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To my children—


Sahra, your light lives on in every word I write, in every truth I speak. Your courage continues to guide us.


To your siblings—Abdi, Alexandra, Ruqia, Mohamud, and Samira— thank you for carrying her memory with grace, and for reminding me every day that you are the answer to my prayers.













ONE
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At thirteen, I saw no enemy. I knew no fear. From the small town of Marka where my family of five lived—the ancient port city in the southern region of Shebelle—the world lay before me on the other side of the Indian Ocean, visible from our kitchen rooftop.


As I’d done every afternoon after my chores, I dug my toes between the wooden logs of the outer wall of our house, reached for my familiar spot on the clay rooftop, and whistled for my two best friends, Mika and Sara, to join me. They came up right away. Sara sat in the middle, Mika and I on either side of her.


“Did you hear?” Mika spoke too loudly, and I shushed her. “Did you hear the search was called off?” she said a little quieter.


“What do you mean it was called off?” I said.


Two search parties had spent four weeks looking for the Hussein family’s fifteen-year-old twin daughters who went missing on their way back from the market a month ago. One group of men in our town, including my father, started to look for them at the first light of dawn. The other group took over after they prayed Duhr at midday, and they didn’t finish till sunset, when the call for Maghrib prayer could be heard from the ancient masjid.


“The elder told my stepfather the girls might have left on their own,” Sara said. “His exact words were, ‘How can we find them if they don’t want to be found?’”


“Do you think your stepfather agrees with the elder?” Mika asked.


“He was just relaying to my mother what the elder had said.”


“Mika, do you think it’s possible they went on their own?”


“Leave on their own and go where?”


Go where, indeed. The twins, like us, were born in Marka. Most families still resided in the small brick homes that lay below sea level, built hundreds of years ago. Those were the same homes occupied by our grandparents and great-grandparents, going down generations. Very few of the people in this town went beyond the barrier of the Indian Ocean unless it was to buy and sell goods. They always went in groups. Legend had it that it wasn’t safe for people to go alone.


“If they did leave on their own, I don’t blame them,” Sara mumbled to herself, as if Mika and I weren’t supposed to hear. “That’s what I would like to do.” She sighed. “One day.”


“Why?” I took another look at Sara.


“My mother gets hysterical if the measuring cup is not where it’s supposed to be.” Sara paused. “And my stepfather”—she let out a loud breath she must’ve been holding—“he goes totally crazy if I even say a word.” Sara wiped her face. “Even if I’m just joking with my brothers, he goes into a rage.”


“You don’t plan on swimming to the other side, do you?” Mika gave a nervous giggle.


“I’ll find a way.” Sara nodded. “I will.”


“I can’t stay away from this place.” I scanned the landscape, resting my gaze on the minaret of the ancient masjid, marveling at how my ancestors had been able to create such splendor more than four hundred years ago. “Look at how beautiful it is.” I planned to see the world outside Marka—my father had traveled the world and I wanted that for me—but this was home. “I want to leave Marka, but I also want to come back.”


After that, Mika, Sara, and I sat on the roof. Quiet. At that vantage point, with a backdrop of swelling ocean water moving gently like rolling hills and then erupting into massive waves, a truck entered my line of vision.


“Mika. Sara.” I pointed at the truck. It was blindingly white and nothing like the decrepit trucks in our town. With glass windows only on the driver’s side, it reminded me of a vehicle our former communist government used to transport prisoners. I had seen a truck like that in an old book my father owned. I followed the unfamiliar vehicle with my eyes until it disappeared behind the masjid. “Have you seen it before?”


Sara and Mika both frowned.


“Maybe one of the fishermen bought a new truck.”


We crossed our legs and watched the red rays of the setting sun reflect over the clear blue ocean. The merging of light and water, two lovers at the end of a long absence, created golden silhouettes that hugged the horizon.


“Rada,” my mother called, looking up at me. “What did I say about going up there?”


Her sharp tone pulled me out of my reverie. Mika and Sara climbed down. They greeted my mother and took off running toward their homes.


“Why are you so upset?” I peered at my mother, the familiar contours of her face, her hair carefully arranged. The dark locks braided with precision held strands together in a tight bun at the back of her head. She wore her hair like a crown, accentuating the graceful curve of her jawline. Wrapped around her bun was a shaash, a colorful scarf whose vibrant patterns added a burst of life to her appearance. The fabric seemed to dance with every movement, framing her face like a piece of art. But it was impossible for me to see her as colorful. I watched her in seconds move from a simple question to exploding with rage. I was sick of those extremes.


“You don’t listen,” she said, gritting her teeth.


She was right; I didn’t listen to her unreasonable request. “What’s the problem with sitting on the roof? I’m not leaving the house. And I do listen, but I don’t understand.”


“There are eyes watching and ears listening twice as much.” Her voice had become a shriek.


My mother was almost a foot shorter than my father—who was six feet tall—and she was close to forty pounds lighter than his 180 pounds. Yet she kept a sharp eye on anything or anyone who might intend to harm us. She was the opposite of my father, who saw the best in others. According to my mother, she was different than he was because she’d stayed behind in Marka, waiting for him to come back after he had proposed. She was the one who endured the unwelcome glares from townspeople who believed it was misguided to wait for a man unlikely to return.


“Hooyo, that doesn’t even make sense.” I climbed down from my perch. “Even Allah doesn’t ask us to blindly obey.” She hated it when I brought Allah into the mix.


