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			They will even take away our name: and if we want to keep it, we will have to find in ourselves the strength to do so, to manage somehow so that behind the name something of us, of us as we were, still remains.

			—PRIMO LEVI, IF THIS IS A MAN
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			She does not know her name. Does not know in what language she dreams. Remembers words in Arabic, Turkish, and Italian, and speaks various dialects. Several are from Sudan, another from Veneto. People call it “a jumble.” She speaks a jumble of languages and is hard to understand. You have to say it all again, using different words. Which she doesn’t know. With slow, passionate application she can read Italian, and she signs things with wobbly, almost childlike writing. She knows three prayers in Latin. Religious incantations that she sings in a deep powerful voice.

			

			—

			She has often been asked to tell the story of her life, and has told it again and again, from the beginning. It is the beginning they are interested to hear, so terrible. In her jumble, she has told her story, and that is how her memories have returned. By relating in chronological order the events from so long ago, so painful. Storia Meravigliosa. That is the title of her life story. A serialization in a periodical, and later a book. She has never read it. Her life as told to them. She was proud and ashamed of it. Was afraid of how people might react, and loved being loved for this story, for what she dared to say and what she left unsaid, things they would not have wanted to hear, would not have understood, and that she has never actually told anyone. A wonderful story. In the telling of it, her memory came back. And yet she has never remembered her name. Has never known what she was called. But that is not what matters. Because who she was as a child, in the days when she went by the name her father gave her—that she has not forgotten. Like an homage to childhood, she still harbors within her the little girl she once was. The child who should have died in slavery but survived; that child was and still is what no one has ever succeeded in taking from her.

		

	
		
			When she was born, there were two of them. Two identical little girls. And she was always her twin’s double. Even though she did not know where she was, she lived with her. They were separated, but together. They grew up and grew old far apart, yet alike. At night she was particularly aware of her presence, sensed the body that should have been next to hers, its breathing. Their father was the village chief’s brother, in Olgossa in Darfur. The name of her village and the region were supplied by other people, when she told them her story and they cross-referenced maps, dates, and events. So it was in Olgossa that her father bared them, her twin and her, to the moon in order to protect them; and it was to the moon that he first spoke their names, which were reminders for all time of how they had come into the world, so that for all time the world would remember them. She knows this is how it happened, she knows it infallibly and for all time. When she looks at the darkness of night, she often thinks of her father’s hands, and wonders in what corner of this vastness her name lives on.

			In Olgossa in the evenings, when the sun had slipped behind the rocky uplands, when the men and their flocks had come home and the goats were lying under the trees, when the donkey’s braying sounded out its tuneless music and the ground had not yet cooled, the people of her village gathered around the fire. They talked loudly like the crowds in small markets. She sat on her father’s knee and rested her head against his shoulder. When he spoke, his voice made her skin tingle. A prolonged shiver, a shiver that had a smell, a melody, and a warmth all its own. Her twin would sit on his other knee and felt the same fear as she did in the gathering darkness. She thought so often of those evenings, of the sweet sensation of their protected fears. She closed her eyes on the recollection. And kept to herself her indefinable sadness, a sadness she could not possibly explain. She did not have the vocabulary to describe it; the words she knew were concrete and rough-hewn, they each identified an image or a shape but could not represent the elusive or the ever-present. It was only in the expression in her eyes that you could see the contrast between her strength and her innocence; in her expression too that you could see what she had lost and what her inner life had allowed her to reclaim. Her life. Which she protected like a gift.

		

	
		
			Her mother’s face must have been beautiful, because she herself was beautiful. Because she was always chosen for this, her beauty. Her mother must have been tall with high cheekbones, a wide forehead, and black eyes with that blue starlike spark at the center of them. Just like hers. Her mother smelled of grilled millet, the bitter sugar of sweat, and milk; smelled of the things she gave to others. She knows her mother smelled like this because she has come across this combination several times, and it knocked the breath out of her. It was terrible not being able to hold on to it, suffering the shock of it without savoring its comforts. It was terrible, but it also felt good being jolted like this, a few seconds she simply had to accept, like a painless mystery. Of the eleven children her mother had brought into the world, four died. Two were abducted.

			

			—

			She was five when it happened for the first time. Five, six, or seven, how to know? She was born in 1869. Perhaps a little earlier. Or a little later, she does not know. Time has no name for her, she does not like writing numbers, cannot tell the time from a clock, only from the shadows cast by trees. People who asked her to tell her story from the beginning calculated her age in relation to wars in her native Sudan, that species of violence she would meet again elsewhere, because every part of the world is the same, born of chaos and explosions, falling apart as it moves forward.

			

			—

			She is about five, and it is the end of the world. This particular afternoon bears a light never seen since, a peaceful happiness, resonant and yet unnoticed. No one knows it is there. People live within this happiness like busy little birds, and on this afternoon the children in her village play in the shade of the great baobab, and the tree is like someone they trust. It is a center and an ancestor, a source of shade and an immutable point. The elderly are asleep at this time of day. The men are harvesting watermelons in the fields. On the edge of the village the women beat sorghum, the soft music of a peaceful village that tends its fields, an image of a lost paradise that she will nurture to convince herself it existed. She is from this place, this site of massacred innocence, of goodness and rest. That is what she wants. To come from a fair life. As every life is before it is acquainted with evil.

			

			—

			Her older sister, Kishmet, has come over from her husband’s village to spend the afternoon at home with them. She is fourteen, or thereabouts. She has not brought her baby, her mother-in-law is looking after the child, who has a slight fever, and so, for a few hours, she can be her parents’ daughter again. She is having an afternoon nap with the twin in the women’s hut. She is sad that she lives in another village, that she belongs to her husband now, not to her father, but she is proud to have a child. Her breasts are full; before falling asleep the twins drank a little of her milk, it soothed them both.

