














Praise for Stones
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“Not since Alice Walker’s Possessing the Secret of Joy has a novel so boldly placed female genital mutilation at its heart. Stones does not turn away but looks directly at this ancient rite, encompassing and also challenging modernity’s response to it. Stones is as rewarding as it is provocative.”


—Professor Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Director, Hutchins Center for African and African American Research, Harvard University


“As a survivor of female genital mutilation, I welcome the complex tale Jeanie Kortum has spun in Stones. On so many levels, her fiction tells the truth about a custom whose psychological density and convolution escape the rigid categories of sociology and statistics. In their place we find spirituality, tribal identity, myth, mysticism, and art—beliefs that anchor FGM in defiant emotions that must be uncovered and addressed in order for us activists to sooner see the end of a noxious tradition.”


—Khady Koita, Founder, EuroNet-FGM and author of Blood Stains: A Child of Africa Reclaims Her Human Rights


“Everything Jeanie Kortum writes (and does!) is informed by a huge heart, a gentle and tenacious intelligence, a fierce longing to tell truth stories, a passionate dedication to the betterment of humanity. She is a wonderful writer.”


—Anne Lamott, author of Bird by Bird, Operating Instructions, and Imperfect Birds


“Jeanie Kortum is a storyteller in the ancient tradition that she writes of—at once poet, dream weaver, detective, medicine woman, and visionary. Each sentence of Stones is a work of art, each word a surprise and at the same time deeply remembered from an indigenous past buried in our cells. . . . An epic poem, a healing spell, an ancient incantation, and a page-turner novel; the reader may emerge as changed and awakened as the characters and cultures in these pages.”


—Kim Rosen, Founder, S.H.E. Fund and author of Saved by a Poem: The Transformative Power of Words


“At the heart of Stones is a harsh tradition—female genital mutilation— that tethers its tribal actors to the Kenyan earth, the cradle of humanity. Tradition encroaches upon the modern as the young anthropologist intent on scientific investigation assumes the role of a messianic heroine. . . . Carried by the soundscape of Kortum’s story, readers search for origins, struggle with change, chafe against inevitability. They are also granted the opportunity to loosen the chains of conflicted complicity through the authority of an extraordinary language.”


—Professor Dr. Maria Jaschok, Director, International Gender Studies Centre, Lady Margaret Hall, University of Oxford


“Reading Stones made my mind sweat, like listening to poignant music can do. Partly this is because of its tasty, flavorful words, which exceed what we call ‘poetry.’ And partly it is because in the protagonist Emely/ Amely, one experiences a human being turning into a divinity . . .”


—Shao John Thorpe, author of The Cargo Cult
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FOREWORD
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Jeanie Kortum has taken years to produce a lyrical mystery in the genre of magical realism that spans millennia well beyond recorded chronicles. Like Alice Walker, Kortum places female genital mutilation (FGM, affecting 130 million women) at the heart of the story, exploring most intently the toxicity of the secret, the omertà surrounding “ritual” torture to which (mainly) women subject little girls. Silence is a weapon that fractures mother-daughter bonds and in a sense excises worlds, obstructing the intimate union of mother and child at the origin of human life. Intertwining the sacred and profane, Stones journeys back to the beginning to recover the healing knowledge that all things are one.


As Gustave Flaubert famously remarked, “Madame Bovary, c’est moi,” the exquisite claim of artists, who, if they have sufficient brilliance—and Jeanie Kortum does—can dissolve labels and shift identities by investing themselves in characters not at all like themselves. Though Kortum lived for several months with a remote hunter-gatherer tribe and observed an excision, thus bringing expertise and feeling to her “facts” as a “witness through the imagination” (Lillian Kremer), the author invests her own vulnerability and strength into breathing life into Emely/Amely, her African protagonist. Not unlike Tashi/Evelyn in Alice Walker’s Possessing the Secret of Joy, these names—and “names are small rafts pushed up the river of eternity by those who have left” (Kortum)—correspond to a clash of noxious dichotomies, Emely conjuring Emma, the secular revolutionary, and Amely inferring l’âme or soul. Context determines which of the two rides the apex of the seesaw.


Imbalance is in fact the default position for pseudo-opposites, those dichotomies immortalized by, among others, Hélène Cixous and Catherine Clément in La Jeune Née (1975). Cixous and Clément list the binaries—light/dark, strong/weak—from which discourse and philosophy derive and trace them back to the Ur-opposition not in mind but in anatomy: the convex (phallus) and concave (vulva) rigid in ascendance and subordination. Another poignant discrepancy and hence inequity is introduced at birth, separation from the mother who exiles her offspring into a world that insists on difference because it bulwarks patriarchy. Mind teamed with action, however, can first blur and then overcome desolate distinctions.


Thus, far from “coopting” someone else’s narrative, Kortum transmits insights beyond the sectarian, trying to heal by envisioning the wholly human. If we are our sisters’ keeper, love lies not in abandoning girls, now grown up, who want to see an injurious custom end, but in telling their story as our own, because it is. My vulva tells me that what happens to that child happens, empathically, to me.


Resembling African sources like Kenyan author Ngügï wa Thiong’o’s novel The River Between (1965) and drawing on cultures whose matriarchal power is inferred from prehistoric female sculpture, Stones paints a character burdened for a lifetime by her mother’s fear of revealing the secret. Many initiates are told they or their loved ones will die should they “snitch,” making the taboo against naming what is done to them an insurmountable barrier to change. Fearing for her child’s life if she is (inevitably) excised but prevented by terror from revealing why, Emely’s mother sends her daughter away, enrolling her at age seven in a boarding school. Deprived of maternal warmth, feeling abandoned, the girl proves a gifted pupil in order to earn her mother’s love. Winning a scholarship to the University of Nairobi and a fellowship for her MA at UCLA, she has chosen to study “Narrative Anthropology,” at the start of the novel, Emely has just arrived back to Africa to work on a “Land Reform Project” aimed—or so Emely thinks—at finding, interviewing, and preserving remote forest cultures. In reality, a greedy professor plans to exploit the young investigator’s innocence. The remote tribe is thought to know where a sacred tablet, an Ur-script, is hidden. Purportedly the oldest document ever procured, the writing is coveted only for the price it will fetch, not for its meaning.


