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To my sisters,


Pie and Jenny





Nawra


DECEMBER 2007


The khawaja moves down the line where Adeeba and I wait for water. We know her by her hat, pointed on top and tied beneath her chin, a wide roof shading her small, lined face. Adeeba says farmers in China wear such hats when they plant their rice in fields of water, if such a thing is possible. Sometimes I cannot tell when my friend is teasing me.


Except for the hat, this khawaja dresses like the other foreigners, in cotton pants and shirts that cover their shoulders but little of their arms, which turn red and then brown in the sun. She carries a board with papers under a biting clip. The evening we arrived at camp, she wrote down our names and villages and told us where to go.


“Her business is with girls,” Adeeba says.


She does not stop at every girl. She picks ones of marriage age. Some stare at the ground. Others turn away. A few mothers wave their arms as if the gumborr were swarming. Finally one girl leaves the line, her mother beside her, heading where the khawaja is pointing, toward the meeting place.


“They were less than an hour from filling their container at the tap stand,” Adeeba says. “It must be something important.”


I have the same thought. But I am not like my friend. Every thought that crosses my mind does not cross my lips.


I am also thinking that it is not a good thing to be picked out of a line.


Another girl leaves, the one-armed one who does not speak. She goes with the woman from her village who shares her shelter. A few girls walk alone. One turns around, but those who wait do not want to give her back her place in line. The ripple of their arguing travels down the line of people as if it were a rope cracked.


I close my eyes. These days I have a strange feeling in my body, and sometimes I am unsteady on my feet. Perhaps I am feeling the effects of bad water, which the khawaja say can make you sick.


When I open my eyes, the khawaja is moving in on us. She greets us in Arabic as rough as a heel. Again she asks our names and villages.


“El-Geneina?” she says to Adeeba. “The state capital?”


Adeeba says something in English, which makes the khawaja smile. As they talk, my friend shines. Then a cloud crosses her face, so I know she speaks of her father, the man of many words now silent in a government jail.


“A benefit walks from the United States of America,” the khawaja says in almost Arabic. “People send their care with money for girls’ resurrection.”


I look at Adeeba, who is swallowing her laugh. A giggle tugs so hard on its lead that it almost breaks free. God forgive us. I mean no disrespect. I scowl at my naughty friend.


“An American has come with a new plan called Save the Girls,” Adeeba says. “She is waiting in the khawaja shelter to explain. You must go and bring your mother with you.”


“You go,” I say. “I will collect our water.”


“They want girls from ravished villages,” Adeeba says.


“My mother will not go,” I say.


“Carry her,” Adeeba says. “What are a few more steps?”


My mother is sitting on the mat where I left her. She shows no surprise that Adeeba and I return so soon with nothing but more words from the khawaja. She does not protest when I lift her.


I carry my mother as I used to carry wounded animals from pasture, arms on one side, legs on the other, her body draped behind my neck and across my shoulders. She is not much heavier than a goat.


In the shelter, I slide my mother to the ground. We sit beside her, with a handful of girls and their relatives. The khawaja with the pointed hat is standing beside two women sitting in chairs at a table. One is a Sudanese and the other a khawaja with long brown hair in a single braid, like those I sometimes made in our horses’ tails. Silliness, said my father, God’s mercy upon him. That was until families began to pay for me to groom their horses for wedding parties.


The khawaja keeps looking at us and smiling. What does she see that I do not? She and her companion are young and beautiful, and I wonder that their husbands let them travel to this dirty place.


The Sudanese stands. She says her name is Noor. She lives in the capital, but she speaks some Zaghawa and even Fur because her grandparents came from Darfur. Everything she says in Arabic she braids with our languages.


She says that we should not feel alone. Many have heard of our suffering, and that is why we have food and plastic in this camp, a gift of the united nations of the world. But a group of women in America wants to do more for their sisters in Darfur.


Saida Noor pauses, and I look at my mother. Beneath the bandage, her foot has almost healed. So says the clinic nurse. But will my mother ever stand again?


The khawaja with the braid rises and says in proper Arabic, “My name is Julie.” Then she laughs and begins speaking in English, pausing so Saida Noor can translate. She thanks us for coming. She calls us the brave few who will make a path for others to follow.


“Sisters in America have heard of your troubles from newspapers and television,” she says, “although the government makes it difficult for journalists to enter the country and travel to Darfur to hear your stories.”


I squeeze Adeeba’s hand. Her father grew up in Darfur, but the government made it no easier on him. It’s better to have an ounce of good fortune than a ton of cleverness, my grandmother used to say, God’s mercy upon her.


“Some American women are rich and some are poor, but many have given of their money,” Saida Julie says. “Alms do not diminish wealth.”


