
        
            
                
            
        

    


[image: ]



Copyright © 2026 Fartumo Kusow

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for brief quotations in reviews, educational works, or other uses permitted by copyright law.

Published in 2026 by

SparkPress, an imprint of The Stable Book Group

[image: ]
32 Court Street, Suite 2109

Brooklyn, NY 11201

https://gosparkpress.com

The Library of Congress Control Number is available upon request.

ISBN: 978-1-68463-350-0

eISBN: 978-1-68463-351-7

Interior Designer: Kiran Spees

Printed in the United States

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be used to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) models. The publisher and author reserve all rights related to the use of this content in machine learning.

All company and product names mentioned in this book may be trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. They are used for identification purposes only and do not imply endorsement or affiliation.




To my children—

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

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






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Leave on their own and go where?”

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

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

“Why?” I took another look at Sara.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Sara and Mika both frowned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What mistake?”

“That’s not the point.”

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

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

“I’m not Aunt Nadine,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My father followed me to my bedroom.

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

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

“Your mother loves you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I followed him to the prayer room.

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

“Allahu Akbar,” we repeated.






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“See that?” Mika got my attention.

“What? See what?” I asked.

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

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

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

“That’s a gorgeous sight,” I agreed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Children without marriage? How is that possible?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Help!”

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t come near me!” she yelled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Stop!” he shouted, yanking me.

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

“Help me! Help us! Please!”

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

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

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

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






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Our fathers are here,” I whispered.

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

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

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

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

“We’re free,” I whispered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Where is my father?” I shouted.

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

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

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

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

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

“But I heard him. Aabo! Aabo!”

He didn’t call back.

No one did.






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“This way,” the driver said, pointing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Let me see.” Mika took my hand.

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

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

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

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

“Stop that,” the driver hissed.

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

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

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

“Much earlier?” The driver rolled his eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I can’t wait,” the driver mocked.

The guard emerged before I could respond to him.

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

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

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

“Walk.” The driver pushed us forward.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Worthless?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nora chuckled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Please,” Sara said. “Take us back.”

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

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

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

I didn’t shrink away.

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

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

“Really?” Nora asked.

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

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

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

“Get ready,” Mika said.

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

“Is that so?” Nora didn’t wait for Issa to respond. “Staying here or leaving are your choices.” She looked through the door and clicked her tongue. “But I am taking the girls inside.”

“No, you won’t. Not until I’m paid.”

Manny appeared, holding a set of keys. Three huge men came behind him, each with a rifle slung on one shoulder and a hypodermic needle in hand. The gun-toting threesome grabbed the three kidnappers, lifted them off the ground, and injected their arms with the needles at the same time. Issa gave a yelp that sounded like a whine from a dying animal. The other two struggled for a moment and then collapsed and stayed still.

“This way.” Calmly, as if nothing had happened, Nora pointed to a door.

Manny stepped ahead of us. Hoping to avoid needles of our own, we followed. Nora walked behind. In front of us, the men carried our unconscious—maybe dead—kidnappers like sacks of rice. If the entire scene was a setup to instill fear in us, it worked. I was now shaking so hard my legs wobbled, and I had to pay close attention to my steps to avoid falling headfirst onto the concrete.

After a short walk down a narrow hallway, Manny unlocked a door and stepped aside. We entered a room that looked like an idea concocted after the original building had been completed. The small window on the west wall was frameless and had two crudely constructed wooden shutters. The cold air in the room added to its gloominess.

Six single beds with metal frames lined the two walls facing each other. A wooden wardrobe stood next to the door. The mud-packed floor was clean, at least.

“Sit,” Nora said firmly. “There.” I followed her finger to the bed on the west wall, and Mika and Sara sat on either side of me.

Nora waited until we settled and then smiled. Her parted lips revealed a row of milky white teeth. “One person in each bed.”

The three of us got up and moved to different beds quickly. Nora smiled. The blue of her eyes made me shiver, and the chilly air covered my entire body.

Nora left and locked the door behind her.






FIVE
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In the quiet darkness of the room, I lay on my back. “Mika . . . Sara,” I whispered. “Did you see what they did to Issa and the other two?” Of course they had. “Was it drugs or poison?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Sara said with a calmness that didn’t fit our situation.

“You’re right,” I agreed. The kidnappers had lost their power either way.

“We might be next,” Mika said. “Do you think anyone will come to rescue us?”

“Yes!” I sat up, the bed bleating like a thirsty sheep. “They will. They have to.”

“I don’t think they’re coming. Not tomorrow, or the day after.” Sara sat stock-still.

“Sara, don’t say that.” I jumped up from the bed I was on and sat next to Mika. “Please don’t.” I tried to block the memory of Issa’s gasp as the needle entered his arm. The sound echoed in my mind. “Our fathers will come. They must.”

“Do you think my stepfather would come all this way?” Sara was calm, like she was in the truck when she’d rested her hand on my shoulder with so much certainty. “No, he won’t.”

There was no regret, no worry, not even outrage in her voice.

“My father and Rada’s father will come, even if your stepfather doesn’t.” Mika bent her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. “Other men in Marka will come, like they joined the search when the twins went missing. You’ll see.”

“I agree,” I said. “No way would my father leave me here. I know he wouldn’t.”

“Neither will my father.” Mika rocked back and forth, her bed making that awful scraping sound of metal rubbing on metal as mine had earlier.

The sound grated on my nerves. “Mika, stop,” I said. “Please.”

She stopped moving.

“Rada,” Sara said, her back to me. “Do you think this is our past sins haunting our present? All the lies we told?”

“What happened to us has nothing to do with our past sins.” The worst of my sins was climbing on the roof of our kitchen when my mother told me not to. “Those who kidnapped us are the evil ones.” I folded my feet under me. “Allah will punish them for their wrongdoings. Not us.”

“Maybe it’s me.” Sara sounded sad now. Shaken. “I was so angry with my stepfather that I added baking soda to his milk last week.” Sara looked at me. Her eyes were brimming with tears. “Do you think that’s why?”

“No, Sara.” Mika’s bed creaked again as she shifted. “Your stepfather should stop treating you so poorly. But you’ve done nothing wrong. Nothing.”

“Maybe you’re right.”

“I know I’m right,” Mika said.

“And it has nothing to do with our kidnapping,” I added. “Allah has a severe consequence for these men, a fitting punishment for the error of their ways.”

“Maybe,” Sara said.

We went to our separate beds.

From mine, I scanned the room. “Oh, Allah,” I whispered. The thickness of the dark, silent, and unresponsive night pressed in on me. Show my father the way. Give him the strength and wisdom to reach us before it is too late. My prayer gave me comfort that lulled me into a fitful sleep.

I didn’t hear Nora open the door. I didn’t wake until she kicked the metal post of my bed so hard the frame vibrated, jolting me upright. I rubbed my eyes to see. “Where am I?”

“In hell, where you should burn to smithereens.” Nora hurled the words at me. She moved to Mika’s and Sara’s beds, and soon the room was abuzz with the sound of clanking metal. “Get up! Now!”

Within a minute, all three of us were awake, standing by the beds, and shivering from the fear that entered with Nora.

“Wear this.” She threw a large black cabaaya and black headscarf to each of us. She watched us, the blue of her eyes exuding a deep fury.

“We have to use the bathroom,” I said. We hadn’t eaten or used the bathroom since before we were kidnapped.

“Two minutes.” Nora tapped her finger on one of the metal posts, counting down the seconds. “That way.”

She sent us to a small bathroom with a toilet and a large pail of water next to a metal washbasin. Hunger mixed with fear overwhelmed me. I bent over the toilet, holding my rumbling stomach, and retched. My throat burned as I gagged, bringing up nothing but bile. Strands of my hair stuck to my sweating forehead.

“Are you okay?” Mika tied loose braids at the back of my head.

“I said two minutes.” Nora came to the bathroom door before I could answer, her hand on the knob. Her powerful voice echoed in the small space.

We used the toilet, washed our faces, and dressed.

“This will be the last time I find you in bed after the morning prayer call,” she said. “I expect to see you in the kitchen before daybreak.”

Nora stood to one side, letting us pass before she closed the door behind her. She moved ahead of us, and we followed her. Even after I laced my fingers tightly together, my hands wouldn’t stop shaking. My stomach continued to heave with every step. I stuffed half of my headscarf into my mouth to stop myself from throwing up.

Nora led us into an ample space, a combination of a kitchen and dining area. Flames from the cooking fire gave the room a devious glow, so unlike the warmth of home. Three girls surrounded the fire—one stirring a large clay pot, the other two working on the grinding stone on what I thought to be the morning porridge. They stopped what they were doing and stared at us.

The girl farthest away, stirring the pot, held a baby to her chest. Her mouth curled up at the sides, caught between a premature smile and an odd frown. The other two girls, with chapped lips and their eyes sunken deep in their heads, were similar in dress and size.

“You have work to do.” Nora stepped away from us.

“We need some tea,” I said with as much firmness as I could manage.

“Control your mouth!” Nora hissed. “I am a good person, but even good people have their limits. Don’t push me. You won’t like what is waiting for you at the other end.”

“At the other end of what?” I asked.

Nora slapped me so hard my ears rang.

“Ow! You bitch!”

“Stop!” Mika slapped Nora across the face with an open hand so hard tears filled her eyes and rolled down her cheeks.

She must have been surprised by Mika’s strength because a few seconds passed before Nora reacted. She lifted her hand, aiming for Mika’s face, but Mika caught Nora’s hand in midair and held it there for a few seconds. Nora tried to slap Mika again, but Mika blocked her with her other hand so the slap amounted to nothing more than a gentle touch on Mika’s shoulder. Mika smiled at Nora’s flimsy attempt.