Its significance, however, accounts for its infinite value to the tribe and, more specifically, to the Great Mother, experienced as a craving or desire, who is purported to be dying of neglect and thus absenting herself from the flora and fauna that had fed the group. The resulting scarcity of sustenance affects the Mother, too. Needing nourishment herself, she demands it—in the form of a girl’s spilled blood, i.e., infibulation, the most severe form of cutting—and the agent of this sacrifice is destined to be Emely/Amely.


The culture our graduate has been sent to study believes in serial Stone Women—those with special, telepathic gifts enabling them to communicate with the spirit Mother, and the novel’s cohort of females, excepting only a few positive deviants, resembles in their allegiance to cutting, the majority of women where FGM persists. Now, Emely, having assumed her forest name “Amely,” is elected to be the next Stone Woman, a messianic figure in the tribe, and though she accepts aspects of this new assignment, she continues to categorically reject the practise of FGM, which she is expected to perform in a matter of weeks on a young girl. Unlike members of her tribe, Emely/Amely’s Western education banishes the inculcated anguish preventing victims from adjuring the blade. She denounces; she escapes; and Chipkorie, the youth whose vulva was to be proudly slashed and sewn, is cut but also, ultimately, not. The mystery behind this seeming incompatibility, never elucidated rationally but rather poetically and emotionally, lends the tale power and suspense.


Emely/Amely’s gift allows her to respond to the agency of stones such as jet, cuprite, serpentine, halite and quartz, so that often, boundaries understood to be factually incapable of being unbound dissolve, most significantly those between human life and death. Through history and artefact, communication has been flowing for a mere five thousand years; the span of meaning to which Emely/Amely accedes is far longer. Mystical and telepathic, ancestral women, starting from the grandmother lost when the protagonist was five, hold vigil and serve as guides to the young woman on Earth.


Hence, in a lyrical tongue replete with startling, memorable metaphors, Kortum succeeds in creating a heroine with two epistemologies at war within her, one rational and Western, derived from education, and the other intuitive-maternal or emotional-traditional. These in turn represent the twin themes of separation and fusion, stasis and motion, machine and human, whereby the longing for wholeness, cosmic and personal, triumphs.


As Toni Morrison remarked about Beloved, “the consequences of slavery only artists can deal with . . . and it’s our job!” Female genital mutilation is a subject for artists as well. Like slavery and the Holocaust, its hydra head defies a movement, underfunded to be sure, but tenacious and determined to eliminate the custom. And yet it continues. Blood, numerous cultures’ beverage of choice to slake the thirst of gods, is still sacrificed to propitiate forces of the universe far more potent than the fragile human and is often invoked, like the great flood, to enunciate the fact that the peril to the whole exceeds the danger to one individual.


Ogotu, the matriarch in Stones who insists that Emely/Amely cuts the young girl, picks up the subject as well. “If Chipkorie’s blood doesn’t run long that morning . . . there will be no more births. No more children will move from the darkness that is their mother into the light of the sky. Water will rise and become our new sky. No one will float through time on the raft of their names because no one will be called by their names anymore. And what we know is that inside of the word for us, we carry the beating hearts of all who are nameless.” Her voice, flicked with fear, flows rusty through the pipe of her throat.


Worlds are at stake.


Since time immemorial, as narrated in Shirley Jackson’s faux-realistic tale “The Lottery” (1948), a town in the United States has drawn numbers from a sacred black box every June 27. All citizens are required to be present. Chitchat occupies the villagers, but one theme emerges. Radicals are questioning the rite.


Old Man Warner snorted. “Pack of crazy fools,” he said. “Listening to the young folks, nothing’s good enough for them. Next thing you know, they’ll be wanting to go back to living in caves, nobody work anymore, live that way for a while. Used to be a saying about ‘Lottery in June, corn be heavy soon.’ First thing you know, we’d all be eating stewed chickweed and acorns. There’s always been a lottery,” he added petulantly. “Bad enough to see young Joe Summers up there joking with everybody.”


Now, what is the prize? The “winner”—a mother of three named Tessie—is stoned to death. Why? “Lottery in June, corn be heavy soon.”


Blood sacrifice for food, for procreation, for fear that, as Shakespeare wrote, “As flies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods,/They kill us for their sport./” (King Lear, act 4, scene 1.)


Female genital mutilation is in large measure the Grim Reaper’s doing. Given the longing to preempt his power, people temper terror by substituting sacrifice, less grievous and under control, for the caprice of malevolent forces of nature. Blood, the fearsome fluid, is seen as indispensable, and female blood, that of childbirth, the most precious gift of all.


In Kortum’s work of magical realism, the practice of FGM itself, neither exaggerated nor sensational, is excruciatingly accurate and real. Furthermore, having made the protagonist a fledgling anthropologist, the author is critiquing the role academics play in the perpetuation of FGM. To compare “fiction” to ethnography, let’s consider a typical peer-reviewed study, the report of an anthr/apologist, Aud Talle, who observes the Maasai. I’ve taken Talle’s field notes and rearranged and condensed them to improve readability but kept in quotation marks the exact words she chose.


“As soon as the circumciser began cutting her flesh,” Talle reports, “the [teen] started to fight back.” . . . When attendants failed “to hold her down . . . the elder brother and guardian . . . told [them] . . . to use ropes.”


The operation had to take place at once “because the cattle were restlessly waiting.” But things were taking time. Efforts to lasso the girl’s ankles failed, because, desperate, she kicked and struggled until exhaustion claimed her and she could finally be bound. Yet it’s still not straight sailing. Without room in which to wrench her thighs apart, the actors called for back-up, and it came.


One of the men observing the scene . . . offer[ed to] help. Forcing his stick through the mud wall . . . , he made a hole, and pulled out one of the rope ends. The other rope was fastened to a roof beam at the entrance to the house (pp. 94–95).


At last, the circumciser could proceed. . . . With tiny movements she carved away the clitoris and the labia minora, while the women in loud voices instructed her how to cut. The blood rushed forward, and for us outside the actual scene, it was as if the excited voices of the women and the heavy breathing of the girl would never . . . end (p. 95).


Caught somewhere between horror and truth, Talle admits:


The smell of blood and sweat forced itself through the wall and incorporated us into what was happening inside. My own pulse beat more quickly. . . . [And] instantly, I understood what a personal challenge anthropological fieldwork could be. I was witnessing “torture,” and the fact that I remained standing with the others outside somehow sanctioned what happened inside. . . .