“Look, worship Allah, and be kind to your mother,” she said, using another part of the Scripture to make her point. “Not listening leads to problems, especially for girls.”


My mother often complained that I thrived on excitement—the desire to bend the rules, if not totally break them. But after the Hussein twins went missing, she began to view me as completely reckless.


“Rada,” my mother said again. “If I can’t keep you off that roof, how can I keep you out of other trouble?” Her back straight, she exhaled loudly.


My mother loved me. I knew she did by the way she worked tirelessly, spending hours sewing dresses of my favorite styles at night after her chores.


When we were alone, she would read aloud my father’s love letters, mimicking his voice and laughing. She’d explained so often her fear of his not coming back for her, no matter how many times he’d promised in those letters he would. These were glimpses into my mother’s life as a girl, in love and willing to take a chance on someone she believed in.


Now, she went overboard in her desire to protect me. The way she watched me—her eyes on me constantly, no matter what I did—irritated me. The slightest infraction on my part, and she was screaming. It was as if she were waiting to catch me in the wrong so she could yell. Why was she so fixated on me and not my brothers? Olay (nine) and Oma (eight) were younger than I was and made one mess after another. Yet their mistakes never registered on her radar.


“You don’t understand what you’re doing. A mistake pushed my sister out of Marka at fifteen.”


“What mistake?”


“That’s not the point.”


This was not the first time I’d asked about my aunt. My mother always gave that exact answer.


But what is so wrong with being like Nadine, I wondered. The beautiful scarves she’d sent me as a gift from the capital made me the envy of all the girls in town. I never understood why Aunt Nadine had been so ostracized.


“I’m not Aunt Nadine,” I said.


“I know that.” My mother placed her fingers under my chin and lifted my face to meet hers. “Rada, you must listen. This is very important, especially now.”
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My brothers and I were at the kitchen table doing schoolwork when my father returned from work that night. Carrying his sack with the knives he used to clean fish at his shop, he entered the kitchen, my mother right behind him. He set down the sack on the knee-high cement table in the back of the kitchen.


“Rada, your mother told me you’re not listening.”


I put down the copy of the Qur’an I was reading. “I went on the roof to be with my friends and watch the water after I finished my chores. I’m in the house. Why does it bother her so much when I go on the roof?”


He turned to my mother. “Alia, the child isn’t going outside the house?”


My father was more sensitive to my desire to know something of life beyond Marka. He’d left on his seventeenth birthday and returned four years later to marry my mother. But he also returned to take care of his dying father and deal with the fishing business he’d inherited. He’d intended to sell everything and move to the capital, but my mother had refused to leave Marka. This was the first time I could remember his ever questioning her approach.


“You always take her side!” my mother yelled. “That’s why she doesn’t listen.”


“Seriously?” It wasn’t enough that she was on me every second of the day, constantly complaining, mentioning what I’d done wrong, never what I’d done right. Not one single time. Even in my recitation of the Qur’an, she’d focus on the one word I’d mispronounced or the one verse I didn’t recite perfectly. Now she wanted to turn my father against me.


“I wish I had someplace else to go! I hate this house. I hate living here. I hate all your stupid rules.” I stomped out of the kitchen, leaving my parents staring at each other.


My father followed me to my bedroom.


“Rada?” He sat next to me on the bed. “Look at me.”


I turned around, reluctantly. I knew what he was going to say.


“Your mother loves you.”


“If this is love, what is hate?” I asked and meant it. Love was supposed to be gentle, like the way my father’s voice soothed me when he led us through prayer. The way his calloused hands comforted me when I ran to him crying. Even the times he’d chastised me, his words never made me cry, and my mind didn’t question his motives.


“This is her way of protecting you.” He took my hand, and his scarred skin felt rough from cuts and nicks of his knives.


“Protecting me from what? I need protection from her.”


“You know your mother loves you.” He stroked my hair. “That’s why you have to listen to her.”


“If I could never hear her say another word, I would be happy.”


“You don’t mean that,” he said, and I noticed a glint of shock in his eyes. “You love your mother.”


Indeed, I did love my mother, but I wouldn’t admit to it then. “Even hell would be better than here.”


My father flinched. “Rada, stop. It’s not all your mother’s fault. You play a part in this too.”


“You know unless she changes her ways, there will be no peace between us.”


“If you promise me you’ll start listening, I’ll ask your mother to give you some room to grow.”


“I will.” But I knew my mother would never change her ways. The only solution was for me to leave home as soon as I could.


The muaddin’s call from the masjid quelled the tension in our house.


“It’s time for prayer,” my father said.


I followed him to the prayer room.


He stood in front of us on the mat. “Allahu Akbar,” he called.


“Allahu Akbar,” we repeated.













TWO
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“Rada, wait,” Olay, my nine-year-old brother, called as the last bell for the day rang.


Mika, Sara, and I picked up our bags and headed outside the school, chatting about boys. We always walked to and from school together. Did our homework together. Rode the tall waves of the Indian Ocean on Fridays when the school was out together. That was until the fifteen-year-old twin sisters went missing and the fear ignited by their disappearance engulfed the entire city.


“Hooyo said we have to go home with Mr. Ibrahim and Mr. Ali,” Olay said. “We have to wait for the teachers in order to be safe.”


The search for the twins, Halima and Haweeya, ended four weeks after it’d started, and our parents had kept us home during those weeks of the search. The men gave up looking when the whispers of the twins leaving willingly began to circulate within the city. But the fear their disappearance elicited in all the parents, especially my mother, refused to abate.