Everything stood still for a moment. Perhaps Nora was assessing her next move. Maybe she’d call for the men who took the kidnappers. She didn’t. Finally, Nora sighed and dropped her hands to her sides.

“Don’t ever try that again,” she said instead. “Such actions of defiance lead to more problems.”

“What kind of problems are you talking about?” Sara asked.

“Ask them.” Nora pointed to the girls by the grinding stone. “The Silent Sisters,” Nora snarled.

The girls’ thin frames seemed to shrink.

“Or ask Daala, the whore.” Nora threw those ugly words at the one with the baby.

I looked closely at the two thin girls. The sight of their faces triggered a memory. “Silent Sisters,” I echoed, and it dawned on me. “Halima? Haweeya?” The missing Hussein twins?

The two didn’t respond.

“Mika, Sara,” I said. “Look!” I nodded toward the girls. “These are our twins.”

“What happened to you?” Mika asked them.

They didn’t respond. Instead, their focus remained on the space between their feet, as if the answer to Mika’s question would appear there. Under our unrelenting gaze, they scooted even closer to each other, the wall of silence around them growing thick and impenetrable.

“The men searched for you for weeks and weeks,” Sara said. “We couldn’t go to school for nearly a month.”

I remembered the long time our parents kept us home, the way the men took turns between working and searching. The drumming had filled the air from sunrise to nightfall. Each night my father came home, exhausted, his feet blistered and sore. My mother would rush to his side and drip warm coconut oil on his feet to heal the wounds.

“Searched for them?” Nora tilted her head back and smiled, like she’d forgotten the fight we just had. “Why would they do that?”

“Because they were kidnapped,” Mika said.

“Honey.” Nora smiled. “I don’t know where you got that idea. They weren’t kidnapped. They were saved.” She laughed. “Shaban saved them.”

“By taking them from their family? By bringing them here so you can brutalize them?” I fought to push away the image of Hiba, the twins’ mother. She’d begged the men not to stop searching for her girls. “Shaban saved them from their family?”

“From their sinful existence,” Nora said.

“Who brought you here?” Sara asked the twins and waited for an answer. “Do you know?”

They said nothing.

“Tell them.” Nora was no longer in a rush to get us working, as she had been when we first entered the kitchen. She seemed to enjoy the one-way conversation, the two squirming as we peppered them with questions. “Tell them you are here now because you want to be.”

There was no response.

At community events—weddings, birth celebrations, and Eid festivities—and on their way to and from the market or at the beach, we and the twins had always greeted each other with smiles and laughter, like friends. They were silent now. Not a single word graced their lips, even when addressed directly. A blank, heavy film covered their faces.

“What did they do to you?” Sara asked.

They remained still, unresponsive.

“Nothing happened to them,” Nora said. “They are here because Shaban takes care of his people, his girls, better than any man I’ve ever met.” Nora smiled. “And believe me, I have met a lot.”

If Nora deemed a man that orders the kidnapping of schoolgirls the best man she had known, what kind of man was her worst? I didn’t want to imagine such misery.

“That’s why girls don’t leave,” she added.

“What did you do to them?” I shouted.

She laughed.






SIX
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It was close to three in the afternoon when we sat down for lunch. Like the last two days, Nora didn’t allow us to eat until the men had finished their meal and we cleaned the dishes. Nora always served herself after the men and before she offered us anything.

“Here you go.” Nora handed each of us—Mika, Sara, the Silent Sisters, Daala, and me—a plate of burnt rice and a small bowl of watery soup. “Eat quickly.”

“Can we take one piece of the bread each?” Mika asked.

“You’re asking for more than your share,” Nora said. Even though a basket of freshly baked bread sat by the oven, she refused to give us any. “It’s your mother’s fault. Women who raise girls with no manners do not deserve to be mothers.”

“You know nothing about my mother.” Mika held the bowl and plate tightly. “Don’t you dare speak her name.”

The epic fight between Nora and us the first morning was fresh in my mind, but Mika seemed to have forgotten about it. She put the food down, squared her shoulders, and set one foot in front of the other, ready for battle. I moved closer to Mika to help her. Sara followed my lead reluctantly—she hated conflict.

“I know the likes of her. Such a woman raised me.” Nora paused here. “She made me feel like the world was mine alone. The pride she instilled in me led me astray.” She stared at her hands, lost in her memory. Her voice came deep from within her. “Not until I met Manny and he introduced me to Shaban did I realize the depth of my lost soul. If it were not for them, I would have been lost forever.”

“You blame your mother for making you proud of yourself?” I asked.

“She made me forget my humanity. Forget the limitation of my powers.” It was apparent this was a painful recollection for Nora by the way her voice cracked. “To this day, I wonder how and why I was saved,” she said.

“Would you rather she had put you down? Made you feel bad about yourself?” Mika asked.

“Leave it alone.” Sara pulled my elbow in one hand and Mika’s in the other. “Stop with this.”

Mika stepped back and picked up her food. I did the same.

Nora wiped her face and stared at us, her old self again. “Eat your food and get back to work.”
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Over the next three nights, we returned to our sleeping quarters exhausted, dirty, and hungry. My bones ached from the never-ending chores. In the bedroom, we whispered to each other, afraid Nora might overhear us.

“We have to come up with a plan,” I said on the third night. “Look at me.” I pointed to my waist. “I must’ve lost five pounds.” My flat chest had bothered me ever since Mika began to develop into a real woman after her twelfth birthday. Now I was getting even thinner. “If not the work, starvation will claim us.”

“Look at this.” Sara ran her hands through her hair, sticking in clumps. “I have no comb. If I had scissors, I would cut it all off.”

“I got my period.” Mika was lying on the bed in a fetal position. “These cramps are killing me.”

“Did you tell Nora?” Sara asked Mika.

“I did. She gave me pads made out of old towels.”

“This is why we can’t wait for someone else to get to us.” I gave Sara and Mika a few seconds to interject but they didn’t say anything. “I suggest we make a mess for Nora. Maybe she’ll think we are too much trouble and let us go.” I wasn’t sure if it would work, but we had to try something. “If we leave it to Nora to do with us as she wishes, we’ll die here.”

“And how do we do that?” Sara asked.

“Don’t let on that we know how to do the chores.” I turned to Mika, who was moaning as she stretched her tired body on the metal bed. “Everything she asks, do the opposite, no matter how big or small. Maybe she’ll throw us out.” The sight of the twins and the girl with the baby told me Nora thrived on obedience. “Let’s try to be as wild and unruly as possible.”

“I agree,” Mika said.

Sara stared at me. “How do you know that will work?”

“I don’t know that. But we have to try to save ourselves.”

“This could be dangerous,” Sara said.

“What’s the worst that could happen?”

“They could kill us,” Sara responded. “You saw how they dragged away Issa and the other two men.” Sara stared at the door. “If Nora could order them to snatch the kidnappers away so quickly, what do you think she’d do to us?”

“Sara.” Mika sat up, clenching her fists. “I understand you’re scared. We’re all scared. But if no one is coming for us and we do nothing, we’ll be at their mercy.”

“We’ll be like the Hussein twins.” I leapt off the bed, as if the comparison had shot me into the air of the dark room. “Is that what you want?” My question, directed at Sara, came out much louder than I’d intended. “Did you see the look on their faces?” My muscles tightened. My face grew hot. My hands, clammy. I recited the surah Alnashrah three times in my head to curb my passion, like my father had taught me to do each time I fought with my mother. The repetition provided deep calmness, as it always had.

“They look miserable, Sara,” Mika said. “I doubt if their mother would recognize them.”

“Exactly,” I said, sitting back down on the bed. “I’m as scared as you are. But we can’t let that stop us.” I waited for a second for the statement to settle in. “Think about it.”

“Dying is better than ending up like that,” Sara said.

Her comment alarmed me. “What are you talking about?” I moved close to Sara and squatted down in front of her. “Who said anything about dying? I didn’t say anything about dying, did I?” Heat rose in my cheeks. “Mika? Did you hear me say anything about dying?”

“Would you stop,” Mika said, moaning again with pain. “Sara said it once. You’re the one repeating it.”

“Issa and the other two have been gone for three days. Do we even know what happened to them?” Sara asked. “They could be getting tortured now. I can’t deal with that. I can’t.”

“Sara, please.” I grimaced. “Stop talking like that.” The problems we could face if we challenged Nora were infinite, and so were the problems of doing nothing. “We have to do something for ourselves.”

“Go to sleep,” Mika commanded. “Both of you.”

The silent night whispered in my ears and lulled me to sleep.
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Stuck in the kitchen the following morning, three large pots on the fire, the heat rose to a suffocating level. I cursed the day.

“Add one tablespoon of this to the soup.” Nora handed me a small jar with salt in it. “And sweep the floor after that.”

I dumped all the salt into the pot of lentil soup and stirred, then continued with my chores, waiting for Nora to taste it.

“What is this?” Nora gagged and spewed a mouthful of soup on the floor. She flew toward me.

“I added salt,” I said.

“How much?”

She slapped me, and my ears continued to ring long after Nora’s hand left my cheek. She reached for the empty jar in the cupboard.

“You said to add this salt to the soup.” I rubbed my cheek, still burning.

“I said one tablespoon, you imbecile.” She slapped me again and moved toward Sara and Mika, washing dishes over the washbasin. “You knew this?” She hit Sara and Mika harder than me.

“They had nothing to do with it. I added salt as you told me to.”

“You’re lying.” Nora came at me again. “Shut your stupid, lying mouth.”

Nora made me measure, wash, and cook another pot of lentils. When it was ready, she split the salty lentil soup in half. Half of it, she left as it was. The other half she mixed with the fresh pot. She added ten potatoes—peeled and cut in halves—to reduce the salt and make it edible.