			

			—

			The women’s humming as they beat sorghum is like the buzz of insects. She is five years old and she is at her mother’s side, playing with her small pebbles. Doing what all children do, being inventive, bringing to life inanimate objects, stones, plants, orchestrating and imagining. These are her very last moments of innocence. Awareness is about to strike her down in a single blow and turn her life inside out like a glove. Her mother sings a little more slowly than the other women, she can hear this discrepancy, her mother’s thoughts are elsewhere, because her eldest daughter has come for the afternoon. Soon she will be a grown woman. She already has a baby. Will have another. And then another. A married woman’s life. Her mother’s slower singing betrays pride, quiet concern. And tenderness.

			

			—

			She is five years old and she is afraid of snakes. Her older brother often draws long ribbon shapes in the sand with the end of a stick. He laughs when she screams, it’s a game, a big brother’s joke, and she will always associate her brother with snakes. She will miss this unequal game, her brother waiting eagerly for her fear, his eyes laughing in anticipation, the taunting look he gives her, granting her a fleeting importance. On this particular afternoon, it is just when she sees some snake tracks—tracks her brother may not have drawn—that she hears something appallingly loud. Unfamiliar. She doesn’t understand it, but the women immediately stop beating their sorghum, they look up, scream as if calamity were already upon them, and they run to catch up with the sound. Her mother grabs her without even looking, as if she were a bundle of clothes, snatches her up like an armful of dry grass, and then drops her, runs off screaming. Forgetting her. Leaves her there, suddenly, in the disfigured village, surrounded by flames, and races into the hut where Kishmet and the twin were sleeping. Now she is alone. Surrounded by fire and dead bodies. A terror of abandonment takes root within her. She calls for her mother. Shrieks her name, but her cries are lost in the furious roar of the fire, the thudding sounds as the men beat it down with pitchforks. They pour buckets of water over it, smoke shrouds the village, chokes it. The child coughs and calls her mother, but neither her sobs nor her outstretched arms are answered.

			

			—

			When her mother reaches the women’s hut, she looks for Kishmet but finds only the twin. Alone and alive. She shakes her. Kisses her. Pushes her away. Then hugs her close. Panicky, incoherent behavior. Tell me what you saw! She screams at the child. Saying it again and again in a shrill voice, repeating her demand through hysterical sobs: Tell me what you saw! The child does not utter a word. The mother knows what happened. She herself was born in a time of war, she knows how slavery works, knows why her daughter has been taken and what she will be used for. What she wants from the young twin is one last image of Kishmet. Tell me what you saw! means: Tell me you still see her! But the child does not move. She is silent. Her face has changed, expresses a new awareness, one she does not yet have the words to communicate.

			

			—

			The abductors stormed in at a gallop that afternoon, with fire, rifles, chains, yokes, and horses, and they took everyone they could. The young, mostly. Boys to make soldiers of them, girls for pleasure and servitude. They worked quickly, this was routine for them. They knew the village, informed by allies who had told them how to get there and who may have been from the neighboring village. They knew what they would find there.

			

			—

			The men and women of Olgossa have arrived home too late. Their sons and daughters tried to run away, to hide, but they were taken, wounded, killed, and their voices were smothered in the great blast of the flames. There are bodies on the ground, dismembered, burned, groaning as the life ebbs out of them in large pools of blood. There are stray goats, whimpering dogs, and birds fallen silent. There are destroyed huts and broken slave yokes, evidence that the raiders have been here. The fire is still spreading from one point to another. The familiar signature left by slave traders.

			

			—

			The village is in disarray for several days, like a field after a storm. She does not recognize her own twin, does not recognize the place where she lives. Olgossa is filled with the moaning of the injured, on and on it goes, a constant repetition of suffering, like an endless round of slow, despairing supplications. She does not recognize the people with whom she lives. The villagers have gathered up the dead and counted the missing. They found decapitated old men, children with amputated limbs. Found devastation and pillage, ravaged fields, dying cows, the river water tainted by bloated corpses, every sign of life wiped out. And the women clutched and scratched at their own bodies till they drew blood, beat their foreheads on the ground, howling sounds the child had never heard. The men took up their lances and tom-toms, and set off into the night. The witch doctor came and made sacrifices. After many days and nights, the men returned. But did not meet their womenfolk’s eyes. In front of their sons too they looked away. Confronted with rifles and gunpowder, their bows and arrows served only to indicate their impotent presence. Such irony.

			

			—

			For a long time the smell of bodies and burned straw hung over the village, and ash flittered about for several days before disappearing on the wind. And when the ash had gone, it was all truly over. But in the sand outside the women’s hut, her older sister’s body had left a snake trail as wide as a baobab branch. She still sees it. Even when others have walked over it. Even when the rain changes the red earth into clods of mud. She sees this image of her brutal, mute absence. A warning. And she still harbors that naked fear, the fear of her own screams that her mother did not hear. This is a new danger: Losing her mother’s protection. A mother she no longer recognizes. An anxious, nervous, sleepless woman.

			

			—

			Of course the inhabitants of Olgassa considered leaving the village, because it was now known to the traders and their agents would surely come back. And then they thought of those who had done so before them, who had fled their ransacked villages, abandoned their crops, lost their flocks, had left for another place that they never actually reached. They had been found starved to death at the foot of hills, on plains, and in forests. And so the inhabitants of Olgossa stayed. Living in fear of going to fetch firewood, going to fetch water, fear of seeing their children stray away, their women grow too beautiful, fear that rifles and gunpowder should come galloping back. At any moment. By day. Or by night. And their happiness became a faltering thing, muddied by grief and powerlessness, and by this newfound wariness of strangers, but also, and most important, of those who were not strangers and had readily explained where they could be found.

		

	
		
			Her mother had so many children. That is how she always remembers her, with children clutching her hands, her legs, swelling her belly, suckling at her breasts, sleeping against her back. A tree with its branches. That is her mother. Mother to all children, a universal loving mother, a reflection of every woman who has brought life into the world, she is forever loving and powerful, she is unconditional love, absolute self-sacrificing love. A mater dolorosa.

