This tale grows out of an experience that is both objective and personal, both practical and vital. It involves issues that affect every human being, for it concerns our Mother Earth, the source of our nourishment, our life, and our survival.
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Return to Membele

The small, old truck that served as bush taxi labored mightily, devouring mile after mile of rough and jolting road creviced by the violence of the rare downpours and eroded by the relentless winds of the dry season. In its wake, the taxi stirred up a cloud of ochre dust that mingled with our own sweat, making it stick to our faces. There was a suffocating heat as well, filled with smells that evoked many memories for me. My anonymous companions and I were jammed together, becoming a single mass following the movements of the overloaded taxi, lurching and swaying as if in a state of common drunkenness. From the constant roar of the vehicle there emerged somehow the sound of a voice singing nonchalantly. I finally discerned its source: it came from somewhere behind the long scarves wrapped around every face in protection from the dust. Only our eyes were visible, and a brief exchange of glances—barely substantial, but enough to express simple feelings of mutual recognition and goodwill—was our only means of establishing tentative communication. A few of the travelers began to speak to each other in loud voices. They were Batifons, and they would never have imagined that this lone white foreigner sitting among them could understand everything they were saying. They would have been even more astonished to know that I had actually written about their language—its origins, structure, and symbols—as well as about the people who speak it. Batifon is my specialty as an ethnologist.

I have long considered my discipline to be a voyage of initiation lasting as long as life itself. Beyond the last breaths of the dying elders, the initiation continues through other minds and other memories. It was seemingly by chance that I found myself in this particular current of tradition, transmitted from generation to generation by elders who anticipated the day when they would no longer be able to contribute to its weaving, who are now anxious to protect it from decline when its fabric begins to unravel.

The Batifon community is one of those now threatened with extinction. At the same time that the modern world of money and commerce wreaks this kind of destruction, it also produces specialists like myself, who try to salvage some vestiges of these dying cultures. My work is both shameful and exalting, both a grief and a privilege. My predecessors—missionaries, explorers, anthropologists, and traders—have often functioned as game flushers, driving into the voracious nets of destruction hidden behind all its hypocritical pretensions of “civilization” all those hapless peoples who never asked anything of the West. In spite of all the humanitarian pretexts, which have made excellent rationalizations, the invaders have mostly been unable to recognize these “savages” as members of their own species.

Now well advanced, these cultural devastations would have been less painful if the modern world and its progress had offered any credibility as a model. But its own “development” turned out to be ambivalent at best. The miracles accomplished with the help of its mathematics and material science have not been enough, especially when we take into account the destructive power of these “miracles.” For example, the perfection and propagation of armaments is actually causing humanity to seriously regress almost in the metaphysical sense of the term, for we have profaned death itself. Death has become strangely banalized, and some of the most ignoble acts become mere details of journalism and history. What is worse, we even honor these acts. And this not our only failing.

What is the meaning of modernity? Its characteristic trait is its glorification of inanimate matter, from coal and steel to petroleum and the atom. And what will it offer tomorrow? More of these miracles? But who and what do they serve? Is all this “progress” worth the sacrifice of the myriad innocent peoples and cultures that, not so long ago, were spread all over the globe, like germinating seeds?
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As the bush taxi brought me closer to my friend Tyemoro, my head was heavy with these somber thoughts. This, my fifth field trip, had a different feeling from all the others. As an informant, Tyemoro had already given me a wealth of material, including explanations that greatly advanced my analysis of the language he mastered so beautifully, as well as the symbolism underlying it. I had enough material to fill hundreds of pages, allowing me to continue to publish and maintain my teaching position at the university. But the most precious gift Tyemoro had given me was that of his own friendship. This old man, imbued with a dignity surpassing that of a prince, was generous and patient; he was one of those rare beings whose inner character has remained whole and authentic. Just being in his presence made my own problems as professor, husband, and father dissipate like smoke in the breeze. When I was with him, I was able to completely forget the world of competition and stress in which my profession requires me to live. To tell the truth, this fifth trip was not really necessary for my formal research, but it was a trip I knew I needed to make—and in spite of the heat, the dust, and my own ruminations, I was already beginning to feel its benefits.