She forced the three of us to eat the set-aside salty soup for breakfast, lunch, and dinner until the pot was empty and our parched throats and mouths burned.

Sara and Mika weren’t as upset with me as I’d feared.

“At least she didn’t call the men who took the kidnappers,” Sara pointed out. “Maybe we should give it some time before we do anything else.”

“It’s my turn,” Mika said. “Now that we’ve started, we have to keep going.”

“Nora is expecting us to do something bad now, so please stop,” Sara said.

We didn’t. Mika left the rice on the fire until smoke was coming out of the sides of the pot the following night. She took it off and let it sit there so Nora wouldn’t realize until dinnertime that it had burned.

“What did you do?” Nora pulled the wooden pole from the grinding stone and came at me, even though it was Mika she’d left to watch the rice.

I opened my hand and grabbed the pole before it landed on my shoulder. “I have done nothing wrong. Stop hitting me!”

Mika and Sara came to my defense, and that made Nora explode. The assault lasted for more than five minutes. She hit me anywhere her weapon reached—head, shoulders, back—and I was left with bruises from head to toe.

But that didn’t make me stop wanting to defy her.

Nora hadn’t called for backup, just as she hadn’t after I’d ruined the soup. That encouraged us. We decided to hide the cooking onions the next day.

“We bury it here.” I lifted the bag of onions in my hand to show Mika.

Behind the kitchen was a small area blocked on all four sides by a two-foot-wide cement border. They didn’t plant root veggies or herbs, like our families did in Marka. There was nothing but dirt. Mika and I sat down and dug with our hands. Sara watched us, standing by the back door.

“What did you do now?” Nora asked me when she came into the kitchen that afternoon and couldn’t find the onions to cook. I was her go-to person for all the mischief.

“I washed the dishes, swept the floor, and fetched water like you asked me to do.”

“Where is the sack of onions I left here?”

For some reason, I don’t know how, Nora knew Sara didn’t take part. She grabbed a belt and took Mika and me to the yard, stopping when we reached the other side of the yard between the two water wells. I’d seen Manny slaughter two chickens and a goat there since we arrived. Bloodstains left behind by the dying animals streaked the wall.

“Turn around!”

When neither of us obeyed, she scoffed and left. A few seconds later, she returned with a young man she called Jordan. He was a little darker than Nora but not as Black as we were. He was like a sheet of paper left in the sun too long, the hint of Black heritage existing below the surface. He stared at us through eyes as blue as Nora’s. His hair was perfectly braided in cornrows.

“Hold them down,” Nora said.

He took us by our necks, one in each hand, and pushed us down to the concrete kneewall as Manny had done with the goat he had slaughtered. I placed my hands on the top of the wall and struggled but couldn’t break free from his single-hand grip on my neck.

Nora hit us with the belt—first me, then Mika. Each time the belt landed on my back, it left my back burning, as if the skin were coming off. It seemed the purpose was to flay me alive. She continued until her arms were so tired each blow landed slower and with much less force than the one that preceded it.

When she stopped and we were released, Mika turned around and spat on Jordan, right in the middle of his forehead. There didn’t seem to be any thought behind the move, only action—quick and determined.

But it wasn’t until I saw the saliva rolling down his face that I considered the consequences of Mika’s action. I figured if Mika was going to get hurt, I might as well join her. What more could they do to us? My body was numb with pain already. I collected as much saliva as I could manage and spat on Jordan precisely as Mika had done. He turned away right before the spit left my mouth, and it landed on his left cheek. To my surprise, he didn’t look at Mika or me or seem upset with us either. He wiped his face with the hem of his robe, mumbled something I didn’t hear, and walked away. That made me angrier.

“And you call yourself a man?” I shouted after him.

He continued walking, his steps steady and deliberate, as if he hadn’t heard me.

“He’s not a man!” Mika yelled. “Coward. That’s what he is. Coward!”

“You are lucky he is a good man,” Nora said.

Her voice was so calm, I had to look up to see if those were Nora’s words.

“He knows nothing about what it is to be a good man,” Mika said. “Any man that listens to you is good for nothing.”

She seemed to consider Mika’s statement, her lips parted slightly, her eyes squinting against the afternoon sun. But Nora said nothing. In an act of simple defiance, I reached for Mika’s hand and went back to the kitchen.

For the rest of that day and the days that followed, I had to hold my shoulders carefully to stop the fabric from rubbing against the lacerations that covered my back. I refused to complain or even show Nora that it hurt to move. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.

And we didn’t quit. Mika and I designed one mischievous act after another. I dropped the milk jug and spilled over half of its contents. Mika mixed the grapefruit juice with vinegar. The more we did, the more severe the punishment. Nora attacked us with whatever was close to her at the time: a ladle still hot from the cooking pot, wet stir sticks from a recent wash, or a pole pulled out of the grinding stone. Anything. But she didn’t call Jordan again, and she never called on those who took Issa and his men. It seemed they still wanted us alive and not permanently harmed. That gave me some courage, but messing things up hadn’t produced the result I was after either.

After a while, I could see our plan wasn’t working. We needed to change course.






SEVEN


[image: ]
The morning of the tenth day, Nora stopped us in front of the kitchen door. “Go back to your room,” she said, her face brighter than it had been since we arrived. Her blue eyes shimmered like the Indian Ocean waves reflecting the morning summer sun. “Tonight is the night. Special night.”

“What night?” I reached for Mika’s hand on one side and Sara’s on the other. I could feel that Nora’s excitement was tragic news for us. The idea of a “special night” made my stomach lurch.

“To meet Shaban, the amir,” she said, smiling.

“What?” I asked.

“The leader.”

“What if we don’t want to meet this Shaban person?” Mika asked. “The amir or the leader or whatever you called him. What happens if we refuse?”

“What did you say?” Nora sounded incredulous.

“You heard me.” Mika moved one step closer to Nora, her fists clenched, her head raised.

I followed Mika because I was afraid she might lunge at Nora.

“Mika.” Sara rested her hand on Mika’s back, her voice showing no fear but a firm tone. “Leave it alone.”

With Sara’s touch, Mika stepped back, and I did the same.

Nora took a deep breath, her shoulders relaxed. “Go back to the room, and I’ll join you soon.” She turned around and walked back to the kitchen.

Hesitantly, we returned to the bedroom. A few minutes later, Nora entered the room carrying a large jar of coconut oil, a bar of soap, and three clean towels. “Come with me.” She took us through a gate behind the room we were in, and under an arbor covered by lush green grapevines heavy with rich fruit. “Here.” She pointed at a bathroom to our left, larger than the one we’d been using. It had a porcelain sink with two faucets.

“This will give you hot water and cold.” Nora walked over and opened a shower stall with a glass door. “You wash here.” It was the first time she’d allowed us to clean our whole bodies. “Go to the room after your shower.”

My body felt lighter. Some of the fear seemed to disappear down the drain with the bathwater. Still the worry of why we were given such treatment lingered. To rest and wash might cost a heavy price.

She returned three more times that day. Once was to inspect if we were clean enough. Another time she gave us dresses nicer and more colorful than the black outfits we’d worn from the beginning. The third time, she came in with a large rice platter, goat meat with okra sauce, and a pitcher of ice-cold lemonade—a feast compared to the scraps of men’s leftover food and burnt rice from the bottom of the pot she had condemned us to so far.

“Eat and rest.” She disappeared into the hallway.

It was late afternoon, after the Asr prayer, when Nora returned, a big smile plastered on her face. “We have to go.”

“Where?” Mika and I asked in unison.

Nora didn’t take the bait that always led to fighting. She seemed to have a far more important task at hand. “Follow me.”

We trailed after her through a narrow hallway, up a flight of stairs, and into another hallway, a little wider than the one before. We stopped in front of a door with two wooden panels.

“We are here,” Nora said with a sense of awe. “Come in.” She motioned with her hand and led us through until we were at the back of the room.

Ten metal chairs were arranged in two neat rows of five, positioned behind a sheer curtain meant to establish a division between the genders—a barrier. Positioned on three chairs in the back were the Silent Sisters and Daala.

“Have a seat.” Nora gestured toward the chairs in the front row. Twenty men, spanning different ages, occupied prayer mats just a few steps ahead.

“Sit,” Nora barked. “Don’t you see?”

A man entered the room and stood behind a wooden pulpit in the front. Nora sounded rushed and out of breath as she pointed at the podium. “That’s Shaban.”

“Assalamu alaikum,” Shaban greeted us from where he stood, only a few feet away.

He was tall and neatly dressed, wearing a billowing long white jalabia over a pair of khaki pants. His gaze demanded respect. Erect and formidable, authority sat squarely on his shoulders. Knowledge of things beyond my understanding seemed to seep out of him. With his right hand resting on a computer and a projector table, he took a deep breath.

“Brothers,” he said in a sermon-style tone. “These are the remarkable girls I was telling you about.”

Remarkable? I glanced beyond the open curtain and saw the three kidnappers in the far corner of the room, directly behind Shaban. Hog-tied, with their hands and legs bound together, they rested on their sides, staring without blinking. Even at that distance, I noticed their chapped lips, their emaciated bodies.

“Thank you, ladies, for joining us.” Shaban seemed to control his audience with his eyes.

I stood up. “Joining you?” Nora was not the only crazy one here. The whole group seemed demented.

“They kidnapped us,” Mika blurted. “Those men kidnapped us.” She pointed at the bundle of human skeletons on the floor.

Shaban looked over his shoulder and turned to us, as though bewildered we dare speak. Nora, the Silent Sisters, Daala, and Sara gasped.

“They took us from our school.” I directed an accusing finger at Issa and his men. “You asked them to kidnap us?”