“Do Americans have this saying?” I whisper to Adeeba.


“Noor added that,” Adeeba says. “I think. The English words move so fast, I cannot catch them all. Noor shapes them so they can fit our ears.”


“Giving money makes our sisters’ purses lighter but not their hearts,” Saida Julie says. “They want to hear your voices. They also want you to hear theirs. If you agree, Save the Girls will match each of you with a sister in America. For one year, you will exchange letters once a month.”


“I have never written words,” I whisper to Adeeba.


“Those who cannot write will find help from those who can,” Saida Julie says.


“I will be your scribe,” whispers Adeeba.


“University students in the capital will translate the letters. The ones from America will come with a small gift of money because our American sisters also know that empty stomachs have no ears.”


“That is Noor again,” Adeeba says.


“Every month each girl must sign the register for herself,” Saida Julie says, “and each girl must have a say in how the money is spent.”


“What my daughter needs is a husband,” an old woman calls out.


Saida Noor whispers with Saida Julie and then says, “If a girl marries, she must leave the program. Families who cannot live within these rules should not join.” She speaks without anger. “An honorable person’s promise is a debt.”


The crowd rustles, but only one girl leaves, an older brother pulling her arm. Saida Noor urges parents to listen to their girls. “When someone offers your daughter a sale in a sack, tell her to look inside before she pays her money. But you must remember when your daughter was a baby testing her legs. Sometimes she fell, but eventually she walked.


“At the end of the year, each girl will learn a trade so she can earn her own bread,” Saida Noor says.


Many women nod. One near us says, “Nothing scratches your skin like your own fingernail.”


•   •   •


Suddenly I remember my sister Meriem pleading for a green dress. The trader lifted it from his blanket by the shoulders. He turned it front to back to front again, fanning my sister’s longing as if it were an ember in the fire.


“Why do we always have to make our clothes?” Meriem asked.


“Because nothing scratches your skin like your own fingernail,” my mother said.


Does my mother remember that day? She is still staring into the distance. Meriem was born wanting more, so we came to think of her as twins, Meriem and her desire. Yet she was not ungrateful, so we often gave her more, to share in her delight. Still, my mother did not buy that dress.


I wish now she had.


•   •   •


The khawaja with the pointed hat calls us one by one. We leave my mother on the ground.


Saida Noor points to a line in the register book. “Can you write your name?” she asks.


I shake my head. I can read my name. My brother Abdullah taught me that much.


“I will write for her,” Adeeba says.


“You must let the thoughts be hers,” Saida Noor says. To me she says, “You must make your own mark in the book. You will make this mark every month when you collect your letter and your gift.”


I do not know what to draw. I cannot ask Adeeba, for she is talking to Saida Noor about her mother’s father, who was a professor at the university in the capital. Saida Julie holds out a pen. It is finer than any I have ever seen, with a pillow where it rests against my finger. I feel shy to make a mark in this great book. Although she does not speak, Saida Julie seems to listen to my thoughts. She nods and smiles and points to the page. I am not the first. One girl has drawn a broken stick, another a pea flower.


Quickly I sketch Cloudy’s face.


“A donkey?” Saida Noor asks.


I nod.


Adeeba tells the saidas, “My friend is an excellent herdswoman.”


I look down. The one who praises himself is a devil.


From a metal box, Saida Julie pulls out an envelope with English writing on the outside. She holds it out so I must take it, heavy in my palm. She looks at me as she speaks English, and Saida Noor translates. “Buy something of what you need,” she says, “but when it is gone, hold tight to the goodwill that came with it.”


Saida Noor gives Adeeba a sheet of paper on a board. Chained to it is another fine pen. She shows Adeeba the name of my sister in America, K. C. Cannelli.


We return beside my mother. Around us talk bubbles quietly, like cookpots on low fires. I sit in the path of my mother’s stare and show her the envelope fat with coins. Money makes ugly things look beautiful, my grandmother used to say. But my mother turns away.


“Count how much,” Adeeba says.


The coins clink as they fall against one another in my lap. K. C. Cannelli must be a rich widow with many sheep.


“What will you buy?” Adeeba asks.


We look at each other and answer in one voice. “Firewood!”
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In the name of God, the Merciful and Compassionate


27 December 2007


Dear Madame K. C. Cannelli,


Peace be upon you. How are you? Are you strong? And your people?


When a tree leans, it will rest on its sister, we say. I do not have the words to tell you what your gift means. It is a great thing.


    Your sister, Nawra





K.C.


JANUARY 2008


If Emily doesn’t get her butt out here, the late bus is going to leave without her. Of course I won’t let it. I could faint. Or pick a fight with . . . Chaz. Nice tattoo on your arm—oh, are those math formulas? Not that the driver would care if we started going at each other. Kids are the inconvenience of his job. I had him in third grade too, and some parents got on his case for whipping by stops ahead of schedule, so now he never leaves one second early. He doesn’t leave one second late, either.