			

			—

			She has tried to cling to these appealing images of her mother, images from before the raid. The feast day when she saw her body painted red, gleaming with oil, looking like a flame rearing up from the sand. She was as beautiful as a stranger. Her children followed her, hand in hand, giggling shyly. The village was always full of children. You grew up with a child in your arms. On your hip. On your back. Holding your hand. You grew up accepting all the children that came after you, you grew up so that you could help carry them, and so on ad infinitum. Children snuck out of their huts, scattered, ran naked and free, screeching, laughing, and, only briefly, crying. And others were already being born.

			

			—

			For that feast day, the child remembers, her mother took her to one side and braided her hair with tiny red, yellow, and blue beads. She strung around her girlish waist and wrists the same red, yellow, and blue beads; they had belonged to her ancestors and were the symbol of their tribe, their distinguishing feature, like patterns painted on bodies and faces, tattoos on eyelids, like their hairstyles and finery. These colors come back to her, fragments of childhood that resurface and in which she longs to believe. On that feast day, her mother had devoted time to her alone, and when she had finished she told her, You look beautiful. And the child thought her mother was her own precious jewel, and swore to herself that when she grew up she would be like her, be like this red flame that children followed.

			

			—

			In the two years after the raid she believed that she would be married, she would have children and fill the great chasm left by her older sister. She would repair the sorrow. That’s what she would be. A repairer of sorrow. So that her mother could stop being this woman who stumbles, this constantly wary woman who tells them ten times a day not to stray too far, never to talk to strangers, never to follow people who are not from the village, even women, even youngsters, it has become a litany she no longer hears, her mother’s new form of song.

			

			—

			She is seven now, and knows that beyond the hills her older sister and other girls and other boys have vanished and become slaves. Slave, she doesn’t really know what it means. It’s a word for absence, for a village set alight, the word after which there is nothing left. She learned it, and then she went on living, just as little children do, little children who play without realizing they are busy growing up and learning.

			

			—

			She is seven, she takes the cows down to the river, never goes alone, never strays, ever, but she is needed and she likes that. She has her place. And her own personality too. They say she is a happy child, always cheerful, that she never sits still for a moment. Her mother says she is “gentle and good,” so even when she is angry, even when she is furious, she tries to be as her mother describes her, “gentle and good,” it contains her a little, brings her back to a more reasonable state, this child with so much imagination who invents new stories every day and tells them to the little ones, stories she acts out to bring them more fully to life. She likes doing this, likes the kids’ eyes gleaming in anticipation of the rest of the story, the squeals of pretend terror, their hands covering their mouths, the laughter of their relief. She enjoys giving them these moments of fantasy, the pride she feels in eliciting hidden emotions: Fear and hope.

			

			—

			She is seven and she obeys her mother, who asks her one day to go pick grass on the edge of the village. She is not entirely alone, she is with her friend who is called Sira, she remembers a sweet name, so why not Sira. She strides out, swinging her hands and singing her funny song, “When children were born to the lioness,” a song she made up and sings to the little ones. It is about an old woman who remembers a time when children were born covered in fur and armed with teeth that they then lost as they grew up and became real humans. When she dreams things up, she sees herself as a spirit, a lost child, a warrior animal. Her own fear always subsides with the story’s happy ending.

			

			—

			On this particular afternoon she walks side by side with Sira, they dawdle on their way to fetch the grass her mother wants, there is something indolent in the air, the wind is dropping, the sun has lost its hard edge, and it is perhaps this balminess that makes Sira and her so carefree and dreamy. They see the two men and are not suspicious. No powder, no rifles, no horses, just two men from a nearby village. Neighbors.

			

			—

			They too have suffered raids. They lost everything. Perhaps they want to exchange one of these children for one that the slave traders took from them and whom they hope to recover. Perhaps they have become slave dealers themselves. Escapees from a raided village, trying to find a way to survive. And the two girls are alone. So young. Little girls command the highest price, better even than young boys. Children aged seven to ten are the most highly prized, and with this one, they can see she’s already beautiful, they can see it, she’s a beauty who will blossom and fetch a high price. A beauty worthy of a harem. They smile. Say hello, in a dialect not very unlike the girls’, wait a while, wait despite their impatience, then confer quietly and agree on how to go about this, they’ll take only one, they’re no longer young men and the girls already look sturdy, they can probably defend themselves like lions, just one would be less risky, the more beautiful one of course. Only one of the men speaks to her, so as not to frighten her, the other stands nearby, ready to intervene if there is any resistance.

			

			—

			The man asks Sira to walk away. Walk a little way away. A little farther. Farther down there. Sira steps back, not looking behind her, steps back again. He keeps waving his hands, and she obeys. She stops near the river. The men are amazed at how easy it is, the girls make no protest, they are not far from the village, just one scream and they would have fled instantly. Then the man turns to her and tells her to walk in the opposite direction, toward the banana palm. She does not move. Looks disoriented, almost a half-wit. He points to the banana palm, tells her she must go fetch a bundle, she does not understand. She looks at the tree. And then at her friend. Sira is hopping from one foot to the other, on and on, and her eyes are huge. The man raises his voice now. “He’s not from our village, a stranger.” She thinks this, the thought like an arrow. Her friend jigs faster from one foot to the other, and her wide eyes stare at her, spilling tears. She can smell fear. Is caught in the web of fear communicated from the men to Sira and from Sira to her. Her ears buzz and her vision blurs. The man grins, she can see his yellow teeth, the impatience in his smile, and the other man, still with one hand on his hip, breathes heavily, irritably. The man keeps his eyes open, the village is close by, someone could walk past, it is the end of the afternoon, they’ll be bringing in the flocks, this kid is beautiful but stupid. She can feel time distorting and weighing heavily. She can’t see the bundle. Can’t speak. Doesn’t want to scream. Doesn’t try to run away. She can tell she’s slipping, falling in some way. But doesn’t know how. Sira is now bent double with both fists rammed in her mouth, watching her, her body looks as if it might sink into the ground. The world is silent and furious. The wind has dropped, the white sky is overtaken by a single cloud, vast and motionless. The man gestures again. She looks at the tree he wants her to go to. Without knowing why, she complies. Walks toward the tree. Both men follow her, they join her cautiously under the banana palm. The sound of her heart. Like a tom-tom calling for a gathering. The man who had his hand on his hip takes out a dagger and puts it to her throat, covers her mouth with his other hand, “If you scream, I’ll kill you!,” it’s such a big hand, it covers her whole face, it smells bad, and the tom-tom is hammering inside her head, her chest, her stomach, and her legs are shaking. She doesn’t know what made the men so angry. They’re now shouting in their dialect, and the dagger is pressing hard against her neck, she thinks maybe they eat little girls just like people in her village eat gazelles. They drag her like a dead gazelle, she’s naked, like all children in her village. They walk away, dragging her behind them. Olgossa grows farther and farther away. Collapsing even more quickly than it did in the flames.