“Rada.” Nora took hold of my hand. “Rada!” She pulled me down hard.

I stumbled and fell back on the chair. Pain shot from my tailbone and traveled up to the nape of my neck. Mika sat down with a huff.

“You bitch!” I rubbed the back of my neck, frightened by my harsh voice.

Shaban stared back at me. His lips parted—maybe to chastise me for using such foul language—when a phone in his right jacket pocket rang. He took out the device and glanced at it but didn’t take the call. Instead, he scanned the room, and his eyes lingered on me.

The phone in his hand rang again.

“I will have to take this.” Shaban strolled out of the room and slammed the door behind him.

Nora glared at me. “Shut your filthy mouth.”

She reached out and pinched my thigh so hard I yelped without wanting to.

“You evil witch.” My hand flew up instinctively, and I slapped Nora on the right cheek with the back of my left hand, my slap echoing in the room.

Sara gasped again. “Rada!” Others in the room remained unaffected.

“You are the bitch.” Nora turned toward me, and I saw that my fingers, defined with the cleanest outline, were printed on her white face. She rubbed her hand over the welt. “You’ll pay for this.”

Shaban returned, the phone in a tight grip in his hand. His steps pounded the cement floor. When he faced us, his eyes darted from side to side. The calm he had maintained before he left was gone; he now seemed frantic. “I’m sorry, brothers and sisters. I’ve received a piece of bad news.”

“What news?” Manny was sitting in the front row. He waited while our kidnappers launched into coughing fits. First, it was Issa who issued a loud cough from deep within his chest. He sounded like he couldn’t breathe. The other two, one on each side of him, coughed even more piercingly than he did.

“The enemies of Allah have struck again.” Shaban introduced the news that had come with the phone call. “Killing our brothers and sisters.” He paused. “That’s why we must do our part.” He waited patiently, and it felt like everyone was holding their breath. “Would you sacrifice your safety for a stranger—someone you don’t know, you’ve never met—to please Allah?” The question seemed directed at me, challenging me. “Would you? Our brothers have done just that.”

“How do you know what Allah wants?” I asked. “Are you the spokesperson for Allah, the mediator between the Almighty and the rest of us?”

Nora reached out again, and this time I was ready and pulled away from her. She snapped her fingers, as if trying to silence me. Too late.

“What did you say?” Shaban banged the top of the podium. His steely gray eyes pierced into me.

“You know nothing about what Allah wants,” Mika said.

Anger flickered in Shaban’s eyes, and he blinked, as if to hide it. He steadied his gaze, stopped, and took a deep breath. “It is irresponsible to speak. You must seek knowledge before responding in ignorance.”

“You want me to learn from you?” Anger raged within me. “To wish for your guidance? Allah is all I need.”

I opened my mouth to say more, but Nora’s elbow landed on my ribs, and I cried out in pain. Shaban’s eyes remained fixed on me.

That cough again—loud and insistent, coming from the kidnappers—took away Shaban’s attention. He hissed at them, waved, and launched into his speech.

“Death, suffering, and destruction are with us. The enemies of Allah are everywhere, with only a few men willing to fight.” He paused. “Wouldn’t you agree, sisters?”

“We don’t agree.” Mika pointed at me and then placed a finger on her chest.

Shaban glanced briefly in our direction, but another bout of wheezing from the kidnappers diverted his attention again. Shaban’s blistering gaze told me their hacking was getting to him.

“Would you like to see what Allah’s enemies are doing?” he asked no one in particular.

“Show us, please,” Nora said.

Shaban smiled. The way he eased into action told me Nora had performed this trick more than once, and executed it with perfection. At the click of a button, a white screen dropped, and a video clip appeared.

“Here, you’ll see what I mean.” Shaban sat on the floor, his back to the wooden podium. “Watch.”

Images of destruction filled the screen. Tin roofs of homes sheared off in rows flapped in the wind. Loud creaking sounds accompanied each flap. As I watched, I forgot the pain of Nora’s attack. I forgot the fight I had with Shaban. I even forgot my determination to reject him. Taken in by the horrible sight, I followed the camera’s eye as it swept past the houses and turned to an open field. Human corpses appeared on the screen, arranged in rows like they’d dropped right where they’d been standing working in the field. Death stared me in the face.

The lens froze for more than a minute, waiting for something. Perhaps for one of us to speak. No one did. I saw a drone flit into view like the sliver of a new moon. It entered the camera’s field and disappeared in less than two seconds, its fragile image replaced by the plume of dust it’d left behind. Flames and smoke reached high like long tongues, aiming for the sky.

“What village is this?” Sara asked.

She was surprisingly calm. Was she watching the same images I was? How did she find the words for her question? Shaban—seemingly relishing the unexpected inquiry—smiled, pressed the pause button on the remote, and stood in front of the screen.

“Isn’t human suffering the same everywhere? Does it matter?” He seemed to imply that it didn’t.

Of course, it mattered, but Sara smiled. What was the matter with her?

“The innocents suffer because we lack the will to stand with them. To take their side. To say, ‘Enough.’” Shaban’s voice grew louder, his tone angrier and more aggressive. “So, brothers and sisters, what matters is not the where or the whom. You would agree we must support those great men doing great deeds.” He waited for a few seconds. “The men doing Allah’s work need strong women by their sides.” His voice cracked. “That is the only way, the only solution.” Next to the projector, his hand aloft, he waited. When no one spoke, he turned the machine back on.

The camera moved to a young Somali girl sitting next to a pile of charred remains of what looked like her family’s hut. It could have been any village, even my town. The victims, both dead and alive, appeared familiar.

“Where is this?” Mika asked.

Shaban didn’t respond.

The camera zoomed in on the girl’s lower body. “I lost this,” she said in a halting, timid voice. She pointed at her dismembered leg; a white fabric wrapped over her stubby knee. A collective gasp rang through the room. This time I was right along with everyone.

“They left me to bleed to death,” she said. Remnants of smoke still coming from the burning home must have irritated her throat because she coughed several times. “These brothers saved me.” She pointed at four young men coming toward her, as if waiting for her to announce their arrival.

The camera swiveled toward the men approaching in green military camouflage uniforms and black boots that reached mid-calf. We couldn’t see their faces because they’d covered them with black scarves. They had large rifles over their shoulders and ammunition belts wrapped around their waists.

She stared into the camera, forcing us to share her sorrow and gratitude toward the men who’d saved her. “I was alone and near death when they came. May Allah reward them.”

“Why are you showing us this?” I asked. Neither Shaban nor Nora paid attention to my outburst. Action movies were my favorites. But those were fictional, and no one was going to die or be hurt. Shaban’s video was all too real.

The girl’s voice interrupted my thoughts, calling me back to the devastated village. “The attackers told us they’d made a mistake. They were after the terrorists.” She stretched her neck to the right, obscuring her face from view. She pointed to the wreckage of what used to be her home. “Is this not true terrorism?”

“Why are you showing us this?” I asked again.

Issa and his men coughed, this time weaker than before.

“Who are the attackers?” Sara’s question came after mine.

Shaban stopped the video and glanced at her. “They are the enemies of Allah. The enemies of Allah travel from far away, with the specific intent to destroy us. To force us to abandon Allah’s command, to follow their worldly ways.” He wiped his brow. “They are everywhere.” He pointed in the distance, taking the attention of his audience with him. “Everywhere!” he shouted, the sound ringing in my ears. “Unless we stop them, the killing will continue.” Shaban took a deep, labored breath. His nostrils flared. “We’ll be complicit in the act of terror if we do nothing. The government, your parents, and many others are ignoring these attacks taking place all the time.” He exhaled loudly. “Doing nothing is a form of violence.”

Sara nodded. She was brilliant and knew kidnapping was also violence. Did she not see the hypocrisy in his words?

Shaban rubbed his hands together—once, twice. The third time, three men sitting in the front row rose to their feet and advanced toward our kidnappers. Their lips moved, but I couldn’t hear what passed between Shaban’s men and Issa. After a few seconds of standing over them, they picked up Issa and the others and dragged them out of the room. Shaban and Manny followed them outside and slammed the door behind them so hard the posts holding it rattled. It was quiet in the room except for the faint coughing of the kidnappers coming from outside.

A loud bang shattered the stillness. Then another.

By the time I heard the second shot, I was by the door, flying toward the sound. Mika was right next to me. Together we pushed the door open and saw one of the men lift his rifle and aim at Issa. His eyes wide with pure fright, Issa lifted his head. Still hog-tied, he rolled on his back and his long, bony fingers almost touched the mouth of the gun. In the few seconds that followed, time stood still. Issa’s hands and feet flailed in the space between him and the gun. The man pulled the trigger, and the bullet hit Issa in the middle of the forehead. He continued to reach up. It was a long second before his arms and legs hit the cement floor with a loud thud.

“They killed him!” I pulled Mika closer. “They killed him!” I shrieked. “For what? For coughing?”

Mika’s chest heaved, and she held on to me, but she didn’t say anything.

The metallic smell of blood overwhelmed my senses. Issa and his men shouldn’t have been my concern. It was because of them we were here, away from home. But the simplicity of the execution terrified me. One infraction, and we could be next. And we had certainly committed a number of infractions already. I closed my mouth and swallowed hard.

Manny walked toward us. “Come.” He took Mika’s hand in one of his and extended the other one to me. “Come with me,” he said calmly like a parent collecting a child from a friend’s house. I didn’t resist.

When we arrived at my seat, Manny took me by the shoulders and pushed me down. “Sit.” He did the same with Mika.

We sat, still in horrified shock.






EIGHT
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“Did you hear the gunshots?” I asked Sara, sitting next to me. “That was Issa and the other two.”

“Be quiet.” Mika rested her hand on my thigh. “Don’t say anything.”