His hand grips the silver handle that swings the doors. They’re shut already, but he’s just itching to give the final shove that seals the little rubber strip between them.


He’s looking straight ahead instead of checking for stragglers inside the building. Because it’s so dark outside, you can see everything in the school lobby—the limp flag, the half-empty rack for inspirational literature, the chairs outside the office, all two of them so nobody gets the idea that they’re invited to hang around.


Emily is trotting up the hall at last, coat under one arm, backpack bouncing off the other shoulder. She’s the only one in the genius club who rides the late bus; everyone else gets picked up.


Just then the driver oomphs the doors shut, and the big bus engine starts to grind.


“Wait!” I shout. Standing, I pinch the latches and drop the window. “Emily!” I scream, leaning out and waving her on like some crazed coach at the finish line. She sees me and picks up the pace.


“Sit down and shut the window,” the driver yells.


“You’ve got one more rider,” I yell back. “Her mom will call transportation if the bus ditches her.”


Which is a big fat lie, of course, because Stacy is probably in one of her yoga classes doing the Royal Pigeon or the Peeing Dog or some other pretzel pose.


I can feel his eyes boring into my back although I’m too busy relatching the window to glare back at him. So he hates me; join the club.


Emily tears out of school, but then she has to stop because the driver takes his time opening the door.


As the bus starts moving, she ricochets down the aisle.


“You owe me,” I say as she plops down beside me.


“We got caught up in a really cool puzzle,” she says.


The matted fuzz around her hood brushes my arm. “Get that thing away from me.”


“How was homework club?” she asks.


“Horrible. Somebody ate the beans for lunch, and then Rosa’s phone was going off—”


“J.?”


“G. Rosa J.’s not dumb enough for homework club.”


“Stop saying that,” Emily says.


“You sound like my mother.”


“She’s right! You finish your math?”


“Sort of. Want to look it over?”


I pull out the sheet and give it to Emily. Of course she finds a gazillion mistakes. “All right triangles can be half rectangles,” she says. “Think about it.”


When she explains things, they make sense, for a while. Who cares about the area of a trapezoid, though? That question stumped my teacher for a minute, and then he launched into this spiel about geometry in everyday life, and if I were someone with a trapezoidal yard, I might need to figure out how much fertilizer to spread. As if. Hook up your hose to a bottle of Miracle-Gro, point, and shoot.


Emily finishes my problem set just as we turn onto her seedy street. That’s the other hard-ass thing about this driver: We pass right by Emily’s house, but because transportation put the stop on the corner, he won’t drop her anywhere but there.


“Key,” I remind her as she passes back my math.


Last year Mom made me take self-defense, where they taught us to scream really loud (“Like you need a lesson in that,” Emily said) and to hold our keys between our fingers so we can gouge out the eyes of any carjacker waiting to ambush us in the parking lot. Emily and I don’t carry those long pointy car keys that can really do a job on a thug’s face, but a house key works passably, jutting out of your fist like a nasty spike.


“You got other homework?” she asks as she pulls on her backpack.


“Book report.”


“On?”


“Hoot.”


“Again?”


“Shut up.”


“You like barefoot boy.”


“Mullet Fingers,” I say. “Living my dream.”


“Homeless.”


“No school,” I say as she starts moving down the aisle.


“No future,” she says.


“Maybe you are my mother,” I call after her.


She stops on the bus steps for a second. The driver drums his finger on the door handle.


Call me later, Emily mouths.


As the bus roars down the street, Emily jogs in a cloud of exhaust toward her house. Half a house. The landlord lives in the other duplex, but he’s almost never there. Although Emily doesn’t complain, Stacy always forgets to leave a light on. Her yoga instructor should teach her the Attentive Mother.


My mother has our porch light on a timer. And she makes the first kid home call her at work. She and Stacy come from different parent planets.


Getting off the bus, I put my key in gouge mode, just for practice. Our street’s a step up from Emily’s, plus, I know a lot of neighbors since we’ve lived here almost since I was born. Still, I’m always secretly glad to see the light in Todd’s room.


I lean on the doorbell and listen to Todd’s size elevens thump down the stairs. Pause, peep through the hole, turn the lock.


“Forget your key, Sievebrain?” he says.


“Just making sure you get some exercise,” I say, waving my eyeball skewer toward his face. I wonder, does blood or some other liquid come out? Maybe you just find the eyeball halfway up your key, like an olive on a toothpick. “Any word from Mom?”


“Start your homework.”


“Yes, sir,” I say to Todd’s back. I make a small detour into the kitchen for cheese curls and fridge inspection. Defrosting burger means either chili or tacos.