		

	
		
			She walked with them until it was dark. Did not hear people from her village come after them. Did not hear the bush drums beat. Did not see her father loom out of nowhere, powerful and fearsome. She kept on walking for a long time, the day dwindled, and still she waited for them. They would be worried, they would walk quickly, they would run to find her. But they did not come, and so there was the sudden terror, the realization of what she had set in motion. She pictured her village in flames. Thought that was why they hadn’t come to rescue her. A child is taken and the village burns and the inhabitants are busy fighting the destruction. That’s what she had done. She had disobeyed, had triggered catastrophe, and now calling for her mother, reaching out her arms was, once again, pointless. No one would hear her now.

			

			—

			She waited. Did a lot of waiting. And a lot of walking. Night fell, and then…What happened then she has never told anyone. As if she has never managed to remember it. As if it never happened. It is not a wonderful story. Storia Meravigliosa. For a story to be wonderful, the beginning has to be terrible, of course, but the misery must be acceptable, and no one can emerge from it tainted, neither the storyteller nor those listening.

			

			—

			Night fell. She was alone with her abductors. How to describe what she wishes she had never experienced?

			

			—

			The walking went on for two days and two nights. She did not know where the big river was, or the villages, what lay on the far side of the hill, the far side of the trees, and the far side of the stars. But she tried to remember, so that she could retrace the route and go back home. She was afraid and she remembered. Was lost and she recited: The little stream. The pen with four goats. The dune. The bushes. The wells. The banana palms. Some thornbushes. A yellow dog. A donkey. Two donkeys. A dwarf palm. An old man sitting on the ground. Acacia trees. The dune. A field of millet. She hears the hyenas’ shrill calls. The heat has turned to ice in the gathering dark, the wind is quick and cold. The countryside fades. She is in the middle of this invisibility.

			

			—

			The outskirts of a village. A small beaten-earth path, a few huts, skinny dogs, and the echoes of a far-off life. There are men here, talking among themselves, halfheartedly, without passion. They greet her two abductors and go back to their meandering discussion. They are accustomed to stolen children, see them everywhere, all the time, always have. They do not look at the little girl, there is neither pity nor curiosity. Just an ordinary evening.

			

			—

			Her captors open a door. They throw her in. She falls. Onto hard, ice-cold ground. They close the door with a large key. She is terrified, and the word “mama” is all she can remember, the only thing that really exists. The word inhabits her head, her chest, her whole body. It blends with her pain, her huge fear at what was done to her, at what she doesn’t understand, it is the only name that stays with her. Another has gone missing: her own. On that first night the two men asked what her name was. She was too afraid to look at them. Eyes lowered, she could see the dagger. Gleaming and cold. What was her name. What did her mama call her. What was her name. What did her father call her when he talked to the moon. One of the men put his hand on her thin legs scratched by acacia thorns on their journey. What was her name. She left her name beside the river. She left it under the banana palm. It described how she came into the world. But she doesn’t remember how she came into the world. She cries in panic. Only her mother’s name remains. It is all around her. And it can do nothing for her.

			

			—

			There is no daylight in the locked room where they have thrown her, and night never falls. There is no sun. No moon. And no stars. The outside world appears feebly, through a hole gouged at the top of the wall. She stays there a long time. Perhaps a month. A time with no rhythm to it, a time paired inextricably with dread. She calls for her mother and her mother does not come. She begs her so tenderly. Asks to be forgiven: Sorry, I shouldn’t have, sorry, I won’t do it again, punish me, take me back, I’m sorry. Occasionally her mother appears in her dreams and her delirium, apparitions that connect her to her family. Does her mother get up in the night to listen for her? Does she beg her father to go find her? Does she curse her for digging farther into the deep wound of her sorrow?

			

			—

			She sometimes thinks she will stay here her whole life, kept by the two captors who come every evening with some bread and water, and their violence, too. She will grow up like this. Is that possible? Does that happen? Being forgotten by everyone, except these two men? Existing only for them?

			

			—

			She is in the dark of night, and there is nothing after this night but the start of this same night all over again. She smells the rats, feels the nits in her hair, everything is invisible and threatening, she is dirty and assaulted on all sides, she wears a new body, full of pain and shame. Now no one comes near her other than to hurt her. Any presence is a threat. It will be a long time before she learns not to start if someone comes close to her, before she stops being afraid of an outstretched hand, an overconfident eye. A long time before she calms the instinct of a prey animal on the alert, even in moments of joy or in her sleep.

			

			—

			She sleeps curled like an unborn child, sucks her thumb, and sometimes sings her song “When children were born to the lioness,” resting her hand on her chest, to feel her skin reverberate as her father’s used to. Her voice quavers like the air in the midday sun, and her skin rips. Cockroach stings and mouse bites draw burning ideograms that she traces with her fingers.