With my first faltering steps on the ground, dizzy and tired from the long trip, I felt I was reestablishing my own connection with this land that had become so familiar to me. The truck sat still and empty. It looked to me as though it was exhausted, panting through all its valves and pipes. I felt a sense of gratitude toward it, for my own fate had been in its charge during this long trip. It was as if the old truck had fulfilled some moral contract to deliver me safe and sound to my destination.

A small crowd quickly gathered around me, for I had been recognized. A sound of joyful greeting arose and, with cries of “François! François!” innumerable hands reached out to grasp mine. My bags were whisked away from me, and an escort formed to lead me to the village and the house of Tyemoro. I would have preferred to arrive less covered with dust, but this was not a community that stood on formalities; everything was allowed to happen in its own good time. With my escort, I walked between the adobe houses. I was now completely captivated by the atmosphere: the sounds, the smells, even the dust, all conspired to reintegrate me into this other world that had become my own.

Approaching Tyemoro’s house, I also felt as if I were a son returning home. My admiration for him was mixed with a profound mutual affection. As soon as we arrived in his courtyard, I saw him standing there in front of his room, dressed in a robe the color of sand, so long it reached to his heels. He had hardly changed in the last three years, with his white hair and beard in striking contrast to his handsome, dark brown face. Before touching me, he paused to peer at me, his eyes sparkling with life and intelligence in spite of the white spots that partially marred them. Finally, he held his arms wide open to me, and my whole body was received in an embrace whose warmth and strength was a reflection of the length of time we had not seen each other.

Having bathed and then dressed in the light and comfortable clothes of local custom, my body itself felt lighter, almost ethereal. Once again, I was living in this other world of mine. It was a strictly masculine world; the women who prepared my food were always enveloped in an aura of discretion and reserve. They came and went with a presence that was so light it was almost ghostly, yet paradoxically was as solid as the roots and trunk of a tree filled with the sap of an ever-renewed courage and tenacity. I had long realized that these women were the foundation of the health and survival of this people. It was they who held together the very framework and life of the community. Yet their world was barely accessible to me, for my dealings were with only the men. To me, the women’s world was nourishing and hospitable, yet also closed and secret. They avoided looking directly at me, and it was only through long and subtle observation that I finally discerned a faint, tremulous movement in their expressions, revealing that their indifference to me was feigned. In this culture, words are the domain of men. A woman would be viewed with great disapproval and would even be disgraced if she presumed to engage in unnecessary conversation with a foreign man. I had to be careful and prudently reserved with them so as not to behave clumsily and perhaps upset this order. In spite of appearances, these well-established customs sustained a certain climate of serenity. Thus all I really know of Batifon women is what I have learned from Tyemoro as he described to me the ways of his social system. Contrary to what we might suppose, however, Batifon mythology, unlike ours, in no way denigrates the feminine principle. Woman’s reserve and self-effacement are believed to arise from her closeness to the original principle of life. Both seed and seed-bearer, woman represents the realm where action and silence are one.

I knew, though, that in intimate situations these women express themselves fully and with great vehemence, if necessary. The result is that the men gradually become (consciously or unconsciously) the vehicles of their women’s opinions, intuitions, and certainties. It is only in this oblique way that they influence the community debate.

With free time on my hands before I meet with Tyemoro, I play the role of a sort of paramedic, distributing medications, disinfecting wounds, putting drops in eyes, and so forth. This is one of the rare occasions when I can be close to the women—they bring me children afflicted with various ills, some of which I can help and others about which I can do nothing. Other than our minimal exchange of words, I content myself with a few shy looks of recognition, and gratitude.

The first days pass and my only job at present is simply to live in the village, allowing time for me to accomplish the work of physical, psychic, and spiritual readaptation. I see Tyemoro every day, often eating lunch or dinner with him, sitting cross-legged on mats that cover the hard earthen floor. These meetings occasionally provide opportunities for some conversation.