“I don’t have to do what she says.” I continued to follow Mika and Sara to the outside of the school. “You can go with the teachers if you want. No one is stopping you.”


“Rada, Hooyo will be mad if you don’t do what she says.” My baby brother, Oma, only eight years old, hated conflict.


“She’ll be angry one way or the other.” I felt sorry for Oma, but there was nothing to be done about it. In my mother’s eyes, I was a rebel.


“Father will be there by the time we get home.” I walked back to him and ruffled his hair. “There will be no fighting tonight. I promise.” That was a promise impossible to keep because neither my mother nor I were changing our ways.


Oma nodded, and I ran back to Sara and Mika so I wouldn’t miss any of the gossip. Sara—only twelve, a year younger than Mika and me—was taller than both of us. She lived with her three younger half-brothers, her mother, and her stepfather. It was hard to tell if the volatile relationship she had with her stepfather was responsible for her timid personality, but Sara was the peacemaker, trying her best to quash problems at first sight. Mika was the force in our friendship, the practical one. Her body was thicker, a solid mass of muscle compared to my skin-and-bones body. Her head was full of ideas.


As I joined my friends, the voices of our teachers, the principal, and other kids faded into the distance. Our gossip churned on overdrive. I looked up to see how close my two brothers and Mika’s sister, Seynab, were in case they overheard us. And again, I saw that white truck. The same one I’d seen when I was on our kitchen roof.


Now the truck was closer than it had been the first time. I noticed the front windows were down as it drove past, and the man in the driver’s seat was laughing. He held one hand on the wheel and the other held a rifle, its barrel end protruding. His head thrown back, he continued to laugh until I lost sight of the vehicle.


“See that?” Mika got my attention.


“What? See what?” I asked.


She pointed to Nasir, the boy she liked. The goalie of the school’s soccer team, Nasir was handsome and popular, with thick brown hair. All the girls in the school, including Sara and me, had ogled him, but once Mika mentioned her interest, he was off-limits to us.


“I missed all that beauty during the lockdown,” Mika said.


We huddled in a tight circle of three, deliberately excluding my brothers and Seynab.


“That’s a gorgeous sight,” I agreed.


Nasir took off his shirt, wrapped it around his head, flexed his muscles, and took off running after his friends ahead of us.


“I could stare at him all day,” Mika said. “But my parents would never approve. They are set on Cisman.”


Mika’s engagement to Cisman Dahir had been the news around town. This was the first time Mika had brought it up, since the engagement had taken place during the lockdown.


“He’s ten years older than I am,” she said.


“Mika, he’s not ten years older,” Sara said.


That was true. Cisman had graduated from high school the previous year.


“I don’t care. He looks like he is,” Mika said with a huff. “But all that matters to my mother is his family’s stupid money.” Mika sighed. “I didn’t even open his gift.” She told us about a decorated box that Cisman had given her to mark their engagement. “It’ll stay under my bed, unopened.”


“Please open it when you get home,” Sara pleaded. “Then you can tell us about it tomorrow.”


Mika refused. In the end, we were left guessing. Jewelry, perfume, a silk scarf?


“I’m sure it’s more beautiful than any engagement gifts other girls have received because it was handpicked by your future husband,” I said.


Mika slapped me on the back of my head. “Don’t you call him my future husband.”


“Would you at least look at it?” I asked.


“I won’t because I’m not marrying anyone, least of all that stupid clown.” She exhaled. “I can see myself having children, but I don’t want to get married.”


“Children without marriage? How is that possible?”


“It is. In some places in this world, it is,” Mika said.


“Do you want to go to a place with common sense gone wild?” I asked.


“We are going to find it and live there, the three of us,” Mika insisted.


“Why would we even want to be there?” I asked.


Mika was the only one among us with the audacity to propose something so ludicrous. “I sure don’t want to have children without a father,” I said.


“What are you talking about?” Seynab penetrated our circle.


“Nothing. We’re talking about nothing,” Mika snarled at her.


“I’m telling,” Seynab threatened. “I’m telling Hooyo.”


Mika charged at Seynab. “Not if I kill you first.”


As the sisters rushed at each other and Sara jumped between them, I heard my brothers shouting and turned to see their arms waving at us. I followed their gaze and saw three men—one with a rifle slung over his shoulder—getting out of that white truck. The three wore long white robes that shone against their dark skin, black scarves covering their faces. Their eyes, wild and menacing, peered from small holes cut into the fabric.


“Mika, the men!” I yelled, but Mika was still arguing with Seynab. Sara—between them, her hands on their chests—pushed the girls apart.


That was all Sara could manage before the whole scene erupted into violent chaos that engulfed us before we could think to escape. Large pebbles under the men’s feet crunched on the unpaved gravel driveway as they leered at us. I turned and fled toward the school, yelling for help. The tallest of the three men, the one with the rifle, grabbed my dress and yanked me toward him.


“Help!”


That single word leaving my mouth was loud enough for others to hear, but no one from inside the school came to our rescue. No one. With one hand, he pulled me again, slapping his other hand—massive and rough—over my mouth.


“Help us!” I tried again, but the sound came out muffled.


“Be quiet.” He sneered. “This way.” He held on so tightly the fabric bunched around my neck, and I couldn’t breathe. He pulled me toward the truck as I kicked and flailed my arms. An overwhelming fear of what lay ahead covered every inch of my body. Was this what my mother meant when she told me to be careful? The eyes she warned against were staring back at me. What would they do to us?