Up in my room, I make a little bed nest out of pillows and fleece, the perfect place for listening to music and basking in the glow from Hollywood pinned up on my wall. Hello, stars. No matter how much I mess up, they’re always smiling down at me. Of course, I’d be smiling too if somebody handed me a TV show or a billion-dollar record contract. I totally get why the Greeks loved their gods. Zeus, Hera, Apollo—they were celebrities, almost human, only luckier and better-looking, with personal assistants to do their bidding.


Do personal assistants do homework? Probably not. But I bet you can bid them to look it over.


•   •   •


Next thing I know, Mom is knocking and entering. “K. C., hi, cupcake, it’s your turn—oh.”


I sit up fast.


“Sleeping? This is a terrible time to nap.”


“Thinking,” I say. Although thinking what I can’t say because my head feels like a snow globe that’s just been shaken.


“Our deal,” Mom says. She’s looking around, but clearly I haven’t unpacked my backpack, since it’s still downstairs. So that means I haven’t cleaned out my lunchbox and copied new assignments from my agenda to the four-month planner over my desk and started on something due the next day.


Which means Mom owns my Saturday, and I might not be able to babysit and pay Emily back for the onion rings.


I could wave my math around and pretend I did it at home, but since it’s downstairs I decide it’s better to go for mercy.


“I’m so tired,” I say. Mom takes a deep breath. I know what she’s going to say. If you didn’t stay up until all hours of the night . . .


Before I can ask her to take my temperature, she changes her mind and holds out an envelope. “For you.”


“Visa again?”


“Get that out of your head,” Mom says. “Fourteen is too young for a credit card.”


It’s nice to know that Visa doesn’t think so.


“Save the Girls,” Mom says. She sounds excited, but the brain flakes are still falling in my head. Then I remember. The present. If you can believe signing someone up to write a million letters when they can’t write is a present. “Want to read it to me?” Mom says.


Doesn’t she have something better to do, like making chili? “After dinner,” I say. “I’m so hungry. Maybe that’s why I have a headache.”


Mom punts a couple of pillows and sits down on the rug beside the bed. She leans over and lays her head next to mine on the fleece neck roll.


Crinkle.


Suddenly Mom sits up. Following her foot under the bed, she pulls out the empty cheese curls package. And a plate of crusty spaghetti. Oops.


How many times have I told you not to eat food in your room? But Mom doesn’t say anything. She just looks disappointed, which is worse.


“Read it to me?” Mom says. She’s all upright again. “Or I’ll read it to you.”


“You read it,” I say.


“You open it.”


The envelope’s as thin as old-lady skin. A swell of missing Granny washes over me, gardenia perfume and fingers in potting soil and the way she calls me Little Miss Bright Eyes. Of course, the only one who’s ever associated “bright” with me lives fourteen hours away by car.


“How come it has an American stamp?” I ask. “I thought it was coming from South Africa—”


“Sudan,” Mom says, “which is northern Africa. But that’s a really good question, K. C.”


I wish I could think of another really good question and another and another, and then maybe I’d be the daughter Mom always wanted.


“Probably Save the Girls bundles all the letters together for the trip overseas and mails them out in the States,” Mom continues.


I unfold the square inside—two pages, one all dotted Morse code that Mom says is Arabic, and the other lacy cursive. I pass it to Mom, who reads it aloud.


“Why does she call me ‘sister’?” I ask.


“It’s like ‘comrade.’ Sisterhood Is Powerful. That was this book—”


“What’s for dinner?” I ask.


Mom stops with a look so sorrowful, I wish I could turn into a stuffie. I’m already filled with fluff. No one lectures a teddy bear; you just hug it.


“Tacos,” Mom says, creaking to her feet. “I came up to remind you that it’s your night to set the table. Bring your dirty dishes when you come down. Please.”


“Sorry.”


“Don’t be sorry. Just do better next time.” That’s Mom’s refrain. “I’ll do the table tonight so you can write Nawra. You have the stationery I gave you at Christmas?”


“Yeah.” Somewhere.


“Want me to help?”


“You don’t think I can write a letter?”


“I didn’t say that.”


“Do we have real taco shells or just scoopy chips?”


“Shells,” Mom says. She looks as if she wants to say something else, but she doesn’t.


“Lots of lettuce,” I call as I hear her step on the stairs, but she doesn’t answer.


Thank God the letter’s short. Thirty bucks—is that the great gift Nawra’s raving about? Not that I’d mind. I’d put it toward a replacement cell phone. It’s so Mom to send money off to Sudan and then make us eat Cutie Oats instead of Cheerios, everything generic, except for brands she claims really taste better, which is always her stuff, coffee and smoked turkey.