I should have listened to her and kept quiet. Taken a lesson from what happened to our kidnappers. I didn’t.

“They’re dead.”

All I could think about were the three men lying in the middle of the hallway. Blood oozing from their heads. The expression of surprise on Issa’s face. The flash of the bullet. Issa’s arm flailing for a long second before it dropped to his side.

“We saw them get shot.” Nausea engulfed me. “Mika, tell her.”

Mika didn’t speak. She nudged me to stop.

The ground beneath my chair spun. “So much blood.” I clutched my stomach.

Nora looked at me, wrinkled her nose, but said nothing.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. My throat burned. “I need a drink of water,” I said, my tongue slimy in my mouth. “Nora . . .” I started, but Sara put her hand on my knee before I could finish.

“Rada, leave it alone,” Sara whispered. How was she able to keep it together in the face of the horror? I couldn’t tell.

Mika extended her hand and took mine in hers. She squeezed it, perhaps to calm me down, then moved her finger on the palm of my hand. Stop, she spelled like we had always done at school to avoid detection by the teachers.

I can’t, I wrote on the back of her hand, taking care not to arouse Nora’s suspicion. We attracted her attention all the same. She smacked our backs so quickly that I felt Mika twitch as I received the blow. One of the lacerations on my back from Nora’s previous belt beatings opened, and a drop of blood snaked its way down my back. The cut burned. I clenched my teeth against the sharp pain and closed my eyes as fast as Mika had shut hers.

“Thank you for waiting.” Shaban stood behind the podium and smiled like he hadn’t just left three men dead in the hallway. “May Allah reward you for your patience.” Shaban pressed the play button, and the screen came to life again. He sat down, his face flushed with a radiant smile.

The girl in the video blinked once and wiped her face with her scarf. She held a leaflet. “They dropped this from the airplane. Not the one that destroyed our homes, but the one that came afterward.” She coughed and spat to the left. “The note says help is coming. But it won’t. It didn’t come last time when they killed two families.” She wiped her brow and squeezed her eyes shut. Tears ran down her cheeks. “They apologize, but they never come back to account for their violence.” She turned back to the wreck. “This is what is left of my home.” The camera lingered on her until two masked men appeared and picked her up. Together, they disappeared from the camera’s view.

Shaban pressed the remote, and the screen dimmed. He got up slowly and sluggishly, rested his hands on the table, tilted his head back, and spoke in a mournful tone. “We have warm homes and full bellies. So we forget we have a duty to rid the world of evil.” He scanned the room but found lowered gazes, except for Mika’s and mine.

Shaban’s eyes met mine. I was tempted to ask why they’d killed the men. What had they done? But I stayed quiet.

“Each one of us has a responsibility.” Shaban grew animated, full of passion. “We must answer for our part on the Day of Judgment. The day we stand in front of Allah with nothing. No wealth. No family. No fame. No friends. Not even clothes. Nothing but our deeds.”

“That means you’ll have to answer for your evil act of snatching girls,” I said, finding my voice. “And killing men after they’ve done your bidding.”

Shaban paid no attention to my comment. He wiped imaginary tears. “That day, Allah will ask us to account not only for our actions but also for our inactions. Not only for what we’ve done but also for what we have left undone.”

“You have enough evil actions to get you to hell,” I said.

“What did you say?” Shaban’s expression unmasked his anger.

Mika put a hand on my mouth before I could answer him.

“How can we help?” Nora stood up, and Shaban turned to her. “I am done with listening and talking. I don’t care for words that do nothing.” Nora took a step toward Shaban. “What is our part, these ladies and me?”

Shaban must have expected this. It was evident in the way he smiled. His shoulders relaxed. Nora’s questions seemed to erase his anger toward me. “The ladies will marry some of the young men. You, sister Nora, will be by their side to guide them with your wisdom and experience.”

“What do they do with kidnapped girls?” I’d asked my mother the afternoon the Hussein girls disappeared. It seemed so long ago now, yet it hadn’t even been two months. Now I had the answer to my question. The girls—the twins and Daala—were stolen. Forced to marry men they didn’t want.

The ladies will marry some of the young men. Shaban’s words echoed in my mind. I’d attended many weddings with my mother where one girl or another in our town got married with her parents’ blessing. But what did it mean to marry the young men under Shaban’s roof?

The afternoon sun penetrated the small window, and a single ray landed between Shaban’s eyes and mouth. Light shone on his clenched teeth, and the perspiration on his upper lip glistened.

“That’ll be your duty. For Allah. To please Allah.” The emphasis landed on his last word, as if he were calling Allah to confirm the statement.

“Without our fathers’ consent?” I asked. A man who seizes girls in front of their school doesn’t care for rules and customs, but I was desperate. “Our fathers must be here to bless the union.”

“It is difficult to abandon your old and backward customs,” Shaban responded to me this time. His words were soft, gentle even. “You know those practices are driven by sinful greed.” He sighed, as if implying I must agree, although I didn’t. “To buy and sell girls with large dowries and even bigger festivities.”

“Getting married without my parents’ agreement is wrong,” Mika said, her words without the firmness they used to possess.

Nora didn’t exhibit her usual rage. Her hands clasped, she lowered her gaze in a prayer pose.

“Sisters.” Shaban paused—a long, dramatic gesture. “Allah chose you from other girls in that school. You are pure inside and out, unlike many others around you.”

Pure? “Do you even know what pure looks like?” I asked. “Was it pure to send Issa to kidnap us and kill him and the others?” I pointed toward the door. “Shooting them and leaving them lying there like dogs after they’d done what you sent them to do?”

I could see Shaban took note of my question by the way he blinked.

“Do you? Do you know what pure looks like?”

Shaban turned toward the men in the front row and nodded twice.

Two men—Jordan and another I hadn’t seen before—got up and came at me. Part of me wanted to react. Maybe if I ran, I could evade capture. Perhaps I could reach the gate and find it unguarded. I didn’t have time to do any of that. Instead, I stood there bracing for whatever came next.

The two grabbed me, one on each shoulder. Jordan took a black scarf out of his pocket, like the one the kidnappers wore when they took us, and proceeded to tie it over my mouth. I turned my head this way and that, making it very difficult for him, so they pushed me to the ground. The other man trapped my hands under his knees and held my head between his hands. Once my mouth was tied shut, they sat me up and held me there, but I continued to thrash about, if only to tire them. Each time I moved, one of them jabbed me with his elbow. Blows landed on different parts of my upper body.

Shaban continued to speak, even smiling in my direction. “We prayed for so many days before your brothers came to collect you.”

How long was that white truck there before I noticed it?

Shaban reached for the glass of water on the table next to him and took a long and deliberate swig. Then he removed his headcover and ran his fingers through his thick, dark hair.

“It is normal to feel like you are doing something wrong—dishonoring and disappointing your fathers.” He stopped, and the room grew quiet. “Those who came before you felt the same until they learned the error of their ways.”

“Before us? How many other girls have suffered like we are suffering now?” I mumbled.

The fabric pulled my skin even tighter, but Jordan and the other man were the only ones to hear the muffled sound of my protest. That other man faced me, held my head between his hands, and headbutted me. My skull made a cracking sound, and the room spun round and round.

“But without our fathers here? Our families by our sides? Our elders absent?” Mika spoke as if she’d realized it was her job to fill the void. Maybe she wanted to join me in the trouble.

A loud murmur rumbled through the room.

Shaban clenched his teeth even harder but didn’t order the men to restrain Mika as he had with me.

“Sisters, sisters.” He spoke with forced calmness. “Allah has entrusted you with a divine duty.” Shaban stepped away from the stage and walked to the center of the room, splitting the distance between the podium and us. “I want you to think and decide if you are ready to do what Allah has ordained.” The words came sharp, giving the sentence authority. “If you are still not ready after serious thought, tell me your decision.” He sat on the floor among the men. “I will absolve you from this duty and honor.” He bowed his head. Absolute silence descended upon us.

Nora got up. “Go to the kitchen,” she shouted at the Silent Sisters.

They jumped up as quickly as she’d ordered them and left.

“Get out of my sight,” Nora spat at Daala and her baby with disgust.

Nora came to where the men held me on the floor between them. “Free her.”

Jordan untied the scarf.

“Come with me.” She beckoned Mika and Sara. “You!” She yanked my hand and drew me to my feet. All the muscles in my body ached. “Move.” She smacked me on the back of the head, but I showed no reaction to her violence.

Outside the door, we came upon a large blue tarp covering the three dead men. A line of blood made a path from under them and pooled on the ground near the flower beds.

“Keep moving.” Nora pushed me forward when I hesitated by the bodies. “Keep your eyes away from where they don’t belong.”

“And where is that?”

“If you don’t stop, you will be lying next to them soon.”

Nora led us to a new room, one larger than where we had slept since we arrived. Unlike the dirt floor of the first room, this one was tiled. A large wooden chest occupied the space next to the door. Three beds with wood frames sat against the walls. The room was clean, devoid of dust. Nora pulled short-sleeved printed housedresses—with roses, lilies, and hyacinths—out of the chest. “This is your room and those are your beds until the matching.”

I suspected what “the matching” meant. Mika and Sara must have felt the same. None of us asked her to explain.

“Change into these,” Nora instructed and left.

We were quiet until the sound of her footsteps faded.

“Rada, you should stop challenging them,” Sara said. “Especially Shaban and Nora.”

“Why?” I knew what she was getting at: The danger was real. But I asked anyway.

“They tied you today.” Sara sighed. “Tomorrow might be worse.”

“They don’t want us dead. They need wives.”

“You don’t know that,” Sara said.

“Also, it doesn’t matter if you do what they want or not.” My statement scared me, because it was true. “They will do with us as they please.”