“Get those two,” the man ordered the other two men. He spoke to them in the same Somali language we used, yet they didn’t dress like the men in our town. They wore the robes of the men in the Middle East—long, white, and billowing around them.


One of the two men, the shortest of the three, approached Mika. His long fingers quivered as he extended his massive hands in her direction.


“Don’t come near me!” she yelled.


Mika was a fighter, both in words and action. She could intimidate even older students. As I wrestled with the man with the gun, I saw her land a punch on the other man’s arm.


“Don’t touch me,” she said with so much force he blinked.


The man glanced at the other two men and backed away from Mika, rubbing the spot where she’d hit him.


I thought he was retreating, leaving her alone, but a second later, he pounced at her and took her by the throat, his fat hand covering all the way to the back of her neck. She made a gurgling sound. Her hands flailed, and I saw the front of Mika’s dress, below her waist, darkened with a wet spot that began as a tiny mark but quickly expanded in size.


Seynab jumped at him, tugging his elbow and yelling to let her sister go. He stared at Seynab with amusement, as if he were watching a fly buzzing its wings in his face. After a few protracted seconds, he let go of Mika’s throat, pulled a rope from a side pocket of his robe, and tied her hands together in front of her. The third man held Sara’s hands behind her back, twisted her wrists, and tied them together with a braided rope.


Olay caught hold of my scarf’s hem. “Let go of my sister!”


Oma grabbed the other side of my scarf. The louder they cried, the stronger they latched on, their determination stitched to the fabric.


Between the man’s hold of my collar and the boys’ bid to not let go of my scarf, I couldn’t breathe. The instinct for air took over, and I tilted my head back to open my airway. The man gave each of my brothers a sharp hit with the butt of his revolver—blam, blam. They lost their grasp, and a massive gulp of air rushed into my lungs. I heaved and pulled away from the man.


“Stop!” he shouted, yanking me.


The tops of my sandaled feet scraped against the rough rocks of the schoolyard as he dragged me farther away from my brothers to the truck. The skin on my feet ripped open and blood oozed out, my flesh raw and burning. The tall man tied my hands together with a practiced precision and thrust me inside the back of the vehicle. I landed on my stomach like a rag doll. There was a sharp stab up my spine. From my wounded feet to my aching ribs, a hot ball of flames engulfed me, bursting open inside my belly.


“Help me! Help us! Please!”


During the struggle, my headscarf came off and covered my face, blocking my sight, but I continued to cry out.


Two loud thuds on the floorboard silenced me. I picked up on Sara’s whimper and Mika’s hiss. I wiggled my head out of the scarf. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the man who had held me raise his rifle and fire a single shot. The sound rang in my ears. He lowered his weapon and pointed it in my direction. I lay there, on the barren floorboard, shaking.


“Move and I’ll shoot,” he said. From the way his eyes glared through those small holes, I could tell he meant it.


I lay there, still, holding my breath, until the two other men climbed into the back of the vehicle and closed the door. I heard the one with the rifle get in on the driver’s side and slam the door. The truck roared to life. Its tires lurched and screeched as we pulled away from the schoolyard. This was it. The end my mother had predicted. Like the twin girls, we disappeared.













THREE
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Several hours passed. Inside the truck, a foul-smelling air pulsed. It was as if I had my nose pressed against the man’s armpit, inhaling the cigarette tar caked over his unwashed skin. I exhaled to purge the unclean air from my throat, afraid I might throw up, but the attempt only pushed more of the sickening odor into my lungs.


The faint light of the receding day streamed through a small window between the driver’s cabin and the back of the vehicle as we drove and drove. My sight adjusted to the dim light. The man who held the rope that tied my wrists together was asleep. The other man, also snoring, gripped the rope that bound Mika and Sara tightly together. Their mouths hanging open, their expressions blank, they stared toward the back of the truck.


We had been driving for a while when it began to rain. At first, the raindrops pattered on the metal roof. Soon, the sound of the engine merged with the water, reminding me of the drumbeats we played after the Hussein twins went missing. Like their slow and agonizing rhythms, the thunder boomed in my ears. My heart heaved with each rat-a-tat-tat, rat-a-tat-tat. My mother’s voice echoed in my mind: “Oh, Rada, if only you’d listen.” She had told me there was trouble everywhere. I didn’t believe her when I should have. I saw her words as hysterical, exaggerated accounts of what could happen.


In this truck, driving farther and farther from home, I yearned to hear my mother complain. Tell me what to do. Spell out every one of my steps. I was ready to give up the world and all that was in it to hear her loud and unrelenting voice one more time.


My thighs twitched, sending a tingling sensation to my feet. I sat up and stretched. Cold uncertainty crept through me, and I shifted my weight, awakening the man who clutched the rope tied to my wrists. I jerked my hands away from him, and he groaned and pulled me back. He twisted the knot even harder and took with it another layer of skin. He continued to stare at me, as if mocking me for my inability to get away. I wanted to gouge his eyes out. To dig into the orbit around them until the dark ball and thick slime of his sight fell into my palm. A tiny smile crept around his mouth, like he’d read my mind and was daring me to act.


There was no clock in sight to tell time, but I assumed several hours had passed since the kidnappers threw us inside the truck like a child’s playthings. Was it possible no one would be coming to rescue us? Had they given up looking? The thought was ludicrous. I pushed down the doubt that grew inside me. No one could say we’d played any part in our kidnapping or had vanished like the twins without a single witness. We were taken from the front of the school like we belonged to no one.