I hunt for Mom’s present. I remember the box, brown wicker so ridgy I ran my bare feet over it on Christmas for a little massage. Inside were compartments for stamps and pens and paper. Digging through the pile on the floor of the closet, I feel like one of those dogs in cartoons, clothes and old worksheets flying out between my legs.


Not in closet.


Not under bed.


Costume box?


Tossing jeans and pillows out of the way, I bushwhack to the chest at the end of my bed. Uncle Phil made it, so Mom’s never going to let me get rid of it. Inside I unpack a time capsule: gypsy scarf from third-grade Halloween, stuffed kitty from Chloe’s Build-A-Bear birthday party, notes Mr. Hathaway sent to Mom that I’m sure she’s happier not knowing about. I trash those. I should have stashed the spaghetti plate in the costume box. Near the bottom I find a long white glove that goes all the way past the elbow, a long-ago Christmas present from Granny.


Dahling.


How can you eat oozy hors d’oeuvres with gloves on? Maybe your personal assistant eats them for you.


“Supper, guys,” Mom calls up the stairs.


I consider wearing the glove but in the end decide against it. No celebrity would dine with a lowlife like my brother.
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In the name of God, the Merciful and Compassionate


28 January 2008


Dear Madame K. C. Cannelli,


Peace be upon you. How are you? Are you strong?


I thank you again for your gift. We have a saying: A friend who visits you when you are suffering is your best friend.


Saida Julie says you will send me letters too. Perhaps they are sailing now across the ocean. I have never seen the ocean, but Adeeba says it is like the sky turned upside down, blue with little white clouds on top when the wind blows. She says it moves like the desert, but it is so big that even if I owned one thousand camels, I would not be able to cross it.


Adeeba has not seen the ocean either, but she saw a picture in a book. She can read and write. Her father taught her and then sent her to school with boys, although his own mother did not approve. He is a journalist. Her parents met at the university. Her mother, God’s mercy upon her, was studying to be a doctor. In the capital, ways are different. The men do not say, A woman has broken wings.


Adeeba corrects me: Some men do say that, but not her mother’s father, God’s mercy upon him. Her grandfather was a professor, so he sent his son to England to learn about the stars and his daughter to medical school in Khartoum to learn about the body.


He did not plan for his daughter to follow a journalist back to West Darfur, but her heart was as strong as her head. He could not argue when she said the need for doctors among us was great. So Adeeba’s parents moved to El-Geneina. Her mother could not believe this city called itself capital of the state, with planes that wait to take off until the mud dries on the runway.


Nonetheless, Adeeba’s parents were happy, which neither grandmother could understand.


The one in the village thought, How could my son marry a woman who does not stay behind the doorstep but touches the skin and pus of strangers?


The other in the city thought, How could my daughter marry a man with one foot in jail who buys chickens for dinner with their feathers still on?


They made a palace out of an apartment and put on the throne their little girl, the sultana Adeeba.


Adeeba says I should talk about me, not her. Adeeba writes this for me because there was no school for girls in my village, and even if there were, my father would not have sent me. Adeeba promises she will write down everything I say exactly as it leaves my mouth.


So I will test her now and say that Adeeba is very clever but very bossy.


Your sister, Nawra
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In the name of God, the Merciful and Compassionate


    25 February 2008


    Dear Madame K. C. Cannelli,


Peace be upon you. How are you? Are you strong?


When I saw this, I said to Adeeba, Where did all my words go? I cannot write, but I can count. My brother Muhammad, God’s mercy upon him, taught me so that I could keep track of the sheep and goats. That is how we passed the evenings under the stars.


Why is your pen not moving as fast as my lips? I asked.


Adeeba said, Your greetings are too long.


Droughts are too long, wars are too long, but not greetings. Forgive me, sister, if I have been impolite. How are you? And your health? How is your family? How are you? Inshallah [translator’s note: God willing], you are all strong. Your health is good?


That is better.


Adeeba does not agree. Write that down, I tell her: We do not agree. Literacy does not conquer stupidity.


You and your sayings and your greetings, Adeeba says. See how silly it looks to repeat the same words over and over. And what have you told this lady? Writing is different from talking. In writing you must always say something new. People in America are very busy. They do not have time for greetings.


What do you mean, Americans do not have time? They have mobiles, they have cars, but they do not have time? They may have more meat, more cloth, more medicine, but one thing that God gives in equal measure is time.


You are as stubborn as a donkey, Adeeba says.