I am aware of the extreme fragility of my hosts’ material situation, and ignoring their protests, I insist on contributing well beyond their expense of feeding me. Recently a shop has opened here, run by a stranger with light-colored skin. The merchandise he offers seems almost comical in this context: a few tins of sardines and mackerel, tomato sauce, soap, tea, batteries, dried macaroni, rice, and beans. These are exchanged for the rare bills or coins that somehow happen to show up in this isolated place. For many families, every day is another difficult step in the struggle to survive. The very nature of this tiny store is a reflection of the insecurity and precariousness in which these people have been forced to live. Modern life has marked the place with a few of its most elementary products, such as cast-off clothes. Their incongruous presence only accentuates the extent to which the lives of these people are largely centered around survival. Every day is a heroic effort for them. The sand—unknown here a few decades ago—is gradually covering everything, adding to its vast empire. Much of the soil is being choked by it. Malnutrition has marked the most recent generations of children. They can survive longer with the new medicines that arrive, but they lack the solid constitutions of their parents. This forces me to ask a terrible question: Is helping these sick children to survive really saving them or merely condemning them to a longer agony? From poverty to misery, from misery to starvation and death—the process is now so well-established that it has become banal. I am overcome by a feeling of rage against human selfishness and am humiliated by my own powerlessness to do anything about it. I know from my research that the African continent is not lacking in resources, nor is overpopulation its major problem—in fact, it could thrive with a much higher population. Those who broadcast and receive only the tragic images of Africa are ignorant of the valiant efforts made by its men and women to overcome the doom and chaos created by the developments of its recent history.

Living with such people is disconcerting—not least when their condition, which for me inspires grave reflection and a kind of petrified sadness, becomes for them an occasion for bursting out in laughter, even rhythmic handclapping, with a childlike exuberance. This is a kind of miracle in itself, a joyous defiance of the fate that is overtaking them, a hope against hope for a better time that is more just and constructive.

My days here are ordinary, with no surprises. I get up at dawn and walk for a couple of hours in the bush. From a distance, I look back on a scene now animated by the lines of women beginning their tasks—carrying water or gathering wood—and by the men herding their family’s livestock. After my walk, I do some reading related to my work or write letters and notes, sometimes reflections and observations, as the mood takes me. I am under no constraints and the time is very agreeable to me. After the meal, drowsiness overcomes me and I take a nap. And then my favorite time of day approaches, when the twilight makes everything grow quiet, contemplative. On moonless nights the whole village disappears. Only a few faint lamps can be seen here and there, striving to push aside the dense curtain of night. Tyemoro’s courtyard remains open to everyone. People arrive there and depart quietly in the darkness. Sometimes I can identify them by their voices, but they speak very softly; verbal exchanges take place as if in a sanctuary. They come just to be in the presence of the old man, without disturbing the silence he favors.

I have not yet begun my series of interviews with him as informant for my research. To tell the truth, I have been putting it off without any clear decision to do so. I have been savoring a kind of carefree mood, giving myself ample time to relax and shed the last vestiges of my other world that stick to me like mud sticking to the soles of my boots. Tyemoro has always left it up to me to decide when to begin and what to talk about. At the beginning of our collaboration, I was paralyzed by a kind of exaggerated caution that made my words and gestures awkward and inconsistent. Perceiving my embarrassment, Tyemoro said a few simple words to put me at ease with him.
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Ninou’s Plea

This routine was suddenly interrupted by an apparently insignificant event, yet one which immediately widened the scope of my reflections. I was already in bed, my eyes open in the darkness, my mind occupied with those vague thoughts and images that precede sleep. Something was moving in the corner of my room. At first I thought it might be an animal, but then a child’s voice spoke: “François, I came to see you because I can’t sleep.” 

I immediately recognized the voice of little Ninou. He had adopted me as his special friend and followed me around with affectionate devotion. Nothing made him so happy as to perform some service for me, bringing me a drink of water or running an errand. The slightest request of mine caused him to be overcome with joy, and his face would break into a huge smile, with sparkling eyes that betrayed a kind of comical pride. I had learned that Ninou, already orphaned at his young age, had also recently lost his aunt. People tended to consider him simpleminded, but I felt that he was mostly lacking in affection. It was natural for him to look for attention from the unknown stranger among them. 

His presence in my room had made me wide awake and curious. Little by little, the darkness seemed to give a kind of grave presence to the sound of his child’s voice. I sat up without speaking, leaving the initiative to him. I sensed that he was sitting next to the door. A long moment passed in which various questions ran through my mind, yet I could not articulate them. Finally his voice began speaking a long, meditative monologue. It was astounding and disconcerting, especially coming from a boy who was barely approaching puberty. With every fiber of my body I listened carefully to the strange tale this child had decided to tell, trying in the telling to convey some obscure message to me.