My point exactly, with one proviso: anthropologists don’t “somehow sanction” FGM. Their “white coats” legitimize it and thereby vitiate activists’ campaigns. Note that the original essay places “torture” in quotation marks, meaning to convey, is it really torture? No, not really . . .


But FGM is torture—sans quotation marks. And even when anesthesia works in clinics, amputations inflict lasting wounds and violate human rights.


Kortum shares this understanding but exceeds it. Appeals to human rights go only so far; statistical analyses, medical persuasion, and lofty sermons cannot address the roots of FGM. Only stories like Kortum’s Stones do, with its intricate heights and depths, emotions, inventions, and insight. To my knowledge, no tale about the ablation of female genitalia has yet gone so deep, unstringing this tenacious custom’s complex knots. Archetypal, biblical, redemptive, hallucinatory, psycho-theological, and ultimately breathtaking, Kortum’s book takes ambitious leaps and dives into uncharted water.


Dr. Tobe Levin von Gleichen: Associate, the Hutchins Center for African and African American Research, Harvard University, visiting Research Fellow, International Gender Studies Centre, Lady Margaret Hall, University of Oxford.


January 2017




We know that much pagan thought, as exemplified in the famous phrase, “as above, so below,” suggests that the terms “inferior” and “superior” are unreal. The idea “as above, so below,” evokes an awe toward Nature, a sense that we share consciousness with plants, animals, stars, and stones, and that all living creatures, including stones, share a consciousness with the Soul of the World . . . or the spiritual genius of the Earth.


—Robert Bly, News of the Universe
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CHAPTER 1
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Iwas not an important woman when I was alive. I never owned land, and I didn’t have a lot of cows. I lived in a hut made by my own hands from cattle dung and mud, and never left my village until I died.


I am not large, but the story I have to tell is large. Its distinction and importance selected me, and I’ve become bigger simply through its telling. I will try to use all of my words to tell this story, but I have to move carefully; I want to enter your ears and hearts a little askew—to grow the spaces for wonder this way so you can fill those spaces with what you know, and, more important, with what you don’t know. There is an art to talking about what is not always easily understood.


I remember the long walk to the cave where I was born. I remember that even longer climb from my bed when I died. Death seems to turn up the volume on that important conversation: Where are we going? What are we supposed to do with this splendid gift of existence? Even in death I don’t have an answer to those questions, but what I do know is this: what I loved most in life was my granddaughter, and what I love most in death has continued to be her. And she’s in trouble. She has no idea what she’s stumbled into, or what harm she’s already done.





CHAPTER 2
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Emely sees a nose, the camouflage pattern of uniforms, the sharp glint of a gun. Soldiers, she thinks to herself, but it’s as though the thought has floated toward her from somewhere else. She curls her hand around the handle of her suitcase, pulls her backpack in close. More men move behind the cab, begin to talk to each other in short, jagged sentences that sound foreign after her years away. One of the soldiers leans over, shines a flashlight through the window. Its yellow beam snakes across the shabby upholstery, touches her face for a moment, then travels on to the back of the taxi driver’s head. It’s as though the light activates her thoughts; stray, divided, unimportant reactions fill her head.


I hope Mama’s present wasn’t broken in the airplane, she thinks. When I get to the youth hostel, I’m going to take a long, hot shower.


One of the soldiers speaks. “Step outside, ma’am,” he says carefully, almost formally. She thinks he might be enjoying his small authority.


“Yes,” she manages to say, and fumbles for the latch on the door. When it finally opens, it makes a sweet, rusty sound like the gate from her mother’s garden that leads to the cow pasture. And then, when she stands and her lungs fill, she finds what it is she’s forgotten. The air, the air! It’s alive with both animal and plant breath, and she’s forgotten how old it is, how fragrant, how it travels across such a long distance. Even the night feels different. Long, black, almost thick, it settles like a drape across her shoulders.


“Didn’t you know there’s a curfew on?” one of the soldiers asks. Long holes have been punctured into his earlobes, stretching the skin several inches. Those ears, that stretched skin, fight the fastidiousness of his starched uniform. Emely has to remind herself not to stare.


“Well, didn’t you?”


She hears deep inside his indignation something having to do with his position, maybe even the starched corners of his shirt collar.


“Well?”


She senses the press of other soldiers behind the leader. He’s beginning to sound angry. She comes quickly back to attention.


“Yes,” she replies. “They told us on the plane just before we landed.”


“So what are you doing out here after curfew?”


She sifts through everything she could mention. She could tell him she’s just been offered an important job with the Land Reform Movement, that she is a student just returning home from years abroad. But maybe that will make him angry; he might frown on a woman ambitious enough to dream of a life away from her cooking pot.


A familiar impatience stirs. Pay attention! she tells herself. If she concentrates and doesn’t float away like she usually does, maybe she’ll be able to figure a way out of this mess.


Emely does this all the time—talks to herself. She makes lists and schedules, gives speeches, exhorts rather than really converses. Even as a little girl, she always floated a little ways from the world; even back then she had had to discipline herself to step back into it. But all that hard interior pushing certainly has paid off, hasn’t it? Long after most of her schoolmates dropped out, she has stayed in school. Her discipline won her a scholarship to the university, which in turn brought her to the attention of the professor who recommended her for graduate work in America. It brought her to this moment: home, triumphant, with a framed diploma wrapped in her favorite sweater.


But somehow, breathing this night, inhaling this old air, she can’t think of the right thing to say. Heat—alive, desirous, the way it is in Africa—releases the smell of earth. She travels through that heat, down through the bones of animals, down into the ancient world that exists behind the one before her. Instincts long buried in her nervous system begin to bloom.


She knows, for instance, just from the content of the moisture in the air, what time it is.


“What’s the matter with you, lady? Answer me!” Light from the soldier’s flashlight blasts over her face.


“Please,” she replies. “The driver and I, we needed to get to the youth hostel. We weren’t trying to do anything wrong. We thought we had enough time, really.”


There, finally, an explanation—and a tidy one at that. She looks at the soldiers expectantly.