What do you know of donkeys, City Girl? I tell her. I had a beautiful donkey, Madame Cannelli. I called her Cloudy because she was the soft gray of the sky before a summer rain. My father, God’s mercy upon him, bought her to help corral the herd, but in her heart she belonged to me. When she did not obey, my father beat her with one of the switches he piled beside the house. He beat us, too, so I knew that a switch brings obedience from the outside, not from the inside. Instead I tied some twigs together and scratched Cloudy’s back when we returned tired and dusty from gathering wood for the fire. I saved her watermelon rinds and filled her water hole. Not once did I have to beat her.


We have a saying: You cannot feed your donkey only when you need to ride it. But that is what people do.


Adeeba says my stories are as long as my greetings. If you are busy with your household, I apologize.


I will let Adeeba rest her hand, but know that there are many words behind the few on this paper.


    Your sister, Nawra
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    In the name of God, the Merciful and Compassionate


    27 March 2008


    Dear Madame K. C. Cannelli,


Peace be upon you. How are you? Are you strong?


Your gift comes but not your letters. Perhaps you could put them in the same envelope. At the beginning, Saida Julie said we must write our sisters in America every month, and they will write us. She has kind eyes, as green as the grass after the wadi floods, so I did not feel shy to ask what I should put in my letter. Perhaps I have not been saying the right thing. Perhaps Adeeba is right about the greetings. Know that I say them, but I have told Adeeba not to write them down.


Most Americans do not know about Sudan, Saida Julie said. Anything you tell will be news.


We have a saying: When God created Sudan, he laughed in delight. That is all I know. Adeeba tires of my sayings, but they are all I have left of Umm Jamila.


Describe your village, Saida Julie said.


Umm Jamila was wide and clean, with acacia trees on three sides shielding us from the wind and beyond them fields where we planted sorghum and millet. At the foot of the far hills we dropped our buckets in deep wells with water so clear and cool that whenever people drank from them they said, Praise the Lord!


Many people lived in Umm Jamila, at least that is what I used to think, all my father’s people, my uncles and their wives, my cousins, my grandmother, and more than forty families besides. But it was nothing like this camp. Here you cannot smell your own dinner for all the cookpots steaming and cannot sleep for strangers crying out in their dreams. Even if you pick your way carefully, you step on what is left of someone’s life.


In Umm Jamila, when my sisters and I returned with firewood on our heads, we walked three across holding hands. Most families had several houses, all with thick thatch roofs and strong mud walls we patched every year after the rains. My father slept in one. Another belonged to my father’s first wife, Kareema, God’s mercy upon her. My mother slept with the baby. We children shared a fourth until my father, God’s mercy upon him, gave it to the boys and built a separate one for my sisters and me and another for visitors. Our animals we fenced in a zariba. Around us my mother grew onions, sesame, watermelon, okra, tomatoes, cowpeas, all good things to eat. We picked the red hibiscus blossoms to make hot tea and cool karkade, which tickled our throats as we drank. And she had a mango tree she tended as if it were a baby. She sang to it.


When we teased her, she used to say, I am not singing to my tree, I am just singing. She always said, If you can walk, you can dance; if you can talk, you can sing.


Saida Julie said you will be curious what I did every day. Girls do different things in America.


I milked the animals. I ground millet. I carried water from the wells. I gathered berries, grasses, and firewood in the bush. I washed clothes. I brewed tea. My father, God’s mercy upon him, liked it very, very sweet. My mother did without sugar so he could have double. The women in the village used to tease her, Now we know why you are Ibrahim’s favorite.


When my father grew angry, my mother handed him a stalk of sugar cane. Chew on this, she said.


That was my mother before. She could make even my father laugh.


She will not dance again, but if I could just hear her sing.


I am sorry. That is all I can say for now.


    Your sister, Nawra





Nawra


APRIL 2008


“Maybe tomorrow Saida Julie will come,” Adeeba says. “She is one of the khawaja who keep their promises. Not like Madame K. C. Cannelli. She must be married to a headman. An American Halima.”


“But Halima would not give money to a nothing girl,” I say.


“She would if she thought there was some benefit to her,” Adeeba says. “Today we must go together to collect wood.”


“Like last time?” I say. “No, City Girl, your head is made for different things than carrying wood.”


“This time I will bring a rope,” Adeeba says.


“You cannot lead wood like a donkey. It has no legs.”


“I will tie the wood together and strap it to my back,” Adeeba says.


“And where will you get this rope?”


For all her answers, Adeeba does not have one for this.


“If the next gift comes, you must buy a rope,” she says. “When we are not gathering firewood, we can tie things down.”


Before these gifts, I had never held money. Now before I spend each coin, I turn it over and over in my hand, like one of my sister Saha’s stones. But the coins do not have the same beauty, for they have been shaped by men, not God, who makes not one thing exactly like another. Round and flat, the coins are pleasing enough with their words and pictures and numbers, but they are all the same.