			

			—

			One morning she decides to escape. Finds within her the strength to hope, to believe in something, and to disobey. For days on end she scratches at the ground, and at the clayey hole at the top of the wall. Standing on tiptoe, straining up, she claws as best she can. She is small, she is thin, but she decides to scratch away at it all the time, every day, and then the hole will grow, and she will go home. She discovers she has a stubborn, dogged strength, a will to live, what is called the survival instinct. There are always two people in her: one at the mercy of the men’s violence and the other, strangely spared, who refuses this fate. Her life deserves something different. She knows this.

			

			—

			Every day she scratches and says “Mama Mama” over and over, the name contains her, she is held within the tempo of this repeated word and it becomes an order. Very soon her fingers bleed. Scabs form and then are torn open, how to make the hole bigger, with what? One morning she throws mice up at it, to get them to help her. But those that don’t fall back down, slip out through the hole without nibbling at it. Those that fall squeak shrilly and this calms her fear. Make me tiny! she asks the moon one evening, even though she cannot see it, Get me out! She cries and can feel herself disappearing, can feel life abandoning her. Then she sits herself up again. Something draws her, wakes her from her despair. She looks at the hole and speaks to it. It becomes her friend. Her enemy. An animal to be tamed. A spirit to placate. She keeps her eyes trained on it even when they are closed. Keeps her mind trained on it even when she sleeps. For a whole day she rubs at it with her hair. Her hair shreds. The hole grows no bigger. Every day, standing on tiptoe, she measures it with her outstretched hands. It is three hands wide. And never more.

			

			—

			So then she finds another means of escape. It is now to herself that she tells her stories. She sometimes imagines the little ones listening to her, remembers their eyes gleaming with fear and hope, she starts the story and never finishes it, doesn’t know where it ends, everything slips through her fingers, she is gripped by fever and is suddenly immersed in her former life, immersed in a time when she heard calls to bring the flocks in for the evening. Her mother’s calls when it was time to eat. The old women’s croaky voices as they chatted in the sinking sunlight. She can hear and see it all. She sets it all out around her, turns the scorpions, rats, and ants into people she loves, names them, and watches them live. For a time this alternative reality saves her. And then the despair returns. She sees where she really is. Knows she is no one now. Howls like an abandoned animal. Screams and cries in a half-dream, half-waking state, journeying between the imaginary and the real, between childhood and the end of childhood. She balls her fists. The hole in the clay is an eye watching her. It is high up. It does not deliver her.

			

			—

			One morning one of her captors opens the door and drags her out, the light is like a knife. There are voices. There are men. A dense hubbub in a language that is not her tribe’s. She immediately grasps that the people who have come are not from her village. Her disappointment is as violent as the sunlight. She feels the men’s hands on her and opens her eyes, white needles dancing, nothing else. One of the men opens her eyelids and says she is sick. Then the captor takes her chin in his hand and forces her to open her mouth and show her teeth. Someone throws a stick for her to run and fetch, at first she does not understand. Does not fetch it. He slaps her and throws the stick again. She runs. The man spits when she falls. Her legs cannot carry her, she is supported by two gnarled pieces of wood. She does not understand what is expected of her. Is panic-stricken. Does not know what they want. She is inspected. All over. It hurts and she cannot understand why people keep wanting to hurt her. She cries because she doesn’t understand, cries with dejection, and this infuriates her captor, he shows the dealer her muscles, her calves, her arms, and most of all keeps saying that she is beautiful. Djamila. This is the word that refers to her. Djamila. The discussions start, the arguing and the laughter freighted with scorn. Her eyes grow accustomed to the light. Behind the haggling she can see some men and women. A small group waiting. For what she does not know. She listens to the negotiations in an unintelligible language. Will she be sent back into the hole? She has a fleeting hope that these men were sent by her father, then she sees money passed from their hands to the captor’s. Clearly sees the coins. She does not want to go back in the hole, to stay with her captors, would rather leave here with these people, wants to leave with them. She listens and understands a few words, saying she is about seven years old, saying her name is Bakhita. The captor puts the money in a small pouch and pushes her toward the waiting group. She is terrified but leaves her prison. She does not know that Bakhita, her new name, means “Lucky One.” Does not know she has been sold to Muslim slave dealers. The truth is, she knows nothing about what all this means.

			

			—

			They are chained to each other. Men in front. Three of them. With chains around their necks, linked to the other two men’s necks. Women behind. Three of them. With chains around their necks. Linked to the other two women’s necks. They are all naked, like her. There is also a little girl, scarcely older than she is. The girl is not chained, and the two children are put side by side, between two guards, bringing up the rear. She watches this procession, the guards have whips and rifles, the chained walk on, uncomplaining, they have not looked at her, will not look at her. And yet all through her life she will seek out eye contact with those who have been mistreated, by life, work or their masters. She is stepping into the world of organized violence and obedience, she is seven years old and, despite her fear, she watches attentively. She did not know people could walk in chains under the lash of whips. Did not know this was done to humans. And does not know what this is called. So she asks the other child what this is.

			“Shhh…” the girl replies.

			“Who are they?” she says again, more quietly. But the child indicates that she doesn’t understand. Doesn’t speak her dialect.

			“Them!” she says, pointing to the young men walking ahead of them. “Who?”

			The other girl screws up her eyes, trying to understand. “Abid,” she says suddenly, then points to her. “You: abda.”

			A feeling of dread strikes her like a physical blow. Abda. Her sister. That’s what this is. What happened to her. Abda, slave, it’s the worst that could happen, it’s Kishmet and it’s Bakhita herself. And all of a sudden it is real, it comes to life in front of her, right there, before her eyes, and for the first time she wonders: “Is Kishmet here?” She will never stop asking herself this question.

			

			—

			She can remember being lost in the smoke in her village, calling to her mother who could not hear her. She looks at these young girls in chains, can still hear her mother screaming, Tell me what you saw! And now she is the one her mother orders to see. So she looks, young bodies already stooped, scars on their backs, their feet torn to shreds, and the word “slave,” that word full of terror walking ahead of her. The child next to her points to her own chest and says very quietly, “Binah. Bi-nah.” Then points to her and asks a question she does not understand but guesses. She would like to reply but does not know how to. It is a long time since anyone has spoken to her, and every language is now foreign to her. She hesitates. Looks at the slaves. Then rubs her tear-filled eyes with her fingers, wipes the mucus from her face with her filthy arm, and utters the word for the first time, points to herself and says, “Bakhita.”