Determined to cement hope despite a lingering fear, I reminded myself that someone would come. My father often told me, “Allah helps those who trust him.” The memory came to me along with the doubt. I must trust Allah and my father’s love. The search party will be here soon.


My captor pulled the rope again, tightening his grip. His glare sent a message: Do as I wish or see what happens. I sat, breathing deeply, without giving him the satisfaction of seeing my pain. Eventually, he fell asleep again, and his snoring filled the cargo bed, along with the sour odor of his yellow, unbrushed teeth. I nearly retched at the sight of the layers of days-old food residue visible through his parted lips.


With my back pressed against the steel wall of the truck, I thought I heard other cars coming closer. People shouting. Were they calling the driver to stop and return the three girls they’d snatched? I believed our parents and the other men from Marka were right there. I could hear voices over the hum of the engine and whir of the tires. I couldn’t wait to see the three thugs squirming under the gaze of over fifty men with knives, spears, and bows and arrows bearing down on them.


What would they say when asked why they had kidnapped us and where they were taking us? They would have to answer for the chaos they’d caused—the trauma to my brothers and Seynab and all the other students who saw us taken. And what about the work neglected so the men could come to rescue us? These kidnappers were going to have to pay.


Thick, round screws protruded from the floorboards through a dirty, thin gray carpet and pushed against my bottom as I exhaled. I held my breath, waiting to hear my father’s beautiful voice calling me. I didn’t want to miss it, even though the air around me crackled with hostility. Another deep breath, and I held it there, waiting for the call I knew was coming. Indeed, I would hear them, if only I could silence the snoring men. Their snorts and grunts drowned out the thuds and clangs of the engine, the bangs of the tires as they plowed through gaping potholes.


The vehicle came to a sudden stop. This is it, I told myself. My father and the rest of the men from Marka were outside. We must be ready. I locked eyes with Mika and Sara. Pull, I mouthed to them. Mika and Sara understood. I counted, “One, two, three,” and we began to tug our hands out of the rope simultaneously. It took a long minute to free ourselves from the knots. It hurt, but I didn’t care. The rope fell on the floor between the man’s sprawling legs. My skin emerged red and raw where the rope had chafed. Specks of blood had seeped into the braids that bound me together, giving another layer of color to the rope. I grabbed my scarf from the floor and wrapped it quickly back in place.


Mika stared at her wrists. She blew low, cold air on them. Mine burned too, but my hands were free. I was overcome with joy that freedom lay a few steps away. Soon my father would open the back door of the vehicle. His arms spread wide like the wings of a bird. I’d fly into them. The thought made my body lighter. The damp air inside the truck grew thinner.


“Our fathers are here,” I whispered.


Mika stared at me for a few seconds. “Do you think so?”


“I know so.” I always believed my words. My thoughts. My ideas. The more my mother had tried to change my ways—to make me listen more, to question less—the harder I’d resisted. Now sitting inside that awful truck and hoping my father was outside, the error of my ways became plain.


Did I know anything? “I think so,” I corrected myself and crawled over the legs of the man who held me, resisting the desire to bite his exposed skin.


The man who guarded Mika and Sara, heavier than the one who detained me, snored loudly, his eyes clenched shut. I reached the girls, their backs against the wall that separated the driver’s cabin and the cargo bed of the vehicle.


“We’re free,” I whispered.


I flew into Mika’s arms, pulled Sara in, and melted into their embrace. It was as if I’d been running for hours and only now was finding rest. Had I forgotten in only a few hours what it felt like to be loved, to feel the touch of human kindness?


“Our fathers are here,” I spoke with certainty.


The two men opened their eyes. “Stop!” they yelled in unison.


“Our fathers are here.” My voice cracked, but I didn’t cry. I had nothing to cry about. I would be home soon, eating my mother’s food and sleeping in my bed.


When the door flung open, I lunged ahead and landed—face-first—at the tail end of the truck bed. As I glanced up and noticed the driver, I could feel that my lower teeth had punctured my upper lip. I spat a mouthful of blood and dirt, forcing the driver to step back. He was no longer in the robe and mask he wore when they kidnapped us. He stood tall and slender in blue jeans and a long-sleeved button-down shirt.


“Why are they loose?” he yelled at the two in the rear cabin, a fit of deep anger bubbling beneath his brown eyes. “Didn’t I tell you to tie them?”


Where was my father? The other men? Maybe the driver’s frame covered my view. Perhaps our rescuers were waiting for us to climb out of the vehicle. On my knees, I looked behind the driver. A mix of anger and disappointment collided in my head.


“Where is my father?” I shouted.


“Your father?” The driver laughed. The other two joined in. The air rang with their loud, exaggerated laughter. “You expected your father here?”


I swallowed to avoid crying. The pangs of sorrow nonexistent in me seconds earlier hit me hard. My courage staggered. My father had to be looking for us because he wouldn’t—couldn’t—stay at home a minute after hearing about my kidnapping. I remembered my mother and father speaking in hushed words the day the twins went missing. “I would die if they took my Rada,” my mother had said. Would she die now? The supposition that sounded ridiculous a little over a month ago was forming my new reality.


The driver stepped back and glared, his beady eyes bloodshot.


“Aabo!” I called so loudly that my ribs expanded, allowing my heart the space to break into pieces. “Aabo!”


“Rada, your father is not here.” Sara’s hand rested on my shoulder with a strange heaviness. “You have to stop now.”