But then the sky lowers, almost with a weight. It’s like lying under a quilt breathing this air—thoughts, history, old stories, older dreams, all stitched into the dark. Half-remembered conversations, half-heard laughter floods her mind with memories.


Mama, she silently asks, what are you doing now?





CHAPTER 3
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Only a few hours ago, the plane, ambitious in its descent, eagerly inhaled air, controlled hysteria as the pilot struggled to harness all that forward impulse, bring all those hours of movement into a state of stasis. The stewardess’s metallic voice sounded overhead: “The use of electronic items is strictly forbidden; please keep your tray in an upright position.”


Outside the window, row after row of shanties pulled away into the hissing night. Ragged palms, the bracelet of chain-link fences, a taxi cab too alert for this broken-down neighborhood humming its commercial animation through the night.


The plane finally hit the ground, the wheels shuddered, and finally Emely was home.


In the stunned silence of all that halted motion, she sat crumpling a Styrofoam cup between her fingers. Suddenly, all she wanted was to return to Los Angeles, where at least the lies were better hidden. There was a quality of waiting to her country—resentment, submission, a persistent unease—the same kind of waiting that lives behind the eyes of an abused woman. What terrible wave of violence was going to erupt next? What political uprising?


Some mornings, the people in her country woke to a whole new world, with violence so focused it could only be taken personally.


The stewardess’s voice again: “Please arrive at your destination no later than eleven o’clock. A curfew is in effect.”


A few months ago, the abused woman had blinked during yet another revolt from a combination of a faction of soldiers and a sprinkling of student anarchists. The revolt had been quickly, viciously quelled, but the country was still in lockdown mode. This was the country Emely was going to give her life to, and yet—unexpectedly—it repelled her.





CHAPTER 4
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And now, a short hour later, a soldier is directing a flashlight over Emely’s body. Carefully, almost lovingly, he touches every part of her with the light. Other soldiers line up behind their leader to scrutinize her. She sees their silhouettes against the sky. She could lose everything by what she says or doesn’t say next.


She begins speaking into the flashlight’s yellow beam.


“Please,” she says, “it was a mistake. We just miscalculated, that’s all.” Her voice quivers with fear. “The drive just took a little longer than we thought it would.”


The flashlight comes closer, the light grows brighter. “But you knew you were taking a chance, didn’t you?” the soldier asks. “You knew you might be late.”


She swallows, can’t think of one thing to say. “I’ve been away too long,” she finally manages to murmur, and in all that darkness comes a tiny sprig of a memory, another time when she was truly scared. She was around five and her grandmother, wishing to initiate her into some of her tribal secrets, brought her to a ceremony. Many women were there; most were naked, glazed with red mud. There was a young girl, Aziza, who was maybe twelve; she lived down the road from Emely. The girl’s head had been shaved, and Emely remembers how its shape drew her to it. She wanted to place her hands on it, know its curve. Aziza looked at her, and Emely knew in that moment that she was scared, but then a woman, so old her arteries lined her arms like an unfurled skein of lumpy yarn, appeared.


The old woman had braided and oiled her hair so that it protruded from her head like a ram’s horn. The horn spiked over her head, pushed into the air toward the place where all this was going. The old woman reached down, grabbed Emely from her grandmother, held her so tight, she could barely breathe. The chanting grew loud, then louder, and the women’s voices braided together. The voices joined the horn, pointed with it toward the thing that was coming.


And then that scream, Aziza’s terrible scream. Emely joined it with one of her own. She struggled, and the old woman tried to hold her, but she wiggled away. Got to get to Mama, got to get to Mama.


She rushed through the forest of legs and ran all the way home, where she found her mother standing in her garden, talking calmly to a neighbor. Emely rushed into her arms, so breathless she couldn’t talk . . . and later she didn’t want to. Her mother held her, kept that terrible horn away. Night lowered, stars appeared in the sky, and what her mother talked about with the neighbor rumbled through her body. Heat released the smell of the river and the earth, and Emely wanted to stay there forever. Everything that was in that time, all of her childhood, resided in each breath.


Later that night, there would be kale stirred round and round by her mother’s spoon, the sweet tumble of rain, and then heavy, innocent sleep uncorrupted by screams. For this short time, all that she had just seen, all that was about to come—her grandmother’s death a few months later, her parents’ decision to send her away to the Lutheran Boarding School for the Education of Young Men and Women, all those lonely years in college and graduate school—was held in abeyance by her mother’s sheltering arms.


Even today, that simple moment of belonging remained with her, unaltered by the dissonance of some fifteen years. These many years later she could still feel how it felt to be rocked in her mother’s arms, made safe by love.


But a memory can’t shield her from these soldiers, can it? The leader lowers the light over Emely’s body. Possessive, hard, it presses through her shirt to her breasts, glides down over her waist, touches her rumpled jeans, her shoes. Her body feels as though it’s not quite hers; she dares not move or change her expression without permission. And then the light comes back to her face and stays there, and that’s when she realizes that these men don’t view a curfew violation as something merely careless; to them, it is a potential act of violence against the government. To these men, she is already an enemy.


“We’ll look through her luggage now,” the leader says grimly. The taxi driver gets out of the car.


The soldiers open the taxi’s trunk, and within seconds her whole life is scattered across the road: her favorite, much-underlined books; worn notebooks scribbled with private thoughts; her UCLA sweatshirt; her Mickey Mouse watch from Disneyland, so special she didn’t wear it on the plane; hair oil; presents for her family; all this is strewn carelessly in the dirt. The soldiers move efficiently, murmuring to each other in a language now grown sharp, syllables that could nick the air. Books are turned upside down and shaken, containers opened, fingers jabbed into their contents—the soldiers even examine the backpack’s tubing. What frightens Emely more than their questions is that what seemed to her a few moments ago to merely be procedure, soldiers just doing their jobs, has swelled into something more dangerous—a feeling that these men are bullies, or something much worse. Something having to do with them being bored.


“What country did you say you were coming from?” asks the leader.


“United States,” she answers quickly.


“What were you doing there?”


“I was a student.”


“Where?”


“UCLA,” she answers, and then realizes he probably doesn’t know what those letters stand for, might even think she is insulting him or showing off. “That stands for University of California, Los Angeles.”


Does she sound patronizing? If she says something more will they punish her for being different from traditional women? She tries to fit her mind into these old ways, notices for the first time her earrings dangling from one of the soldiers’ fingers.