			

			—

			In the days after that she feels she is crossing the whole world. Plains and deserts, forests, dry riverbeds, stinking swamps. They step over crevasses, furrows in wearied soil. They climb mountains. With burning hot stones that shift underfoot and bring down men laden like donkeys, stones hiding snakes that rear up their heads and hiss. She repeats her name to herself, this name she loathes. Tries to get to know herself: “Bakhita doesn’t scream when she sees the snake’s dancing tongue,” “Bakhita doesn’t grasp Binah’s hand when she falls on the stones…” With this new name, she is afraid the sun and moon will not recognize her. She tries to find her bearings in this new life, but she has no idea where she is going or what will happen. She knows her village is getting farther and farther away, does not recognize this landscape, everything she sees, she sees for the first time. The wind is hot, it whips her legs with fistfuls of sand, and its sting stays on her skin a long time, like the bites of the mosquitoes she never sees. There are days when the sky fills with water, a huge gray belly overhead, but no one talks of rain, no one says prayers or sings the songs that make the rains come, and so they stay there with their thirst, separated from the sky.

			

			—

			She is no longer in prison but is in the vast ever-changing world, and she watches, exhausted but avid too. She sees birds with red-and-blue wings, they call to one another across great distances, then suddenly disappear, as if wiped from the sky in an instant. Will these birds fly to where her mother is? Can they both see the same things? Can she send her thoughts to her? She looks for her in everything she sees. Very early one morning she sees a falcon gliding in the sky, its wings open like a hand at rest, and the calm of it makes her weep. It is so like her mother, before the great sorrow. She sees flowers that nod in the wind, and wonders what their dance is trying to tell her but cannot make it out. Her mother would know. Her mother can read the landscape. She sees a fallen tree, knocked down by wild animals, its branches driven into the earth like claws, and remembers the trunk of the fallen baobab on which children play in her village, and where her mother sits to watch the morning sun rise. She hears animals running, hears them but does not see them, their footfalls rumble beneath her feet, she thinks of her mother dancing, she never leaves her, but over and above all her thoughts are exhaustion and pain. Thirst tormenting her. And her tears when she looks at the chained women, who are not her older sister. They make a watery sound in their throats, coughs kept inside. They groan and trip, their hands constantly on the move, their fingers quivering on outstretched arms. Their necks are cut and swollen, sometimes they try to ease the chains off their wounds, an endlessly repeated hand gesture, it has no effect, so they stop. And then they start again. This makes the guards laugh. Irritates them too, they say the women are lucky their hands are free, it won’t always be like that, and then they use their whips, their sticks, or their daggers, brandish their rifles. The women are frightened, and when one of them falls, it brings down the others, and everything is in disarray, the chains strangle them a little tighter, there are screams and sobs, they have to think about the others chained to them all the time, but she, no, she thinks of her older sister. Was this done to her?

			

			—

			She realizes she has traveled a long way since being captured, she has walked very far and no longer even tries to remember landmarks: the hills, mountains, dunes, plains, and forests, she can’t learn all of it. This is the world, she is discovering it, the dialects change along with the landscape, the shape of the huts, the animals kept in pens and those on the plains, the people’s faces, the marks on their skin, the black of their skin, some are tattooed, others scarified, she has never seen this before, it is beautiful and terrifying. Some are as tall and narrow as grass stalks, others short like aged children, and all are accustomed to passing caravans. Their villages are on the slave route, which runs from zareba to zareba, centers scattered all over the land, places where slaves are gathered, guarded, and selected for the important traders to whom they belong, traders in ivory and captives. Later they will be taken to large markets. In the villages through which they pass, impromptu deals are sometimes struck. Those who have no slaves to offer sell someone they have stolen or a member of their own family. Bakhita saw this once, in a village ravaged by famine, a skeletal young man offering a little girl disfigured by starvation. The guards spat on the ground, who did he think they were? They lashed the girl with a whip and she collapsed instantly, proof she was worthless. Bakhita did not realize she was the boy’s sister, Binah explained this to her, insisting she must believe it. Bakhita blocked her ears. Sometimes knowledge of the world is terribly wearying. And then a moment later it is the very opposite. She wants to see everything, hear everything. Even what she does not understand. She wants to remember words in Arabic, remember what she sees, what hunger and poverty can do to people. She sees fear that gives rise to anger, and despair that gives rise to hatred. She acknowledges all of this but cannot put a name to it. The spectacle of humankind. The battle destroying them all.

			

			—

			She learns that everyone buys and sells slaves, it is the most abject penury not to own just one or two. She sees slaves in the fields and in houses, blacksmiths, militiamen, farmhands, they are everywhere, an epidemic of slaves. When her guards buy more, and they always choose the young, they go through the same process every time: Before buying them, they check their teeth, eyes, skin, inside, outside, their muscles and bones, they throw the stick, make them turn around, jump, raise their arms, and talk too, occasionally. They beat any women who weep. Who wail when they are separated from their children, or stop wailing. The women open their mouths and their voices are hunkered deep in their stomachs, in icy silence. Bakhita watches them and thinks about Kishmet’s baby, was it a girl or a boy? She is dazed, giddy with so much heartbreak. She is part of this story, abda, and cannot escape it, cannot escape this terrifying story. She keeps going. And is frightened too. Because the trader not only buys, he also abandons. Abandons those too tired to continue, those who cough or limp, those who bleed or fall, but he keeps Binah and her. She wants him to keep them. Because it would be worse without him, she knows. Being abandoned by the guards does not mean being free, quite the opposite. Ever since she was captured she has known that other men could take her, keep her, and sell her. So she is afraid of being injured. Being ill. Showing that she is tired or thirsty. She follows the caravan, men in front, women behind, Binah and herself between the two guards. A long line of despairing naked figures, traveling across a supremely indifferent world. She whose father presented her before the moon, she who knew herself to be a guest of this world, now finds the universe no longer protects her. Slaves pass by and live nowhere. Their people do not exist. They are a part of this dispersal, this martyrdom, men and women far from their own lands, who keep walking and often die along the way.