Their beauty lies not in their form but in their deeds. The coins have brought my mother healing herbs. And I am grateful for those days I do not have to walk beyond the camp with my fear, looking for firewood.


Why does Madame K. C. Cannelli not write? I do not think Saida Julie has told her of my dishonor. Perhaps she prefers to aid a smart girl like Adeeba.


We are still arguing when we hear, “Ayah!” The cry moves through our section, but it has no panic. Words soon embroider it with joy. “The saidas’ car!”


Adeeba grabs my hand, and we run toward the meeting place. Beside us hurry even those who grumble in their jealousy, who say that the saidas are wasting their money because doing a favor to women is water that has missed its stream. We hunger for news, especially good news, but anything to reshape the sameness of the days.


Sand has scoured the saidas’ car, no longer white but gray. It moves slowly on its big tires as silly children jump at the closed windows.


At last the driver stops. I am relieved when Saida Julie steps out and waves to us. But her smile does not come from her heart.


Khawaja surround the saidas like bees.


Opening the car from the back, the driver pulls out the metal table with its legs folded underneath. He is not the same driver as last month. Suddenly he slams his hand against the car. “How can I set up with all these people here?” he asks.


Saida Noor touches Saida Julie on the back. “Please make room for the girls in our program,” she says to the crowd.


No one moves.


“They walk naked in a country that is not theirs,” Adeeba says to me.


“Please,” Saida Noor says. Her lips tremble, and her eyes tell us she has not slept. When first she came to the camp, she wore a tobe, but today she dresses like a khawaja, in pants.


“Why do you come late?” a man calls.


Saida Noor looks down, then draws breath to tell us the story. Men in uniform turned them away from the fourth camp on their route. These soldiers said that camp residents had killed three government workers.


Let us in, Saida Julie said to the soldiers. We have no guns. We come only to help girls.


Why do you want to help any of these rebels? the soldiers said. We care for your safety.


We care for theirs, said Saida Julie.


The men laughed and made ugly jokes, and the driver insisted that the saidas leave.


Saida Julie insisted that they look for African Union troops. They are supposed to be here, she said. They are neutral. They can prevent a massacre.


“But we did not find protectors,” says Saida Noor. “We did not find anyone. We did not find anything but villages with empty houses.”


The saidas slept sitting in the car rather than lie down in a house where the roof had been cut off, like a head from a body.


The next day Saida Julie spotted smoke. People must be cooking, she said.


As they got closer, the smoke thickened. Where are the houses? Saida Julie asked.


As Saida Noor speaks, several women weep. “Where? What is the name of that village?” a woman calls.


“I do not know,” says Saida Noor. She speaks softly. The crowd has grown quiet. “We did not see anyone to ask. We saw only charred rings where houses must have stood and inside—”


Saida Noor does not have to finish because we all know what was inside. Most of us have seen the blackened bones. We know the smell that rides the smoke and seeps into your clothes and your hair and your skin. Even if you find water, you cannot wash it off.


They left the village. Then Saida Julie remembered her camera, so she made the driver turn back. Saida Julie took many pictures, some far, some near, stepping carefully where the ground was still hot, pointing at the bones.


Adeeba is nodding. “Give the story a human face,” she says. “That is what my father did.”


I do not tell her that bones have no face.


Saida Noor says that when the driver blew the horn, Saida Julie grew angry. But Saida Noor told her it was right that they should leave. Whoever did this might come back.


Whoever did this had government backing, Saida Julie said. Look at those craters. Someone dropped a bomb. That requires a plane, or a helicopter.


So they drove and drove, sleeping little. Once they stopped to share food with a group of people walking. Outside one town, a new settlement had sprung up, and they found a patrol of five protectors.


When they told the commander about the burned village, he said, What do you want me to do? My mission is to protect civilians. Those people are dead.


When they told him about the camp, he said, Last week militias grabbed six women near here as they gathered firewood. Only four came back, blood running down their legs. Tell me how five troops are supposed to protect all these thousands of refugees. Tell me how seven thousand troops are supposed to stop a civil war.


Saida Noor turns her head sharply, as if a hand has slapped her face. When she looks at us again, tears run down her cheeks. “What could we do?”


As they headed toward Zalingei, the winds came out of nowhere, creating a huge red cloud from ground to sky. Riding ahead of the haboob were three men wrapped in white.


The saidas did not know if they were Janjaweed. Saida Julie made sure that their driver could reach his gun but told him not to stop the car. Yet he had to stop because he could not see the track through the dust. The riders passed in front—farmers, kicking their donkeys as they hurried home from the fields with cloths drawn across their faces.


Saida Noor smiles. “We are glad to be here,” she says.


“And we are glad that you are here,” says a man.