“Sara, Rada is right. You can’t trust anything he says or does,” Mika said. “He ordered the killing of the men he hired to kidnap us. For what? Because they coughed too loudly? Or they asked to be paid for the work they had done?”

Sara wiped a lone tear from her cheek. “Those men broke an agreement.”

“To kidnap five older girls?” I stared at her. “You call taking other people’s children an agreement?”

“We don’t know the details of what happened between them. What they agreed to with each other.” Sara was indignant. “We just don’t know.”

“What about the video he showed us?” My lips hurt to move. “Why did he show us that?”

“It could be true,” Sara said.

I looked at her anew. “Sara?” The change in my friend was troubling. “Maybe, but why show it to us?”

“That girl might have been acting,” Mika said.

“What?” Sara seemed surprised. “What do you mean, ‘acting’?”

“Think about it, Sara.” Mika crossed her legs under her. “No one else survived the attack but her?” Mika recounted the story. “We couldn’t even see the boys’ faces or her leg.” Mika adjusted her seat on the bed. “Who had the camera to record the attack the moment it happened?” Mika paused here and continued after a couple of seconds of silence. “They saved that girl from bleeding to death at the exact moment she needed them?”

“What if it’s true? They may know where the next bombing will be.” Sara seemed convinced. “We have heard about the foreigners attacking villages before, haven’t we?”

My ribs throbbed where the men had jabbed at me. “Yes, we have.” Whispers of foreign drones attacking parts of the country had reached us in Marka over the last two years. I’d often heard my father telling my mother the news of such killings.

“Do you think Shaban maimed a girl and destroyed her village for the sole purpose of convincing us?” Sara’s voice rose with each word, her passion more intense. “He doesn’t have to prove anything to us.”

She was right. Shaban had us under his control. He needed no tricks to keep us there.

“You’re missing the point.” I leaned in closer to Sara, hoping the proximity would help me convince her. “My question is not whether the story is true. I want to know why he showed it to us.” I could feel the vein above my left eye bulge from the headbutt. “It doesn’t make sense. The way things came together, fitting at the right time. Images packaged like a movie.” Pictures we’d watched earlier flooded back into my mind.

“Sara, think about it,” Mika said.

The vein at my temple continued to swell. The sound of the blood coursing through it filled my ears. I worried I might die from the injury. “Yes, Sara. Think.”

“We meet him today, and he has this tragic story waiting for us? The first time we meet him?” Mika looked from Sara to me and back again. “A phone call that comes at the moment he had us in the room?” Mika raised her eyebrows to mark her suspicion.

I joined her. Waiting, expectantly. Hoping Sara would agree.

She didn’t. “I know what you mean.” Sara shifted in the bed. “But there is a whole world and its goings-on out there that we know nothing about.”

“What does that mean?” I didn’t care about the world we knew nothing about; we were losing the one we knew. The one that belonged to us. The world we all held close and dear within. “We need to be home with our families.”

Sara’s face showed no agreement. She wouldn’t let me finish.

“I’m done talking about this,” Sara said with such calmness that it surprised me. She got up slowly and walked to her bed. On her way there, she sang the words to a familiar children’s lullaby that every mother in my town sang to her child:

Your first cry lifted the chill from the air, oh perfect child.

Your first smile ushered the light that shines my way, oh perfect child.

For the next few minutes, neither Mika nor I moved or said anything to each other. After a while, we got changed and went to our separate beds. Sara continued to sing. I closed my eyes and allowed the memory of my mother’s voice to soothe me.

When I fell asleep, Sara was still singing.






NINE
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I woke up tucked under a white sheet and thin gray blanket on the single bed, my body stiff. I peered around the room. On the bed to my left, Sara was asleep—her chest rising and falling, her body stretched down the length of the bed, feet sticking out from under the covers. Mika, to my right, was sitting on the bed. The early morning sunlight poured in from a small window, painting yellow bars on the black-and-white checkerboard tiles. Mika tucked her legs under her. Light flickered on the streaks of tears on her cheeks.

“Mika, are you praying?”

I knew she wasn’t, for we never prayed seated unless we were ill or old. Still, I asked. Why, I didn’t know. Even in my sleep, Issa’s face—his hand outstretched, his lips moving with an effort that produced no words—occupied my thoughts. The same image ran through my mind all night like film rolls on a broken reel. A convulsion of fear shook me when I thought about how easy it would be for us to be killed. Shaban would rub his hands together, and the men would do what he wanted.

“Yes,” Mika went along. “I’m praying.” She smoothed her dress over her legs. A fresh tear ran down her cheek, seemingly betraying her determination to hold herself together.

I got out of bed, spread a prayer mat on the floor, and stood up to pray. My last prayer at home came back to me, my father’s recitation loud in my ears: “I seek refuge with the Lord of the Dawn from the mischief of created things.” The memory of my father’s voice shook me with emotion. “From the mischief of darkness as it overspreads.”

By the time he’d finished asking for Allah’s protection “from the envious one as he practices envy,” the verses from the Qur’an had soothed me. My father’s beautiful voice had always enthralled me. Now, in the middle of this miserable room, the walls with their gray paint moving closer, I recited the same surah. When I finished, I put away the prayer mat and sat back on the bed. Mika hadn’t moved an inch.

“Sara is right,” Mika said, perhaps to herself. “From here on, we have to do what they tell us.”

I feared I’d lost Sara to Shaban’s influence, but I couldn’t afford to lose Mika. She was always the strong one in our friendship. Even at school and when in conflict with other students, I’d relied on her support.

“You want to stay here like the twins?” I asked.

“No, I don’t. I want to go home as much as you do.” Mika spoke through tears that streamed down her face. This might have been the first time I had seen Mika cry. Her cracking voice unnerved me. “But I want to get there alive.” She stopped and cleared her throat, wiping her face with both hands. “I don’t want to die on a cold cement floor. I can’t get Issa’s scared face out of my mind.”

“They won’t kill us because Shaban wants wives for his men,” I said again.

“Issa and his men served a purpose too, and he decided to kill them.”

I wanted to argue with Mika. Convince her not to go along with this sham of a marriage.

She raised her hand to stop me. “I’m afraid for myself.” She paused. “But if they decide to kill the three of us, you would be the first to go. I would rather stay here than live to see such a day when you’re shot before my eyes.”

I appreciated the depth of Mika’s love for me like never before. Even the time at school she admitted she broke a beaker, even though it was my carelessness that led to the shattered glass, it didn’t rise to this level.

“I didn’t live on my terms,” Sara said. “So, when the time comes, I want to die on my terms.”

I didn’t know she was awake and listening to us. “No one is dying.” All the talk about who dies when and how scared me. “Stop with all this talk about death.”

Mika and Sara stared at me.

“He didn’t kidnap us to kill us.”

“I said when,” Sara said.

“I think we should focus on an opportunity to escape,” Mika said.

Sara’s composure seemed to lift Mika out of her depression. This was the first time anyone had proposed the idea of escaping. Locked behind a fortress of an over-four-meter-high brick wall topped by barbed wire and guarded by gun-toting men, the idea of escape hadn’t entered my mind.

“How?”

“I don’t know how.” Mika’s tone was sharp now. “That’s why I think we should wait for a chance to get away.”

Having nothing else to offer, I reluctantly agreed to go along with Mika’s plan.

A few minutes after we woke up, Nora entered the room, carrying a tray of food. “I told Shaban he should quit bringing girls here unless they come willingly. He won’t listen.” She seemed subdued, like she’d lost the energy to scold and beat us. “Having you girls among us brings nothing but trouble.”

“We don’t want to be here,” Mika said.

I wasn’t sure if Mika had forgotten her rule not to challenge, but her words gave me some comfort.

“They all say that. Every single one, until they get into a man’s bed. With his warmth, they wake up singing a different tune.” Nora hesitated. Her face contorted, perhaps with the effort to make us understand. “I guarantee you won’t leave. Like the devil, once here, you’ll stay.”

“Take us to the gate, and we will run, never to be seen again,” I said. I figured Mika couldn’t be mad at me because she was the first to mention our running away.

Nora looked at me, as if weighing her options. Then she put down the breakfast tray and said, “Eat your food and set the dishes aside. Oh, what I would do to be spared of the likes of you.” Instead of the violent words she’d hurled at us before, she now sounded sad, mourning something I couldn’t put my finger on. “But you are here, and I have to get you through.”

She left.

We ate in silence.
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It was late afternoon when Nora returned, carrying garments over her arm. “It is time.” She smirked as she dropped the clothes onto one of the beds. “Let me see.” She rubbed her cheek with her thumb and forefinger, then lifted the items one at a time. After a close examination, she put them down again.

“This should be easy,” she said to herself and smiled, far cheerier than the mournful expression she’d worn a few hours earlier. She handed us each a brightly colored cabaaya to replace the flowery prints we were wearing.

I received a peach-colored dress covered in silver rhinestones and changed into it. The jewels made the garment heavy. A long cotton scarf matched my dress and weighed me down even more. Nora gave Mika a red dress with gold beads that crisscrossed the upper half.

“This is the right one for you.” Nora pulled out a black scarf for Mika to complement the shine of the gold beads. As we dressed, she moved from one of us to the other with light, blissful steps. The brooding glare of the morning had vanished from her face, and in its place, excitement took hold.

“You all look stunning.” She examined Mika and me before she went to Sara. The white outfit she picked for Sara made her appear younger than she was. “That’s it.” Nora placed a hand on Sara’s shoulder and left it there for the next few seconds. “I think we are ready.”

“Ready for what?” Mika asked.

“For you to start your new life.” Nora winked. “It is the best thing that can happen to a girl. It’ll be so much fun.” Her eyes twinkled with excitement.