			

			—

			At night, before it is time to sleep, the guards remove the chains and padlocks from around the men and women’s necks, and put them on their feet. Two by two they are chained. The same is done to Bakhita and Binah. They are chained together, by their feet, and they do everything together. Filled with shame. At first they dare not look at each other and barely speak. One evening their embarrassment makes them laugh, so they hold on to this laughter and on subsequent evenings they laugh in anticipation of what they must do together, in the ground, and even if their laughter is more forced than heartfelt, it lends a little dignity to their shame. Bakhita learns this and will keep it her whole life, an enduring nicety: humor, a way of indicating her presence, and her tenderness too.

			

			—

			She and Binah try to blend their dialects, and it is hard. They add in some words of Arabic, but the few Arabic words they know are harsh and coarse, unfit for what they want to say to each other. They want to describe their lives before. Tell each other what it was like then, when they were young (or even younger), and in so doing stay connected to those lives, to their own stories, to their living and their dead. Bakhita learns that Binah was taken shortly before she was. She too wants to find her mother. She says that her older sister was not taken by slave traders but died bringing a baby boy into the world. To explain her words, she mimes childbirth, the baby, and dying. Bakhita does not understand all of it. She looks at her little friend and remembers the children who once listened to her stories, there is the same expectation in Binah’s eyes. She decides against telling Binah about her twin, her father, the herd of cows she took down to the stream, and her brother who drew snake trails in the sand. And when Binah asks what her real name is, her mouth twists out of shape and she pinches her arm to stop herself from crying. Binah on the other hand knows her name. Her name is Awadir. She says it to Bakhita, like a secret she must never pass on, ever. The following night, they sleep holding hands. And Bakhita feels an unexpected strength, a powerful current, and this too is new: sharing feelings of love with a stranger when they can no longer be given to someone who is not there.

			

			—

			One day, under the violent onslaught of a white sun, the caravan reaches Taweisha. This caravan is no longer quite what it was—some slaves have been bought and others have died—and all along the way it has been followed by hyenas and vultures waiting to feed on slaves. The sick whom the guards unchained and left to die under the sky. Those who simply stopped breathing and suddenly collapsed. Those who begged for respite, and whom the guards struck to the ground with their sticks, then left there. The route taken by the caravan is marked by broken skeletons like bundles of wood, picked clean and bleached white. Bakhita has come to know a death with no rituals or grave, a death that goes beyond death, associated not with people dying but a system living. She is afraid of the hyenas’ cries and the vultures’ flight, and does not know that on routes traveled by larger caravans, these animals, overfed, no longer hover. Slaves die and simply stay there in the vast silence of those roads that are like mass graves.

			

			—

			Taweisha, the central station they finally reach after walking for thirty days, is the last frontier town between Darfur and Kordofan. This zareba is where the slave drivers bring captives they do not intend to take to the coast themselves. A town for every kind of trade and contraband. Trade in eunuchs. Trade in slaves who are exchanged or sold to middlemen. Contraband such as ivory, lead, mirrors, perfumes. Caravans large and small come together here, powerful dealers and small-time crooks, and everything is appraised, gauged, given a price.

			

			—

			Straw huts and stone shacks cling to the hillside, in the area where the locals live. For the slaves there are large windowless sheds at the foot of the hill. When Bakhita reaches Taweisha, she does not know that she is now entering the implacable machinery of slavery. Her caravan is immediately inspected by two faroucs, as black as ebony, as black as she is, as black as her captors, but also slaves themselves. They run the camp, military men without whom nothing happens. They are envied and protected, they have farms in Taweisha, and wives and children, and slaves of their own, very young boys who were captured or volunteered to serve them and whose gratitude is unbounded, child soldiers, saved from destitution. The faroucs talk to Bakhita’s guards, they know them well, everything is based on trust, organization, and hierarchy. A few of the locals come down the hillside to have a look at them and to make comments in a language Bakhita does not understand, children gaze at them, unsurprised because this happens all the time, slaves that need grading before heading off to the big market. And all at once there is silence, people straighten and then bow, the Muslim cleric, the faki, has just arrived. Bakhita is meant to look humbly at the ground but she does not, she is suddenly drawn to a tiny baby sleeping in its mother’s arms, a local woman’s arms. She wants to touch the baby’s feet. In her mind’s eye, she steps out from the rows of slaves, leaves behind everything sordid, and makes for the newest, most fragile life. She hardly notices the faki, this feared, venerated man, dressed entirely in black, his long beard hanging down his chest, this man who has come for little boys. In the rows of slaves there are cries and sobs, whip cracks and pleas, fear travels through them like a breath of wind. Bakhita loses herself in contemplating the baby’s feet, they are so small, she had forgotten how beautiful a foot could be, with its tiny toes and almost transparent nails, its creases, the curve of it, the fine skin, she had forgotten a child’s foot, a foot that has never walked. The faki continues with his selection, he knows that of the twenty little boys he chooses, only two will survive emasculation. It is precisely this rarity that confers their value, and nothing fetches a higher price than a eunuch. The air is heavy, the breeze lifts the dry soil sluggishly, lazily. Bakhita reaches her hand toward the baby’s feet, the mother recoils, screaming, a guard strikes Bakhita with a whip, there is a brief silence before she cries, and the baby cries too, woken by its mother’s scream. Bakhita is not crying about the whipping alone, the searing shock of it, she is crying for the babies in her village, for Kishmet’s baby, and for the baby she once was but who is now lost. It is an inconsolable distress. The mother walks away with her child. The twenty little boys follow the faki, he will castrate them himself, a distinction in which he takes pride, because this procedure that no Muslim is meant to undertake is usually entrusted to the Jews, but eunuchs are growing scarce and Darfur’s fakis do their bit. Darfur, to the west of Sudan, is the new location for human trafficking, an asylum for all wrongdoers, for brutality in brutality, and inhumanity in inhumanity.