“But I heard him. Aabo! Aabo!”


He didn’t call back.


No one did.













FOUR
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“Let’s go.” The driver leaned inside the truck and took my hand where the rope had rubbed the skin away. The source of the sound I’d mistaken for our search party instantly became clear. We were in the middle of a bustling market, dense with people.


“Ouch! You’re hurting me.” The pain was not so much from his touch but from the hurt of defeat. My shattered hope. The void that threatened to become my life. The tears I had been holding in gushed out. I jumped from the vehicle, followed by Mika and Sara, and the familiar salty ocean air filled my lungs. The breeze coming off the water caressed and cooled my skin. The sound of the crashing waves was not far away. “Are we in the capital?”


No one answered. I didn’t need anyone to respond. It made sense why my father and the men from my town hadn’t come to our rescue yet. Most people in Marka didn’t own cars. To go as far away as Mogadishu, ninety miles on the road destroyed by war and disrepair, they had to rely on buses and merchant trucks. To arrange transportation for the men would undoubtedly take time.


“Mika, Sara,” I whispered, for only my friends to hear, “they’ll come as soon as they can. They need to prepare for this long a journey.” I thought I noticed Sara and Mika shiver. Maybe it was my own body convulsing with the realization of our situation that twisted my insides into a sharp metal knot. “They will be here soon. Our fathers—the men from our town—will be here.”


That last part came out loud, but I meant it. Mika nodded in agreement. Sara stared straight ahead.


The women of the market were squished together into small spaces. A column of smoke slithered out from underneath one of the stalls and dissipated. The sweet aroma of burning frankincense wafted past us.


A cacophony of sounds with people talking all at once, the growl of three-wheeled lorry engines negotiating passage among the crowds, and women calling their children in loud and demanding voices surrounded us. Everyone moved with hurried steps. Yet all seemed to go nowhere.


Meter-high wooden stalls covered with fabric lined both sides of a narrow aisle. Below each booth, a woman hovered over a sheet spread on the ground with pyramidal stacks of tomatoes, onions, peppers, potatoes, carrots, bananas, mangoes, papayas, and limes. Young children only half dressed ran in and out and behind wooden stalls like the flies that gathered around fish entrails in the waste wells back home. Tripping over debris—mostly dirty plastic bags—the children giggled as they fell. Their innocent laughter contrasted with the sadness that filled me. Women worked shoulder to shoulder in the tiny spaces between the stalls.


“Where are you taking us?” I asked, hoping to attract two women standing a few feet away.


Women stopped collecting potatoes and carrots from the floor of one of the stalls for a moment. One of them, a little shorter than the other, placed a finger over her lips, perhaps as a sign warning me to stay quiet. The other woman saw what she’d done, nudged her, and both resumed their work. Anyone in Marka would have said something if they’d seen schoolgirls being pushed ahead by three men. These two did nothing more than try to shut me up.


“Cowards!” I yelled in their direction. “What are you looking at?” By accusing them, maybe they’d defend themselves. At least they’d hurl insults to get back at me. Or do something—anything.


The second woman covered her mouth with her right hand to quiet me, her eyes pleading. These women had drawn their line in the dirty sand. Their advice was for me to stay silent. Accept my fate. Their inaction infuriated me.


“Our fathers are coming to take us back!” I wanted to make sure both the men and women had heard me.


Our kidnappers laughed. The women did nothing. The driver placed a hand on the back of my head and pushed me forward. “Keep walking.”


I stumbled. Mika held on to my dress and saved me from falling.


“Don’t look,” the driver warned. “Move!”


The next minute, his hand was on Mika’s back, and he pushed her too. I held on to keep her on her feet. As privately as I could, I lifted my palms skyward and prayed, “Oh, Allah, please show me the way home. I promise to never quarrel with my mother again.”


“This way,” the driver said, pointing.


Mika, Sara, and I were sandwiched between the driver and the two other men as we moved toward a brick wall at least four meters high lined with barbed wire on the two long sides and front. It was hard to see what the homes beyond the walls looked like, but the enclosure was larger than my family’s homestead. I imagined there could be houses for several families.


“Stop,” the driver ordered when we reached a gate constructed of two heavy metal panels. It was like the other gates on either side of it. I stopped counting after twelve gates that matched in size and color on both sides of the one we had approached. The structures in front of us were ordinary—so ordinary, there was nothing distinctive to mark it as a place where kidnapped girls go to disappear.


The sight of the gigantic bare walls made me homesick for Marka, where the small buildings were all ancient with unique architectural beauty. The presence of these dull walls filled me with longing. To rub my hand against old rocks on the back wall of our bedrooms and collect the pieces of mortar that fell in my hand would have been a privilege. To listen when my mother went on and on about the history of the masjid, the school, the farmers’ hall, the market, and all the homes and families that had inhabited the city for generations would have been my life’s mission now.


“That’s why I didn’t want to leave when your father suggested it,” my mother had said to me once. “In other places, you only hear about the history. In Marka, you become the history.”


A rush of loneliness jolted through my body as I scanned the row of nondescript buildings. Unlike the wide alleys that separated our homesteads in Marka, these complexes had been built so close to each other that you could touch two buildings at the same time by standing in the middle of the narrow space between them and extending your arms. Giant, overpowering structures, their walls seemed to close in and squeeze my lungs tight.


“Oh, Allah, there’s no power but that which is yours,” I prayed. “Protect us from the evil lurking behind these walls.”