Another soldier approaches the leader, carefully holding her Rubik’s cube. “Look at this, sir,” he says, handing it over.


The leader brings the cube slowly up to eye level, holding the beam of his flashlight on it all the while. He says something low that she can’t quite catch. The other soldiers come to peer over his shoulder. “What is this?” he asks.


“It’s a toy,” she replies. “A puzzle. You line up the squares so that each side is one color.”


The beam from the flashlight makes the cube’s reds, greens, and yellows look aggressive, too cheerful.


Hoping to make things more ordinary, she says, “I was taking it home for one of my brothers.”


The soldiers pass it amongst themselves, and Emely begins to breathe deeply, her spirits lifting. Maybe I’ve just exaggerated the danger, she thinks to herself. Maybe everything is going to be all right after all. I could be just like the Rubik’s cube to these men—a novelty, a game, just another way to pass the evening.


Laughter erupts from the group of soldiers, and she relaxes even further. She sees that the soldiers were once boys.


The taxi driver has drawn near and when he speaks into her ear, Emely jumps in surprise.


“I know what to do,” he whispers. His hands brush hers conspiratorially.


“What?” she asks, alarmed. “What are you going to do?”


“Watch and see,” he says, and something about the way he wears his old worn hat, cocked so jauntily to one side, makes her newly afraid.


“No,” she says. She tries to grab his arm. “Don’t do anything!”


He turns and winks. “Don’t worry, little miss,” he says. “They expect it.”


Emely knows this man’s life from her student years here in the capital. He lives in one small room crowded with dozens of extended family members. He has a wife older than her actual years, who cooks on a coal pot in the alley out back, blaming him for all she’s lost. He’s like thousands of others living in the city trying to stay alive, his hopes reduced to earning a few coins by the end of the day with which to buy some liquor. Hoping to provide better for their children, most of the city’s vast population has migrated from the countryside, but are now even poorer than before. At least in the country they belonged to a tribal hierarchy that, though rigid, provided answers, an articulate largesse that sometimes gave one value simply through membership. But here in this shrill city with nothing to belong to, people fall back on the basest of motivations. Whatever the driver is going to do next will probably offend Emely. What she doesn’t know is if it will offend the soldiers as well.


The driver approaches the leader and, smiling, draws from his pocket a raggedy pile of bills. Peeling one from the pile, he tries to hand it to the leader. The soldier does nothing. The driver’s smile becomes wider. He adds another bill to the first.


Emely is trying to feel the sky above her, to disappear in its breath— tries this way to make whatever is happening in front of her smaller. It doesn’t work. The driver’s absolute conviction that the leader is bribable—that it is simply a matter of determining how much he wants— holds a peculiar fascination for her.


“Come on, man, what’s your problem?” the driver asks when the leader does not accept the money.


The leader says nothing, and the taxi driver laughs an ugly sound that has nothing to do with mirth.


“Okay, okay,” he says, his smile now grown forced. “You want more, is that it?”


He bends over, takes off his shoe, and, reaching into the toe, draws out a crumpled bill. Despite her fear, Emely finds herself admiring his absolute insistence that he’s running the show.


The leader stands rigid. “I don’t want it,” he says. “Put it back.”


When the taxi driver speaks again, his voice has softened. “This is a lot of money,” he cajoles. “You can buy yourself a girl, have yourself a good time!” He laughs; the sound rises and scratches the sky. “Find yourself a pretty girl like this one here.”


Emely decides to use what she knows to travel away. She knows about the Land Settlement Policy of 1993. She knows how to successfully present a paper to a classroom of opinionated scholars. She knows how many feet of lumber can be cut from a large ponderosa pine—approximately twelve hundred. She knows about various farming procedures in her country, the population per square mile, vaccination techniques to prevent infant mortality. Usually she knows when to talk and when not to. She knows about different kinds of loving, how to take a child onto her lap and make him laugh, that she loves her mother and father, the professor, her grandmother who has died. All of this she reviews and remembers. What she doesn’t know is what she’s doing standing here in this dark night.


She stares at the leader. He’s still at attention, his hands at his side. She wants to compliment him on his patience, then remembers that she is already in violation, a potential threat to the government.


“I’ve even got a sister,” the driver cackles. “She’s very pretty and very, very juicy, if you know what I mean.” He pumps his hips suggestively.


She knows the script for this exchange, and when the driver laughs—he, too, has read the leader’s embarrassment—she’s not really surprised when the leader unstraps his gun.


The soldiers wait for some kind of sign as to how this night will go, and the driver waits with a trace of his former grin still lingering on his face. He now knows he’s gone too far.


When the gun finally moves, it seems to travel in slow motion. The side of the gun strikes the driver’s cheek, and his flesh looks like bread dough spilled over the edge of a pan. Emely hears a sharp crack. She is surprised to see the taxi driver still standing after the blow.


There is another moment of suspended quiet, and that is when Emely realizes there have been sounds in the night all this time—grass blades whispering, the faraway humming of insects, the distant, steady wind.


The Rubik’s cube has long since dropped to the ground. The beating begins in earnest, all the soldiers joining in, bunching their fists into tight, hard weapons.


What has become of her self-confident American strut, the label on her jeans? Is this happening because she hasn’t paid attention? Everything that Emely has learned in the United States vanishes, and she’s once again a frightened tribeswoman engaged by forces she doesn’t quite understand.


The sound of the beating continues. She hears the gasp of air being sucked in, the thud of flesh hitting flesh. The driver is no longer standing. Nothing from the world she recently left seems to exist here, none of the same rules apply. The driver was crude, that’s true; he demeaned the leader in front of his men, but he still doesn’t deserve to be so viciously, thoroughly beaten. Will they shoot him, then turn to her next? If she turns and runs, the soldiers will certainly follow her, maybe beat her to death.


So what does Emely do? Once again she floats away, concentrates on the sky, on breathing in its air, not this blood-red scene before her. Breathing it in, pushing it out. She puts her hand into her pocket, touches first the stone she carries for luck then finds a ballpoint pen, begins to nervously push its tiny knob in and out with her fingers.


Fierce, hard hits now, some with the butt of the gun. The driver, his upper lip curled back, sports a new gap where two teeth recently were. Blood pours from his nose, splatters the ground.