			

			—

			Bakhita sobs and through the tears that scald her dust-filled eyes, she sees a young slave woman tearing out her own hair and screaming. “Her little brother,” Binah explains. “Brother. Of hers.” She shows Bakhita the string of boys following the important cleric. They are not chained but walk calmly away, holding hands, the faki told them he has selected them for a very special life, they are the chosen ones. They do not understand Arabic. But they go meekly to their fate, they have seen the punishments handed out to anyone who disobeys so they are careful to be well behaved. One of them turns momentarily to look at the girl gesticulating dementedly, just a look, filled with detached affection.

			

			—

			After this the slaves become agitated and start to shake with exhaustion under the white sky, they start leaning on each other, hurting each other, pulling at each other’s necks. The guards are worried the goods will be damaged, they unlock the padlocks to move the chains from the slaves’ necks to their ankles, then they open the gate to the large round huts, and chivy the women into one hut and the men into another. No fornication, they say. The slaves do not understand these words, but who would have the heart for intimacy, which of them would have the strength for coupling? This is not life. It is survival.

			

			—

			Bakhita quickly realizes that being in the hut is worse than being outside. She rediscovers the oppression of her time in the hole where she was locked away by her captors, and here the scorpions are as big as a hand, the rats like small foxes. She drags Binah to the far end of the hut, they cling together and she sings her funny song “When children were born to the lioness,” not really saying the words, only the melody trickles from her dry lips. She goes on and on singing the same notes, trying to escape inside her own head again, but all about her there is wailing and groaning, the world around her is stronger, she cannot remove herself from it. She feels Binah next to her, bone-tired, silent, resting her head on her shoulder and saying, “I like your little song.” Bakhita does not understand the words but grasps the gist. And this is how she will go through life now. Connected to other people by intuition, sensing what emanates from them by their voice, their stride, the look in their eye, sometimes a gesture.

			

			—

			She watches. The women with whom she lives. Those who were here before and the newcomers, like herself. They are young mostly, there are other little girls, who eye each other, seek out their own kind, ask for news in a mixture of dialects and Arabic, and then, weary and disappointed, return to their fate as girls for sale. The place smells of vomit and shit, sweat, pus and urine, menstrual blood, they all sleep on the bare earth, when and if they sleep. Where will they all go? What will be done to them? How long will this last? They don’t know. Guards come to fetch the sick, they are taken away and never seen again. Some adolescent girls are called out for a few hours, and when they return they stumble like drunkards and talk of killing themselves. Others tell terrible stories that no one wants to understand, and if they do understand, they choose not to believe them. Bakhita hears the story of the slave woman who could no longer keep up with her caravan, and her dealer hung her from a tree by her neck, to be sure that she had no rest, sure that she died and no one else could profit from her. She does not catch the young slave woman’s name but thinks of her sister, and knows that she too was rebaptized, what is her name now? A Muslim name to make a Muslim woman of her, but also so that they can all be mistaken for one another, so no one can ever find anyone, the facts are scrambled, they are part of the big herd. There is talk of slaves abandoned, still yoked about the neck, by buyers who can no longer afford to feed them; slaves stabbed to death or shot; there is talk of the woman whose baby was thrown to the crocodiles and who threw herself into the river to join him, and of the woman whose pregnant belly was split right open because her captors had laid bets on the baby’s sex. Bakhita does not want to hear these tales that she struggles to understand. Above and beyond the overriding mistrust in the hut, the loathing and the madness taking hold among the women, there is her love for Kishmet, and for one fleeting moment, all the captives look like her. The woman scratching her cheeks till they bleed. The one knocking her head against the mud walls. The one who has stopped talking but just grunts and moans. The one praying. The one snoring. The one laughing and crying at once. And this tiny little girl who has come to huddle against her, who refuses to speak and keeps her eyes closed. Bakhita can feel the child’s heartbeat, notices her habit of patting her arm with one finger, perhaps she is lulling herself, perhaps she is marking out time to a story, perhaps she is losing her mind, how to know. She is like a baby bird held on a scrap of straw, a tiny place of warmth in which to find rest, her eyes closed against Bakhita, her breathing outside any notion of fear. Bakhita does not know her. Not her name, where she is from, or how she came here. She is four years old, maybe five. Bakhita senses that every one of these imprisoned women would like to do what this little girl is doing. She puts her hand on the child’s head and can feel her pulse against her palm. She in turn is soothed. She dares to think about what is precious to her, dares to conjure her mother’s face. Her laugh. Her voice. Her smell. That other life. When her name was…When her name was…What was her name? And her twin’s? And her older brother’s? And her friend’s? What were all their names? She tries to remember, then falls asleep with the little girl next to her dribbling and heaving deep sighs.

			

			—

			She wakes with a start in the morning. The rooster has just crowed for the first time. She hears the call to prayer. Is snapped out of a colorful, violent, incoherent dream. She is sweating and her heartbeat thumps in her throat. The little girl has intertwined her legs with hers, two skinny scarred legs. The child is frowning, pursing her lips, brittle as dried grass. She too must have a Muslim name. A name that does not speak of what the world was like the day she was born. But neither of their fathers made their pledges to the moon in vain. Their fathers are powerful and kind. And she knows with certainty that her forgotten name lives on somewhere, protected. She can make out the sleeping bodies amid the foul stench and intimate noises, and decides she is happy to be called Bakhita. She makes this decision, accepts it. Bakhita. Abda. Slave. Like the other women and the little girl in her arms. She says yes. And then goes back to sleep. Slips into a dream in which her mother holds her close. Tries to find the words to tell her that she loves her, to reassure her, but she loves her so much she cannot find the words. For a love like that there are none.
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