“What are you mumbling about?” The driver yanked back my hijab. I stumbled and fell on my behind. With no meat on my rear to protect it, my tailbone hit the pavement with a hard smack. “Praying like an old lady.” He snarled.


Mika drew me to my feet. “Why did you do that? She did nothing.”


“You’ll be next if you don’t keep your mouth shut.”


I took a deep breath and adjusted my hijab, streaking my white scarf with blood from the heel of my hand. It was not until I saw my hand that I realized the skin had ripped when I’d fallen. I blew on it to ease the pain.


“Let me see.” Mika took my hand.


“Didn’t I tell you to stop talking?” The driver slapped her on her right cheek. “Be quiet.”


I pulled Sara and Mika closer, and Mika clutched her sore cheek.


The driver retrieved a phone from his back pocket, typed something, and placed the device back in his pocket. A creaking sound and then a low-pitched roar came from behind the gate. It sounded like the hyenas when they invaded the market at night to feast on the fish waste left behind by vendors like my father. My mother used to threaten my brothers and me, saying she would send us to the market at night to live with the hyenas if we didn’t do what we were told.


My hand shook in Sara’s. “Do they keep wild animals in there?” I turned to Mika. “Do you think so?”


“Stop that,” the driver hissed.


One of the two panels of the metal gate flung open.


“There you are.” A man wearing a dark-green hat, camouflage uniform, and knee-high black boots glared at us. He had a rifle over his right shoulder. “I have waited all day for you.”


Much younger than our three kidnappers, he moved with confidence. His every step was deliberate, and his sunken eyes intensified the size of his large head. With a wad of chat pushing against his right cheek, his bloodshot eyes darted back and forth between the three of us and the men. “I expected you much earlier.”


“Much earlier?” The driver rolled his eyes.


“You should respect time.” The guard moved his gun across his body and glowered at the men.


Now the driver, powerful when he kidnapped us, appeared childlike and diminished. He put his hands up and took a step back. The other two did the same. They lifted their hands slowly until their palms, facing forward, framed their faces.


The driver didn’t have the rifle he had wielded in the schoolyard. Why didn’t I notice this between the vehicle and the gate? When I’d called for my father, the driver had stood in front of me, his hands as empty as mine. Why didn’t we run? It was too late now.


The guard turned around and led us through the gate. “I had no break the whole day because of you.” He dug into a little pouch strapped around his waist and pulled out a key. “Here we are.” His gaze rested on the driver for a long second. “Wait for me here.” He opened a smaller door and closed it behind him.


Sara stood between Mika and me, and the three of us held hands.


“Stand straight,” the driver hissed, “until I am done with you.”


I wanted to ask them, Who told you to take us? My shoulders squared, I pushed my legs apart and prepared for retaliation. But the words only bubbled inside my head. “We are someone’s children,” was all I could manage to say. Mika and Sara, standing next to me, remained mute.


The driver’s teeth clenched tight. “What children?” His lip curled. “Where are the children you speak of?” His menacing eyes flashed.


“I am only twelve,” Sara said. “And they are just thirteen.”


“You’re grown women.” The driver laughed in derision, and the other two men joined him.


“Our fathers will be here,” I reminded him. “Soon.”


“I can’t wait,” the driver mocked.


The guard emerged before I could respond to him.


“Come with me.” He pointed at the small path. “Be quick about it.”


The ground was wet beneath our sandals from the earlier rain. A tiny brick wall bordering the narrow path created two rectangular flower beds, one on each side. Unlike my mother’s garden, where she grew herbs, potatoes, onions, carrots, and peppers, in this compound flowers of three different colors—red, yellow, and pink—stood in lines of four. Each plant, manicured to stand tall and erect, boasted a high level of care. My mother would be shocked by how these people used their space, money, and time to plant flowers. “Flowers?” she’d say. “What are they going to do with them? Eat them?” Thinking of my mother, a wave of guilt came over me, and I shivered. If only I’d listened and stayed with the teachers instead of wandering off brazenly.


Beyond the border of flowers, moisture hung like a thick blanket. How do people live here? I thought to myself. I silently said another prayer: Oh, Allah, no one has the power and means to save me from this but you. Please guide me away from here soon.


“Walk.” The driver pushed us forward.


Mika, Sara, and I dropped each other’s hands and fell in line. The rest of the walkway was narrow and bordered by cactuses, spilling onto the path on either side. Their needles scratched our legs. We moved past the flower beds, their bright colors winking each time their leaves rustled in the soft breeze.


“Here.” The guard pointed to the first door of the structure.


We entered a bare, windowless front room. The only furniture was one four-legged stool occupied by a young woman next to a clay firepit. The fire was out, but a woody smell lingered, filling the space. I could not remember a time when the fire in my family’s common room had ever been out. I had always gone to bed under the glow of red coals and awakened to a blazing fire.


The setting sun intruded through the spaces between the logs of the outer wall. Its rays hit the mud-packed dirt floor and bounced back up, illuminating the walls. Large cracks gaped underfoot. Black ants scurried in circles in search of food. I felt a kinship with the creatures. Their apparent confusion, in search of something that wasn’t there, was now very familiar to me. With each circle, they returned to the same spot. I took a deep breath and filled my lungs with the air of the salty seawater. The smell served as a reminder of my life at home. I tried to imagine my mother’s scalloped salmon and dried anchovies and wondered if I would ever again enjoy one of her meals.