“The old woman was always looking everywhere, all around her. Every day, she walked out of her house, sat on the ground, and looked all around, waiting for something to happen on the road or on the mountain up there, far away. Some days you can’t see the mountain, because the dust covers everything. The wind blows, the dust comes up, and you can’t even see the sun. Some days the heat is bad, and then the winter comes and it gets cold. But old Meka walked out of her house every day, looking at the desert. When there’s no dust, you can see the skinny trees. Maybe God didn’t have enough seeds to grow many of them. You see one over here, another over there. When you look at those trees, you can tell they don’t have enough to drink. When we get thirsty, we go get water from the well or from the pond, and the animals go there to drink too. But those poor trees can’t walk to find water, and they just stand there, their leaves covered with dust, and sometimes their thorns too. The animals come and eat their leaves and even break their branches. The trees never cry or say anything. But old Meka says that the trees are crying. It’s true that she’s a little upset in her head. But you have to understand, she had eight children, and they all left for the big village*2 last year.

“Her husband got old and died, broken by hard work. His hands were hard and callused from using hoes and chop-chops. His whole body was dried up and a little bent, but when he looked at you—well, my friend, you couldn’t just stand there, looking in those eyes! His mouth said nothing, but his eyes said, ‘Yes, I’m poor! But I’m nobody’s servant. . . .’ When the company came to build the dam at Dani, the boys all left in a truck to work there. Sometimes they came back, but then they went away for a long time. Then, they came back with some 
larzan.†12

“They said that this larzan made them live well, and they sent some back to their parents. It’s true, their folks did get some of that larzan. The old man gave it to his wife, but his wife gave it back to him. They didn’t know what to do with it, so they put it on the windowsill with a stone over it so it wouldn’t blow away. One morning the larzan had disappeared. I was there, but they didn’t say anything. There wasn’t much in their house and the walls were cracking in some places. But the old lady, every night she would sweep the house, shaking out the mats and cleaning everything, like they were expecting guests. After she finished, she sat outside the door and looked at the desert.

“One day her husband told her: ‘I’m going to leave you now. God is calling me. I would rather stay with you, but you don’t argue with God.’ Then old Kafa went to lie down and told his wife to give him her hand. They held hands tightly for a long time, without speaking. Outside, the wind was blowing hard, making sounds like those cane flutes the shepherds play. The whole house was singing with it. I never believed a house could sing, but it’s true, that house was really singing. When old Kafa’s hand lost its grip on hers, she gave a little cry but did not move. The wind was rattling the copper plate hanging on the wall, but it made only a small noise. The village people came to help prepare Kafa’s body for burial. Many old people came to the funeral, because most of the young ones had left. Me, I stayed with the old lady from then on. She was my aunt and I didn’t want her to be alone.

“Sometimes one of her boys would come to visit, dressed in new clothes, wearing those black eye hiders.*3 He had several bracelets that tell you how much time has passed. Other boys came riding put-puts, which made a lot of noise and went very fast. Several times I hid because I was afraid of those put-puts. One day I touched one of them and it burned my hand, worse than when you steal a piece of meat from a boiling pot. Every time they came, the kids would try to get their mother to come to the big village, but she always said no. A few of them, like Tobi, the oldest son, got angry. But the old lady said nothing, and Tobi rode away on his iron donkey. Me, I was always kind of afraid of those boys because of the mean way they spoke. One of them, Sina, slapped me because I accidentally knocked over his talking box. The people inside it stopped talking when it fell down, but they came back when he touched it. I was glad, because he was frowning and very angry at me. He said, ‘You’re lucky this time.’ Then he left. Every time they came, the boys gave their mother some larzan. But she just put it on the windowsill, and it was usually stolen. The boys loved their mother and wondered if she was angry because they had all left for the big village. Old Meka didn’t say whether or not she was angry, but she prayed to God to protect her children. And every day, just as she did before, she watched the desert. But now her eyes were almost blind. I cared for her two goats and took them out to pasture and water every day. I didn’t want them to eat the leaves from those poor trees, but they had to sometimes. I would shove them along, so that they only took a few leaves from each tree. Dust would fly up with every step I took. I would walk far away, almost to the big mountain, and I could see the house behind, in the distance. It looked like a big, brown buffalo lying in the middle of a huge dry field. Last year she had four goats, but two died. They may have been poisoned by something, but it’s true they were getting old. Every evening, I brought the goats back and milked them. My Aunt Meka made curds with the milk. Some days I watered the garden where we grew onions, okra, turnips, beans, and cabbage. There wasn’t much water in the well, and we had to wait at least three days in between watering the garden.