It is Si-Ahmad, chief of the school. Adeeba has asked him for a job. He has been walking through our section, urging parents to send their children for lessons.


Si-Ahmad says, “We are relieved that you are safe and that no Janjaweed ride near here. ‘Whoever relieves his brother of a trial or a difficulty in this life, God will relieve him of a trial in the next life.’ So said the Prophet, peace be upon him.


“Come, my friends,” Si-Ahmad continues. “Leave these ladies to their good work. If you have not already, bring your children to the schoolhouse. Daughters as well as sons. Remember the words of the Messenger, ‘The search for knowledge is an obligation upon every Muslim man and Muslim woman.’ We all must rise to meet our future.”


Slowly those who have no business with the saidas wander away. Already they are repeating the story of the government soldiers come to root out rebels from the camp. There are guns here, too, people say, in the section where you can buy anything for a price.


Like a calf, the table soon stands on its unfolded legs, and we line up to sign the register. Today I am behind Fayiza, the one-armed girl who does not speak. She draws a stone.


The envelopes with coins now have our names on the back in Arabic and English letters. Saida Julie keeps the envelopes in a metal box that locks with a key, which she wears on a rope around her neck.


When she gives each of us our gift, she smiles and says in schoolteacher’s Arabic, “We must take care of one another.” Or, “God willing, the future will be better.”


Then Saida Noor checks in the box to see if we have a letter from our sister in America.


There is none for me.


“You are sure?” I ask.


Saida Noor looks again. She speaks with Saida Julie.


“The sisters give their money for the year,” Adeeba whispers, “but they must send their letters month by month. Saida Julie is going to ask the organizers in America why your sister has not done her duty.”


“I do not want to make trouble for her,” I say. “Tell Saida Julie.”


“Saida Julie will not make trouble,” Saida Noor says. “She will remind Madame Cannelli that her voice matters.”


[image: Images]


    In the name of God, the Merciful and Compassionate


    29 April 2008


    Dear Madame K. C. Cannelli,


Peace be upon you. How are you? Are you strong? I pray that you are well.


Adeeba says I should tell you more about our troubles, which started long ago in the time of hunger. As I grew, I heard stories of women walking to cities to sell their jewelry for food. With her aunts and sisters, my mother spent many weeks wandering, gathering rice and grass and mukheit berries. Perhaps that is why she so loved the garden around the house my father made for her. All she needed grew by her door.


Arab nomads began fighting farmers over water. The government called those who sided with farmers rebels and sent soldiers and Janjaweed [translator’s note: devils on horseback] to fight them. Adeeba will write their names. The Sudan Liberation Army blames the government for giving weapons to the Arabs. The Justice and Equality Movement says the government favors Arabs and keeps oil money and progress from Darfur.


If you offered me a cup of milk or a cup of oil, I would choose milk, but Adeeba says oil can bring more milk and roads and schools and hospitals.


Thanks to God, we did not have such rebels in my village. What did we know of a government far away? It is true that some men argued but not with a gun in their hands. When they did not listen to their elders, it was because they were lazy and did not want to work, or greedy and did not like their family’s choice for their bride.


My grandfather, God’s mercy upon him, told my father to stick to his livestock. Hot water is not a playground for frogs.


Adeeba says the water was boiling in El-Geneina because it was near the border. Government soldiers and Janjaweed were fighting the rebels, who were sometimes fighting one another. Some from our neighbor Chad were helping Justice and Equality, although perhaps they were just helping themselves. The friend who spoils your life is a clear enemy.


Adeeba’s father was watching the lines to see who crossed where, which could make a war between countries.


I think the animals have it right because they do not draw lines across the land; they know only that all belongs to God, who makes the grass sweet.


But when elephants fight, the grass suffers.


At first Adeeba’s father visited those who had fled the villages. He did not have to travel far because they camped near El-Geneina. They were like one who seeks protection from scorching heat with fire, for the Janjaweed rode into their settlements at all hours of the day and night. Janjaweed even came into the city and pulled a shopkeeper from his bed and beat him because he did not want to unlock his store so they could empty his shelves.


One day these yellow leaves will fall from the tree, Adeeba’s father wrote, and all knew he was criticizing the leaders in the capital. So the head of the newspaper told him, Go to your relatives before you are destroyed. But Adeeba’s father feared to take to the road with a daughter because of the evil abroad.


Perhaps it is better I have had no letters from you, Madame K. C. Cannelli, for the haboob that just swept through our camp would have blown them away. At first the wind teased us. Sleeping mats began to flop and bowls began to roll, and mothers sent the children chasing. The wind picked up Umm Hakim’s tobe drying on a pole. As it flew, with little Umar jumping and trying to catch it, I remembered how my brothers and cousins loved to chase the kites they made from sticks and worn cloth.
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