“Ah, Issa, you’re here.” The young woman stared at us with blue eyes that resembled the waves of the ocean. Her pale hands seemed incompatible with the Somali language she spoke.


“Yes, Nora. I have Shaban’s order,” the driver responded.


Nora wore a long gray cabaaya—too long—and she lifted it and tucked it into her slip. She adjusted and readjusted her scarf snug around her cheekbones and under her chin, then pinned it again on the top of her head. “You have come too late.” She stood up from the four-legged wooden stool.


The presence of Nora made me feel better. Maybe she would take care of us in a motherly way until our fathers came to collect us.


“Nora, we came straightaway,” the driver responded apologetically.


“You were asked to bring five girls.” She pointed an accusatory white finger at him. “You only have three.”


If you took only the numbers she uttered without the qualifying word—girls—you might assume she was referring to products you could pick up at any market stall.


“We are not merchandise for purchase.” I was angry, but mostly I was irritated by the betrayal of another woman. “Where did you expect them to find five girls?”


Nora scoffed. “They are everywhere, waiting to be rescued from their worthless lives.”


“Worthless?”


She stepped back and smiled, her lip curling. “Look at you.” She pointed at us as if we were roaches crossing her clean floor. “Are you even worthy of the effort to train you? The money to feed you? The troubles you will create for us?”


Us. We. Trouble. Nora wasn’t the person I had expected. Instead of our protector, she had played a part in our kidnapping.


“You ordered them to take us from school, and we are the ones causing you trouble?” Mika, standing between Sara and me, asked confidently. “I dare you to speak like that when our fathers storm your gate and force you to answer for yourself.”


“Your fathers?” Nora laughed and smirked, as if she knew something we didn’t. “They’re coming here?”


The tiny seed of doubt planted earlier, when I didn’t see my father standing outside the truck, began to sprout.


“It’s true,” Sara said with a voice that seemed to lack energy. “They’ll be searching for us.”


Nora chuckled.


“I dare you to laugh like that when they get here,” Mika challenged.


“You dare me?” Nora dismissed her with a single wave of her hand. “Manny, come here.”


A few seconds later, an old man with a large belly and stooped back appeared.


“Manny, get me the key for the room,” Nora ordered him, and he left to fetch it.


“You can’t dismiss us like that. Not for long,” I said. “You’ll see we are more important than you think.”


Nora turned to the driver. “You brought three problems, Issa.”


“There was a fourth one, but she was too young.” Issa crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I let her go.”


“They are all too young.” Her gaze seared the driver. “You were gone almost two weeks only to bring me these?” Nora spat the last word with disgust.


“I need to be paid,” Issa said. “For the three girls.”


Nora gathered her gray cabaaya again. With more fabric than her thin frame required, the outfit rotated around her. Her thin pink lips made her appearance more severe. “You must wait until the morning. Shaban is busy now.”


This meant Issa might be here when our search party arrived. How great would it be for Issa to come face-to-face with my father? For him to be held responsible for taking us?


“I don’t like staying after the delivery.” Panic filled Issa’s voice.


“Go ahead and leave. Shaban will send you the money. You don’t have to stay here to get paid.” She stared into the distance. “Shaban always pays his debts.”


“He asked me to collect girls, and here they are. The least you could do is pay me,” he said, his quavering voice filling the air.


How did we allow this weak man to kidnap us like sheep? I was angry at myself. Angry at Mika and Sara. Angry at my brothers, the teachers, and other students at the school. We should have fought harder.


“I need my money,” he said again, this time louder.


Nora spoke without hesitation. “You came late. Too late. You should have been here days ago.”


A small part of me took joy in the way Nora challenged Issa. She employed an offhanded approach, like she was dealing with a child, not a grown man.


“We came here as soon as we picked them.” Issa sounded desperate. “We didn’t even stop to eat.”


“I am only here to take the girls from you. It is Shaban you need to speak to. You can explain to him why you were late.”


“Do you want me to take them back?” Issa moved between Nora and the three of us. “I could do that.”


“Yes, you should take us back.” The possibility of such a thing made my heart flutter.


“That’s the best option for you,” Mika said, her voice firm.


“Please,” Sara said. “Take us back.”


“Why would you say such a foolish thing?” Nora asked in disgust. “You’re lucky no one else is around to hear you speak like that. Manny, where is that key?” She glared at us, but her tone was mournful. “I can see you’re turning out to be a problem. Don’t worry. I know how to fix that.”


“Issa, take us back. We want to go home.” I addressed the driver directly.


“Take you back?” In Nora’s gaze, I saw a warning.


I didn’t shrink away.


“Our fathers will be here any minute.” Mika moved closer to Issa, as if ready to attack, to take advantage of the weakness Nora had exposed.


“Yes.” I followed Mika’s lead. My face was only inches from Issa, his breath full of cigarette smoke and the leafy aroma of the chat he’d been chewing the night before. Still, I didn’t step back. Didn’t remove myself from the horrid smell. “It is better for you if you take us home.”


“Really?” Nora asked.


I turned to her without moving away from Issa. I wanted him to hear my words as much as I wanted Nora to know we weren’t free for the taking.


“My brothers and Mika’s sister saw us, saw the car, and saw them.” I pointed at Issa and the other two men. “Our fathers will be here soon.”


“I can’t wait to see them,” Nora said with a sarcastic laugh.


“Get ready,” Mika said.


Issa’s eyes shifted between Nora and the three of us. “You can’t take them inside until I get paid.”
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