The nub of the pen going in and out marks the beating like a tiny metronome. Emely takes her hands out of her pockets, folds her arms across her chest. Are the spots on the soldiers’ uniforms the driver’s blood, or part of their camouflage? She looks down at her shoes and realizes they are sprayed with blood as well.


When the soldiers finally stop hitting the driver, they turn and look at her. They draw near, the men, silhouettes, moving in a pack. Boots scrape the ground, and she stands there, not understanding—and then, when she does understand, does not want to know. She is next. She begins to back up. A low moan slides from between her lips. A slow “no.”


“No,” she says louder, surprised by her voice. She’s suddenly angry. “What are you doing?” she says. “I’m a patriot serving this country!”


They begin to surround her.


She has an idea. “I’m an anthropologist,” she says and digging into her fanny pack, pulls out her official ID. “I’m working on Professor Cambura’s Land Reform project.”


That seems to stop them. They look at each other. The leader takes her card, shines his flashlight on it. “Maybe we better take her to Chief Kenti,” he says to the soldiers, and then turns back to her.


“Get in the car, miss. You’re under arrest.”





CHAPTER 5


[image: Images]


The last time you saw me alive, Granddaughter, you were only five. I was sliding up one side of my breath, trying to bring it in, falling down the other side, trying to push it out. And what were you doing? You were clinging to my neck, squeezing so hard I could barely breathe. And that wasn’t a good thing, because I needed all the air I could get for the matter at hand; I was dying.


“Don’t go, don’t go,” you called, only inches from my ear. No one had ever left you before. “Granddaughter,” I wanted to say, “can’t you see I’m a little busy?”


A hygienic swish of white robes, and Father Joseph entered the hut. What has my foolish, God-fearing daughter done now? Get that man out of here! The last thing I needed in all the world was a priest.


He glanced at me. “Looks like I’m here just in time,” he whispered. And my daughter? Well, she looked at Father Joseph like he was providence itself, everything I’d taught her chased out of her ears by church and that small-minded, bland husband she married. She didn’t even keep the name you were supposed to have, “Amely,” the name waiting for you chiseled on the walls of a cave deep in the forest. She changed your name to the more ordinary Emely. Never mind. You will always be Amely to me.


“I thought you could administer last rites,” my daughter said, wiping tears from her eyes.


Father Joseph walked over to my bed, looked down, and laid his hand on my forehead. “May the Lord in His love and mercy help you with the grace of His Holy Spirit,” he intoned.


Well, you, Amely, you weren’t having any of this, were you now? You pushed under the priest’s arm, climbed up into my bed, pressed your hot little body against mine. If I’d had more energy, I would have laughed.


The priest put his hand on your shoulder. “Emely,” he said, “give your grandmother a little more room.”


Room. Ha! Shows how much he knew about dying! The last thing in the world I needed was more room. What I needed to do was to try to get small, because I was headed toward that point of light out there. I had to get so small I could slip through it. And that was a difficult assignment, because what I was discovering in those last few moments of my life was that the bodily house is full of light, that there was a constant movement against all the surfaces of who I was. Big light, huge light, and it was just as solid as my bones.


Just a few hours earlier I had somehow managed to rise from that bed. I’d had one last thing to do. I knew I was fast becoming a “was,” but I needed to stay an “is” a little bit longer. I’d moved slowly toward the garden, my pain filling the hut. “Amely,” I had called. “I have something to give you beyond the ears of your mother.”


In the garden, you climbed up into my lap, just as you always did, and I wrapped my arms around you. I knew I was giving you a burden—the burden to remember. The story I was going to tell you was the most holy story of all, but I needed to fortify you for the years away from me. You had the spaces inside for what the world was trying to forget. Even at the age of five, you possessed a steadfast purpose that chastened anything superfluous in your path. Everything alive was your family. Five or six dogs followed you everywhere. Everyone in the village thought you fed them, but that wasn’t it, was it? Somehow those animals knew you were their home.


Holes, more light. I was fast turning to lace. I had to tell this story quickly. “The ways of Jesus are fast spreading across this land,” I began that day in the garden. “They are erasing the old ways. Even your own mother doesn’t believe. But the story I will tell you goes back to a time even before Jesus was born. It goes back to the first fire. You must not be careless with it, though; this story belongs to many. It’s not just yours to give away.”


I was wearing my favorite old brown sweater. You stuck your fingers into its holes, hooking yourself into me. Somehow, you knew this story needed all ten fingers.


“There will be a time when you will use this story to save your life,” I continued, “and the lives of others. Do you promise to be careful with it, granddaughter?”


You looked up into my face, your eyes dark and serious. “Yes, Grandmama,” you solemnly promised.


If I weren’t dying already, the lie you told me that morning in the garden would surely have killed me right then and there.


I told you the story then, trying to tell it so well you would always have its melody to lean against. When I finished, you were quiet. “Where are you going, Grandmama?” you eventually asked. I remember looking down into your sweet face. The light behind me shone through me, and I saw some of that distance in your eyes as well.


“Far, far away,” I replied, trying to soothe you. “But close enough so that I will always see you.”


For the last time that afternoon, we sat together in the garden, and I said good-bye to everything I loved: plowing with my favorite ox, all the animal’s improbable and miscellaneous parts moving together across the red loamed earth; cooking chapatis over my fire (how many had I made in my life, circling, circling always, crimping the edges of the dough with my fingers, making that small wheel that spun my days forward toward this, my final moment?). I remembered as well the many times I had walked to the river, the soles of my feet burning with all that inhaled sun; the talk of the women running into the water, coming back as song; the dimpled bottoms of my grandchildren spilling over my arms. I remembered taking an ax to a tree for firewood, the split-open, just-been-born smell of it all; going to the fields for maize, the dry shiver of all those unclothed sheaths, the plump sweetness waiting inside; pounding the maize at the grinder, powder leaking down . . . this village, its noisy storms, its green pastures spilling toward the sky; love given back, really.


But most of all, Amely, what I hated about dying was leaving you. You were and are my best thing. Always, my best thing.


And now, a few hours later, I was back in bed doing the hard work of dying.


Father Joseph reached down into his robe and drew out a small, green velvet bag. “May the Lord turn His countenance to you and grant you peace,” he said in his important sermon-giving voice. He pulled the tassels of the bag and took out a silver cross and a small bottle. “Christ is the only true God,” he said as he unscrewed the bottle. “May this pagan heart accept Him tonight.” He splattered me with holy water.