Who are you? I almost asked, but I didn’t give voice to my thoughts. What made Nora believe Shaban so fully without thought, without questioning? What was in it for her?

“I remember my first night as if it were yesterday. A night like no other.” Nora laughed and clicked her tongue. “My heart swells with joy to think about that night, even now.” She blinked to stop what I assumed were tears of excitement that seemed to overwhelm her. “Let’s go. Quickly!” She opened the door, stepped out, and waited until we filed out behind her. She led us down a narrow hallway.

The sunlight dimmed as we moved farther and farther into the belly of the compound. The sounds of unseen people milling about, machines humming, and metals rattling against each other like a hammer driving a nail onto a wooden board followed us most of the way. The voices grew hushed and faded. We passed the spot where Issa and the other two kidnappers were executed. There was no trace of the men there now. No blue tarp. No bodies. No bloodstains. If I hadn’t seen them lying there with their blood trailing into the flower beds, I wouldn’t have known three men had been gunned down there not even twenty-four hours earlier. My heart jumped into my throat. I swallowed several times to push it back down.

“Come on. I don’t have all day.” Nora stopped in front of a door, adjusted her golden silk scarf, and glanced at us one more time. “Here we are.” She twisted the knob and opened the door. “Come.” She offered no greetings to the dozen men sitting on the rugs, but she continued to lead us until we reached the cushions lined against a back wall. Nora stood at the end of a red rug.

“Sit,” Nora ordered, and we each sat down.

The metal chairs we’d used the day before were stacked against the wall to our left, and the sheer curtains that had separated us from more than a dozen men were pulled to the sides and tied.

It was not until I saw the guard from the watch post when we arrived sitting next to Manny that I made the connection to Issa’s killing. Still in his camouflage uniform, the image of him lifting his arm, clutching the rifle, and aiming flashed in my mind. I gasped. He lifted his head up high enough to link his threatening eyes with mine.

“Assalamu alaikum, ladies.” His eyes scanned us as we sat.

His red-rimmed eyes reminded me of Issa’s blood, the way it had pooled like receding ocean waves.

“Wa alyakumu salaam,” Nora responded to him.

“Sister Nora, you took care of the girls well. They look much better than they did when I first led them through the gate.” He shared a knowing glance with her before he turned back to me and stared.

To avoid seeing the killer’s intent on keeping my attention, I focused on Shaban and his closest ally, Manny. I saw a fresh razor cut below Shaban’s perfectly manicured beard. Next, I saw a stain on Manny’s white robe. It resembled a turtle with its head emerging from under the shell. The tail end of the turtle faded into the rest of the clean fabric. My mother would have been mortified if my father had worn a stained garment like that.

The air in the room smelled of cumin, garlic, cilantro, and onion. The aroma of freshly cooked food wafted in the air and gave the space a touch of home. The rays from the setting sun shone on the parade of serving trays on tables by the west wall. My mouth watered at the sight of the food. It transported me to my mother’s kitchen, and a deep longing hit me.

“Thank you for bringing our honored guests.” Dressed less formally than he was the day before, Shaban was in a white T-shirt and black jeans. He looked like the young men who worked unloading the fishing boats in Marka, slim and muscular. “Let us eat before the ceremony.”

There was an uncomfortable silence. I hated the quiet seconds that followed his statements because they propelled me inside my head. It was not a good place to inhabit. Not now. The fear of the unknown raged inside me with unrelenting intensity.

“The sisters should go first.” His voice boomed against the deafening stillness. He extended his hand in our direction. “Sisters, go first,” he repeated. This time it was an order.

Nora got up. The rest of us followed.

At the table, I served myself, moving from one tray to the next without caring what I’d picked. I watched Nora, expecting her to say something. She didn’t. Instead, she smiled at the sight of my overflowing dish. Once we had our food, the men—with Shaban in the lead—approached the table and filled their plates with rice and lamb.

After twenty minutes of quiet, I put my plate down next to me on the floor, wiped my hands clean with a paper towel, and spoke, though I knew I was going against my agreement with Mika.

“You said we should think about getting married and tell you our decision.”

Nora’s violence emerged quicker than I’d expected. She stabbed me in the ribs with her elbow.

“Ow! You hurt me!” Tears sprang to my eyes. No one came to my aid, so I swallowed and pushed the pain down. It bubbled in the pit of my stomach. I turned to Shaban.

“Didn’t you say to think about the proposal?” I asked. “So, I thought about it and decided not to get married.”

Nora attempted to pinch me, but I pulled away before her extended hand reached my thigh.

“I tell you this because I am promised to a boy.” That was a lie, but in Somali custom, it was offensive to take a girl promised to another family. “Our parents agreed to marry us.”

Shaban smiled, undoubtedly at my foolishness. “Sister . . .” He gave me one of his hideous, dramatic pauses. “If your father is disobeying Allah by focusing on this world and not building for the hereafter, you ought to decide for yourself, regardless of his promise.”

“My father is not disobeying Allah,” I said, my hand on my hip. “My father is a good Muslim man.”

“Indeed. A good but misguided Muslim man.” He pronounced the words slowly, with weight. “May Allah guide us all to the right path.”

“My father prays, fasts, reads the Qur’an every day, and, and . . .” What else could I have said about the man who loved me beyond measure? The man who used the Qur’an as his guide. The man who treated me better than my brothers. He was religious and intelligent, and the community relied on him for all kinds of negotiation. “He works hard and takes care of his family.”

“Children, family, and work are the things that make a man go astray.” Shaban paused again, as if challenging me. “Goodness comes from the giving—the sacrifice—and not from the taking.” He stopped again, this time with a pregnant pause, full of implications.

I knew my effort to dissuade Shaban was futile, but I pushed ahead. “The imam said that a child needs a parent’s blessing to do anything.”

“Yours is a father who doesn’t do things for Allah’s sake.” He watched with eyes that seemed kinder than they were. “Your father strives for the sake of this world.”

“You don’t know my father. My father knows more about the religion than you do.”

Feeling defeated, I turned toward Mika and Sara. Mika’s subdued expression told me she knew exactly how I felt, but Sara looked away.

“Sisters, sisters.” Shaban launched into an impromptu sermon. He stretched his arms, his hands pointing from one end of the prayer room to the other. “You’ll give honor to your fathers in this world and the hereafter by marrying. Your fathers might not know this today because they are the people of this world. They’ve given in to greed and lust for their land, their wives, and their children.” He brought his hands together and clasped them in front of him. “They will realize one day material wealth is nothing but a trap.” Shaban took a deep breath and sighed, as if exhausted by the effort. “Your fathers will be proud. Should be proud because you are doing the work of the great people.” With his last point, the men nodded. “Your fathers will rejoice in the Day of Judgment when Allah welcomes them into heaven due to the seeds you’ve planted.” Shaban smiled a broad and elegant smile. His white teeth shone against his immaculately trimmed black beard. “Your parents’ reward for raising such obedient daughters is immeasurable before Allah.”

Shaban got up and walked toward the feast, still spread out on the table. Everyone in the room followed him with their eyes. He picked up a teapot and held it over a ceramic mug. As he poured, the hot golden liquid spilled over the sides, forming tracks on the table. Tea dripped as he lifted the cup, and wet drops followed him to the mat. He sat down, folded his legs under him, and took several satisfying gulps of tea. He closed his eyes and moaned after each mouthful.

“You are your parents’ only path to heaven. Without you, they will suffer the greatest tragedy—Allah’s wrath.”

His pauses became longer. The silence in the room, more oppressive.

Blood rushed away from my head. I felt faint.

Shaban finished his tea and held the empty cup upside down. After two long seconds, he dropped the mug on the cement floor, shattering it.

“If you are not working for the sake of Allah, this world will take everything from you until you are nothing.” He picked up the largest piece of the broken cup and stared at it, as if he were challenging it to complain about the destruction he’d wrought upon it. He whipped it against the opposite wall, and the impact reduced it to tiny fragments. “An empty shell, useless shards of nothing.”

The room became even quieter. The silence dragged on until Shaban got up and walked to the back wall to sit in an armchair. The men—Manny, Jordan, the guard, and five others I hadn’t seen before—followed Shaban to the other side of the room. They shuffled around for a few seconds, like they were unsure of where to sit. Finally, they settled on the cushions lined up on either side of Shaban’s armchair.

Manny, on the cushion to the right of Shaban, bowed his head and rested his hands on his stomach, too large for his small frame. To Shaban’s left sat a young boy I hadn’t seen before. Small and frail, his head popped back and forth with each breath. His arms, bony and long, were folded in front of his chest. The boy’s eyes were soft, withdrawn. Next to the boy was Jordan, his hair in freshly braided cornrows. His brown skin and blue eyes stood in stark contrast to Shaban’s dark, glowing skin.

Shaban called Nora to his side. He pulled three envelopes from his front pocket and handed them to her. “Here, please give these to the ladies.”

Nora took the envelopes and passed them to Mika, Sara, and me.

“Sister Mika,” Shaban called her. “Read the name on your paper.” He stared at her with an expectant smile.

“Jordan,” Mika read without hesitation.

Jordan stood as Mika uttered his name. He took long, handsome strides toward Mika and stood in front of her.

“Hi.” He greeted her like an old acquaintance and waited, as if he’d expected her to respond in kind.

She didn’t.

Jordan took the envelope out of her hand. Opened it. Looked at the paper with his name on it. Folded it again. And gave it back to Mika. He turned around and walked to his seat.

“Sara,” Shaban spoke as soon as Jordan sat down. “It’s your turn.”

Sara pulled the piece of paper out of her envelope. “Isxaaq.”

The thin boy seated next to Shaban looked up at the mention of his name. He quickly averted his gaze. He didn’t move.