“Sometimes Uncle Sarindi would come visit Aunt Meka. They spoke a little, but not very much. When Uncle Sarindi was younger, he had camels that carried salt, wood, and grain. He also brought back news from his travels. People liked to hear him talk, because he had interesting stories to tell. He spoke slowly and would sometimes stop so that people would beg him to continue. Then he would close his eyes and no one even dared to cough. But now Uncle Sarindi’s camels are long gone and he has nothing much to say. He sat a long time with his sister, but they spoke very little. My aunt boiled water and made some tea. For a long time, the only sound you could hear was their mouths sipping the tea. She would give me a cup or two as well. Uncle Sarindi put his hand on my head to say hello and also to say goodbye. His hand was warm, and I could feel his ring. When he left, he said, ‘Take good care of your old aunt, and do what she says.’ I don’t know why, but I really liked Uncle Sarindi. He walked very straight, not at all like an old man, and his clothes swung and danced around his body.

“Sometimes I would cry, because I had no children to play with or talk to. In the rainy season, I always dug holes in the ground to plant millet seeds. One year so many grew that we didn’t have enough storage for the grain we harvested. Other years, the baby plants would come out, but then the rain would stop and the sun burned them and then the sand covered up the baby plants. Sometimes the plants would grow up, but it was so dry they gave almost no grain. One year my Aunt Meka cried because there was no grain. She cried a long time, drying her eyes on her clothes. Finally, she took some of the larzan her boys gave her and bought some grain from the merchant when he passed by. Nobody in the village had grain that year. But every year, we plant the grain and hope it will rain. All of us look at the sky, and even a tiny cloud makes us feel good. But we never speak to each other about the rain. It is as though people are afraid that if we talk about it, the rain will get angry and not come. The fields are burned by the sun, and the wind from the desert helps the sun to dry up everything.

“The people of the village meet together often, under the big tree. My Aunt Meka asked me to go with her to this meeting. She used her cane with her left hand and my shoulder with her right. We walked very slowly, as though we didn’t want to disturb a single pebble on the road. Most of us walk slowly like that anyway, when we don’t feel like disturbing anything. It’s as though we are saying ‘excuse me’ to the plants, the donkeys, the rocks, the sand, and even the sky: ‘Excuse me, I’m just passing by.’ Before, when there were still children around, things were different. But now, this is how it is.

“At the meeting almost all the men were very old. There were a few younger women with children on their backs. Everyone was sitting, but no one spoke for a long time. They were all waiting for Tyemoro to speak first. The big tree spread its branches, trying to make as much shade as it could. Its roots came out of the earth like fingers. Its base looked sort of like a giant hand, grabbing a huge chunk of earth. It was the biggest tree around, and already some of the old people were wondering about what would happen if it died. Some of them said they hoped they would never live to see it die. We all treated this tree as though it was a person—a child, or an elder. Many women let some of their water slosh out when they passed near it. The dust swallowed most of this water, but it did keep the ground around the tree wetter for awhile. No one could say why, but we felt this tree was our oldest ancestor. Some old folks used to say it could talk and that it knew the whole history of our tribe.

“Nowadays, our people don’t speak much when they get together like this. The only sounds you hear are a few sighs and the swishing of fans. When they would meet years before, folks would speak a lot more—they spoke about all the young people leaving, about the bad harvests, and about those who were sick. Now, they just lower their heads and sigh every once in awhile. They lower their heads because the wind, the sun, and the drought go on and on, and the young men have all left. When they come back, riding their put-puts, they seem like foreigners here. Sometimes I wanted to leave too, to go to the big village and have my own talking box. Sometimes I cried, being stuck here with only Nana, the simpleton, and Biasine, who can’t even walk. But I knew that if I left, my aunt would be all alone, with no one to help her. Also, people told me I was too young to go to the big village by myself.

“One morning, my Aunt Meka didn’t get out of bed. I went to see her, and she was trembling a lot. Her face was covered with sweat. She called me to her side, took my hand, and caressed my head. She sent me to find the healer. He came, but he couldn’t stop her from trembling. People from the village came to help take care of her over the next few days. But one morning she was dead.
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