Another voice began to hum in my ear. I am waiting for you at the edge of light. Friday, September, April? You say your tiny words, mount the tiny hills of your days, and none of this matters. I love perfectly, because I love nothing in particular. Words like lungsful of air, words that glowed in the dark. The Great Mother, the hard stone of prayer inside the blue, blue sweep of her sky.


No more pain now, I was traveling toward her, into her, becoming her. I could barely hear Father Joseph now.


Actual death is a little like floating. Loosened from the strange and wonderful grip of mortality, my body was changing. I was becoming pure movement, flowing into the curve of the sky. Women out there, many women, pulling me toward them—a hand, breasts, more hands, smiles . . . oh, such welcoming goodness! I was moving toward them, but before I was with them all the way, I turned one more time to look at you.


You knew I was leaving. Your eyes were large, and I could see that you’d reached down into yourself, to the place where you really live. And then what did you do? You leaned over the emptying husk that was my body and tried to give me your five-year-old breath. Your lips were warm and slightly damp against mine. I didn’t take that breath, and that’s how you knew I was dying—I had never refused anything from you. And that’s also when you pressed your body even tighter against mine. Even the priest and my daughter knew now to stay away.


Climbing, climbing, I was moving away from my final stillness, riding my last singular breath far away from the deep green of my home, toward and into the great indestructible Mother. I was small now, small enough to get through that single radiant point of grace out there. One last look back, and that’s how I know that in that final moment, you leaned over and pulled my last breath into you.


Mama, daughter, grandmama, the slide of those small syllables no longer fit; you don’t name one breeze in the wind, one wave in the ocean, do you? Africa, Okino, I belong to so many now, I am no longer just one name. There is no separation when you’re dead—no black, no white, no otherness. We all just run into each other, swirled together into one thick, rich consciousness. What someone knows in America flows into what someone else knows from Tibet. All experiences run into each other, too; lawyers, teachers, plumbers, doctors, and chefs— we have all sung our children to sleep.


And what we know is this: you’re in trouble, Amely, and we, the dead, watch.





CHAPTER 6


[image: Images]


The man the soldiers bring her to, Police Chief Kenti, is a dark force. He gazes at Emely with steady eyes that seem to be all pupils. The gray in his hair streaks from his forehead in tidy strands. He sits in a chair wearing a starched shirt, but there’s a light mark on his lower lip that clashes with his immaculate, almost severe, surface. About the size of a little finger, the area makes Emely think that, at some time in Chief Kenti’s life, a torrent of angry words indented his lower lip.


He stares at her so ominously that words begin to pour from her mouth. “Please, sir,” she says, “let me explain. They told us on the plane about the curfew, but I wanted to get to the youth hostel. It’s cheap, you know. The taxi driver assured me we could get there in time.”


The chief continues to stare. His eyes reflect nothing from within. Vast, unruffled, he is so still he is almost more geography than man. He doesn’t even blink.


Emely clears her throat, plunges on, decides to repeat what seemed to stop the soldiers out on the road: “I’m an anthropologist, employed by the Land Reform Movement.”


More silence. Light chopped by the fan on the ceiling flicks across the police chief. Although the light grazes his skin, burnishes his cheeks, rounds his forehead, it somehow seems to remain separate from him. She can’t imagine him being a boy or a father. Has he ever laughed in a movie theater, ever loved a woman, balanced a child on those massive shoulders?


He has not spoken a word, and she is more frightened of him than she ever was of the soldiers. His great silence makes her continue to babble. She throws words of explanation into the dark holes of his eyes—no discipline, no thought.


“I’m only a student,” she continues. “And I can’t really afford anything besides the youth hostel.”


When his voice finally comes, it is so deep it seems to rumble through long corridors before it reaches the air. “What is your name?” he asks.


“Emely Matei,” she answers breathlessly.


“Do you have any identification?”


“Certainly,” she replies. She reaches into her fanny pack, opens her wallet, flips opens the plastic container that holds her international driver’s license. He is already in possession of her passport, student ID, and official travel papers.


He glances impassively at her license. “This is quite a serious offense,” he says. “It could mean a long time in prison.” He speaks carefully. There is a precision in his voice, as though he never puts anything out there into the world that he hasn’t already considered.


Her heart beats rapidly. “I’m sorry, sir,” she replies. “I’ve been away for three years. This is my first time back. I just got a master’s degree in Narrative Folklore. I used to live in this city and attended the university here before earning a scholarship to study in America. I’ve worked very hard. I’m just trying to get home.” Her voice has become a tiny flame. “I haven’t seen my family in three years,” she pleads. “I’m from the mountains. I’m not a criminal. I just underestimated the time it would take to get to the youth hostel. That’s all.”


His eyebrows rise. More silence follows, and then into the quiet comes a voice.


Amely, I am here.


It is unbidden, moving up from a source deep within her, flowing past all her hard-earned, school-taught facts, the known and the proven. Her grandmother. She has finally broken through.


What? Emely asks silently. Who’s that? She asks this, although she already knows the answer.


Step carefully, Granddaughter.


Grandmama?


It is only in the empty spaces where the living don’t know everything that the dead can finally speak. You’re so frightened, Amely, you’re finally beginning to hear me.


Of course she tries to shake it off. I must be really scared, she tells herself. Grandmama is dead. Pull yourself together.


She tries again. “Sir,” she says, “this is all just a big mistake.”


You’re in more danger than you know, Amely.


Although she doesn’t believe this voice is anything more than the product of fear, she silently pleads with it. Grandmama, she says, leave me alone. You can’t help me here.


You’ve asked me to come, child.


What? She wets her lips. How could I have asked you to come?


A small, unknown part of you asked for me, her grandmother says. And because I love you and you’re in trouble, I came. You need me, child. The man before you is dangerous. Look before you; what do you see?


Despite the fact that she doesn’t truly believe her grandmother’s voice is real, Emely tries to argue, as usual. He’s just a man, Grandmama. An important man, that’s true, but just a man, nevertheless.


There’s more, her grandmother says. Much more. Look again. The man before you is one of the entities who has become so injured by life he has given away everything that makes him a man. You must be careful, Amely. He is only temporarily wearing flesh.


Emely’s heartbeat fills the room. She stares into the chief’s eyes, fighting panic.


These entities will turn you into something that is theirs, Amely, her grandmother continues. They will turn you silent and then demand to speak through you.


Perhaps because she is so alone, Emely finally asks for help.


Grandmama, she says. What should I do?


Words, child, her grandmother replies. Use your words. It’s what you’ve got the most of. Do what you do best; use your words like planks to build a house, a house with walls he can’t enter.


What words, Grandmama?


Drop inside, she instructs. What do you see?


Facts, indignation, statistics . . . These?


Yes.


Emely is not conscious of breaking the paralysis that has been holding her. One moment she is standing frozen in front of the desk, the next she is leaning in toward the police chief, is speaking once again. She tries a new tack.


“Sir,” she says, her voice quaking, “I haven’t done anything wrong, and there’s a man outside who has been viciously beaten by your soldiers just for being out ten minutes past curfew. It’s a definite human rights violation.”


The man twists his lips into a shallow smile that speaks to both conversations: the words she has just spoken and the communication below her voice, which she somehow knows he hears.


“We aren’t criminals,” she says.


Grandmama’s voice comes back, smooth, liquid, and sweet. Keep going, Amely. You’re walking down the right path.


Her eyes travel to the picture of the president on the wall. “I’m not a traitor. As I mentioned, I’m part of the government’s Land Reform Commission.”


The police chief straightens his pen so that it is at a right angle to the desk.


“I have an assignment that begins in two weeks.”


Finally, attention curves around the edges of his silence.


“My assignment is to record the Okinos’ lifestyle, their stories, language, artifacts. It’s the first stage in a large plan designed to unify all the tribes in our country.”


“The Okino?” His eyes seem brighter. “The Okino, near Ambolmas?”


She nods.


“Tell me more,” he says. His tongue flicks across his lower lip.


She straightens her shoulders, tries to speak crisply. “I’m to document their way of life. The time will come when the Okino will realize the forest can no longer support their current lifestyle. The ecosystem can’t sustain much game, and because of the timber harvest, eroded soil is silting up the river. There can’t be too many fish left to eat.”


Grandmama’s voice again. Good, child, she says. He’s listening.


“Is this Professor Cambura’s experiment, by any chance?” he asks. He floats the word experiment upon a raft of disdain.


Although Emely has already sensed he knows everything about her, she’s surprised at the mention of her mentor. “Why, yes!” she exclaims. “Do you know him?”


“I’ve made his acquaintance,” he responds. “I’ve even had some influence on the project.”


She’s surprised again. “I thought it was a university plan,” she says. “I didn’t know that the police were involved.”


He picks up a pile of paper, thumps it against the desk. “This is a project to collect data on all of our countries and indigenous people, isn’t it?” he asks.


“Yes,” she answers. “We know their lives will be untenable in another twenty years or so. We’ll teach the people farming, health care, nutrition, good things like that. We want to record their way of life now and prepare them for new ways of living in the future.”


She recalls his use of the word experiment and adds brightly, “The idea has been tried very successfully in other countries.” She finds herself nodding too much, smiling too often. “If everyone has access to the same standard of living, there won’t be so much fighting among our different tribes. I’m only involved in the first stage, however—the observing and the recording.”


“How will you communicate with the professor?” he asks. “I understand he is the lead coordinator on this project.”


She doesn’t know why he wants this information, but she’s anxious to make a professional impression. “I’ll have a radio,” she says. “And we’re going to establish a series of contact days. Professor Cambura changed my life, you know. He urged me to go to America, and he’s the one who gave me this job.”


The first time she heard the professor speak was during her freshmen year at the university. He was giving a lecture on the Land Reform Movement, and at the last moment she decided to attend. She had heard he was a visionary who was working closely with a committee of scholars, environmentalists, international activists, and politicians to develop a plan to address the needs of tribal people. Going into the lecture she had only a slight interest in the subject, but sitting in the darkened auditorium, she was mesmerized.


The professor articulated a vision of a unified country, and for the first time, Emely could imagine it. With a fair and equal standard of living for all citizens, he theorized, internal conflict could be quelled— but he also stressed how crucial it was not to lose what the indigenous people knew. He said it was critical to send scholars into the field to document the traditional way of life.


After that lecture, Emely changed her major from political science to anthropology, and in the year and a half that followed, she studied hard—writing papers, reading, and presenting oral treatises about the importance of preserving and recording tribal beliefs. Eventually, she found a tributary of anthropology that she loved: the gathering of narrative folklore. UCLA had a department specializing in this branch of anthropology, and at the professor’s urging, Emely applied for a scholarship, never imagining that she would ever be actually accepted.


The next part of Emely’s life was like a fairy tale. Every year the professor took some of his best students under his wing, and now Emely was one of them. When first invited to his Sunday salons, she sat shyly through the lively intellectual debates in his living room. Gradually, however, she began to speak, and—especially after she was accepted to UCLA, lit from the inside—she began to dazzle the room with her opinions, facts, clever arguments, and hope (all calculated, of course, to bring a smile to her mentor’s face).


And smile he did. He told her that when she completed her studies in America, he wanted her to work with him on the Land Reform Movement. “You’ll be one our first foot soldiers,” he said. And when she received his letter in America formerly offering her a job, how proud she felt. Emely Matei, daughter of a tea grower from a mountain tribe, would figure in her country’s future!


The police chief interrupts her thoughts. “You seem very young,” he challenges. “Why were you chosen for this important assignment?”


“I was recommended by the professor,” she says proudly. “My grandmother was an Okino, and she left the forest when she was twelve. I speak a similar dialect. It really is quite an honor. The professor has put me in charge of trying to find the tribe. They’re very secretive and haven’t been seen for years.”


She puts her hands into her pockets, feels for her lucky stone then decides it’s too casual a gesture, pulls them out again. “I like the concept of the Land Reform Movement,” she continues. “Things in this country would be a lot different if we all lived in the same way. There wouldn’t be as much intertribal conflict. I know how it feels to be looked down on. I went through a rather hard time at boarding school because I came from a supposedly backwards, more primitive tribe.”


Too intimate, too female-confidential? Although he is listening closely, there is still no me-and-you in his stare.
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