Shaban gave Isxaaq a few more seconds to respond. “Brother?”

Isxaaq continued to stare at the ground beneath his feet. He gave no hint he’d heard his name called. Even after Shaban repeated it three more times, Isxaaq made no move.

“Brother.” Shaban turned to Jordan. “Please help him.”

Jordan got up. He took the paper from Sara. Unfurled it. Pushed it toward Isxaaq’s hand. If Isxaaq saw his name, he showed no recognition. Jordan continued to push the paper in Isxaaq’s hand. “Take it.”

The boy looked up; he blinked fast like he’d found himself in a dark wilderness with no compass. He opened his shaky hand, then closed it back again without taking the paper.

Sara got up. She took the paper from Jordan and pushed the sheet into Isxaaq’s open hand. “Here. Look at it.” She sounded firm as she stood over him, strong and formidable.

Isxaaq glanced at the sheet. Moved his lips. Murmured his name quickly and turned away from her just as fast.

Sara, having accomplished her mission, sat down. I thought I saw a tiny smile on her face. Did I imagine that? I held the last envelope with dread.

“Rada,” Shaban snarled, a finger wagging in my direction. “Read the name on your paper.”

To prolong the inevitable, I opened the envelope slowly, extending the crinkling sound of the sheet. All eyes were upon me. Everyone waited.

I looked and saw nothing. No pen marks. No name. Nothing. A blank piece of paper. It must be a mistake. I flipped the envelope upside down. Nothing. The untouched half sheet gaped at me. I stared at it, uncomprehending.

“Rada,” Shaban called me, his tone impatient. “Read the name on your sheet.”

“It’s blank,” I said.

Shaban’s eyes danced with excitement. “Speak louder, sister.” Dimples on both sides of his cheeks deepened. “Read the name on the paper.”

“It’s blank,” I said a little louder.

It should have been a relief to find an empty sheet. Shaban must have noted my protest and kept me out of the match. Only I didn’t feel elated. If anything, the sight of the paper devoid of any mark frightened me.

“There is no name on it,” I said even louder.

Had I been selected for a different end than forced marriage? Was that why the guard joined us today? Maybe they planned to shoot me like Issa and the others. Or was he leaving me for Nora to torture? A combination of uncertainty and fear flooded my mind. I lowered my gaze, expecting Shaban to instruct me on what to do next.

He didn’t.

“Masha Allah,” he said instead. “Should we start the ceremony?”

“Yes,” Manny said.

Manny conducted the wedding ceremony for Mika and Sara. He pretended to be their father, shaking hands with both Jordan and Isxaaq as he seated them next to the girls. Manny squatted across from the two couples and reminded them of their duty and responsibilities as husbands and wives.

And that was it. Mika and Sara were married.

My fate remained far more uncertain.
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We left the matching room single file. Nora and Shaban led the way, followed by Mika and Jordan in a close second. Sara and the boy, Isxaaq, were right after. I crept behind them. Alone. Isolated.

I went inward. My thoughts raced. Finding a letter with no name on it should have given me joy. Shaban had not matched me with anyone. He didn’t condemn me to be alone with one of them. To share a bed would have been like a death sentence. But the blank sheet of paper didn’t give me the relief I’d expected.

The tiny corridor opened into a magnificent living area. Lush green grapevines snaked over a wooden arbor lining the walkway. Unlike the concrete structures of the matching room, here leaves crisscrossed overhead, creating a cool shade. Large green grapes protruded through a mesh cover. A soft breeze caressed my skin.

“Sister Rada,” Shaban called me. Stern. Loud. “Go back to the room.”

I took a step, looked back, and paused. Which room did Shaban mean? The matching room? The one where Mika, Sara, and I slept the night before? Benumbed with worry, I didn’t know where I was going, but I took another step away from them.

Mika was crying without making a sound. She shed no single tear, but her lower lip quivered like she’d done at home when she was hurt and too proud to admit to it. Sara’s back was to me, so I didn’t know how she reacted to Shaban’s fake marriage.

“Rada, wait. I want to come with you.” Mika flew in my direction and hugged me.

We simultaneously exhaled and relaxed. I didn’t want to let her go, and I could tell Mika felt the same by the way she was clinging to me.

“Mika, come back,” Nora said.

“I want to go with Rada.”

“You can’t go with Rada. You are married.”

Mika rubbed her eyes. “I want to go back!” She swallowed hard and loud. A dam broke, and her tears gushed. “With Rada.” Mika held on to me even tighter, shaking violently.

Her sobs made my skin prickle. I’d never heard Mika’s voice shake like that before.

Nora walked toward us and took Mika by the hand. “You have to go with your husband. You will see Rada tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow . . .” Mika began but didn’t continue.

“Yes.” Nora pulled Mika hard. “You’ll see Rada tomorrow.”

Would there be a tomorrow for me? I didn’t know.

“Mika, sister, we are waiting for you.” The softness of Shaban’s words stood in stark contrast to Nora’s harsh demands. He was skilled at soothing people with empty words. “We are ready to celebrate with you. This is a special day. The first of many glorious days to come.” Here, he used one of his perfect pauses. “You don’t want to hold all of us up, do you?” The implication that Mika would certainly agree with him was apparent. “Nora is right. Rada will be here tomorrow. I guarantee it.” He smiled. “Now, come here.”

Dejected, Mika nodded, pulled her hand away from Nora, and walked back to her spot next to Jordan. They slipped behind a heavy wooden door, leaving me alone on the other side. I started back down the hallway, considering where I should go.

Behind a doorway to my right, I saw the fist of a flailing baby for a fraction of a second before I lost sight of it. A few seconds later, Daala peeked out from behind a door, holding her baby, whose face was only half visible beneath her scarf. If she was hiding from me, she didn’t need to try hard. I was in no hurry to speak to or see anyone. The thought of the blank sheet was enough torment.

“Are you alone?” This was the first time Daala had addressed me directly since our arrival.

“Yes.”

She stood on her toes and looked behind me. “Are you sure?”

“Are you blind?” I was in no mood for stupid questions. “What do you want with me, anyway? I’d rather you leave me alone.”

Daala pretended not to hear that last part. “I want to make sure.” She stepped out and scanned the area behind me some more. “It’s impossible to get a moment alone in this place.” She wore an orange dress, quite unlike the dark-brown outfit she usually wore. The bright color highlighted her youthful look. She tickled the baby, and the child laughed. “Watch out for Nora.”

“It’s Shaban I am worried about.”

“She’s worse than Shaban and Manny.” Daala’s eyes remained fixed on the walkway behind me. “Nora believes in the mission more than anyone else.”

“What mission?” The muscles around my neck stiffened. “And how do you know that?”

“Nora traveled thousands of miles to become a part of something that mattered in her mind.” Daala sat down on the stoop. “To achieve a higher purpose.” Daala opened the two top buttons of her dress and placed her baby on her left breast. “I heard it from her mouth. That’s all she ever talked about when the kidnappers brought us here. She claimed she was better because she made a choice. Prepared for the sacrifice. She’s been wearing that claim like a cloak of protection.”

“She hasn’t mentioned that since our arrival. Not even once.” I wondered if Daala could be lying. Telling me a story. Perhaps she wanted to get me to trust her.

“She stopped after we lost Shaban’s first wife.” Daala rocked her baby. “She said very little about it after that.”

“Shaban’s first wife? What happened to his first wife?”

“That’s a long story. Nora always wanted to move up the ladder and become Shaban’s first wife. The only wife.”

“Nora is married to Shaban?”

Daala gave me a look that seemed to say, How stupid are you? Can’t you see? “Soon, she found out the title wasn’t as glamorous as she’d thought.” Daala considered me. “When Shaban took me as his wife, her dream to be the only wife died.”

“You’re married to Shaban too?” Daala didn’t act like a wife.

“Yes.”

“And this is Shaban’s baby?”

“Nora thinks she is the real wife, but I had the boy.” Daala scoffed. “Nora realized all she has is the title and the responsibility that comes with it. She has to organize the cooking, cleaning, and taking care of the new girls.” Daala put the baby on her shoulder and rubbed his back until he burped. “Nora is not a happy person. And angry people are dangerous.”

“Why doesn’t she leave if she is unhappy?”

“And go where?”

“Wherever she came from.”

“Her country refused to take her, and her family didn’t sound eager to get her back either.”

“Refused?” I’d never heard of that happening to anyone. “How could a country refuse its citizen?”

“If she could go back to her homeland, she would. But her government deemed her a terrorist and denied her return. Manny introduced Jordan and Nora to Shaban. He told them they’d be doing humanitarian work. It was not until they arrived here that Nora realized there was more to it. Once Nora said to me, ‘I should have known that Manny would betray me like my parents did.’ Nora wouldn’t explain. And I didn’t press her.”

His toes on his mother’s abdomen, the child hoisted himself. I’d thought the baby was a newborn by the way he was constantly tied to her chest, sleeping, or nursing. Upright and engaged, he now appeared close to a year old. With big brown eyes and round cheeks, he looked like a happy baby.

“Nora is hurt and determined to hurt the rest of us,” Daala said.

“It sounds like you’re making excuses for the way she treats us.”

“I’m just telling you the story behind her flying hands.”

“How about Jordan?” I asked.

“Jordan doesn’t want to go back. That’s what Nora said. He’s the one that builds devices for Shaban.”

“What devices?”

Daala stood up suddenly, as if my question had alarmed her. The sight of her fear-stricken face forced me to look over my shoulder. I saw Manny approaching us, his back stooped.

“Here, take the little one.” Daala pushed the baby into my hands. The boy dangled between us, his tiny feet flailing. “Hold him for me for a few minutes, will you?”

I took the baby. Daala stepped back. Perhaps it was because of the sudden transfer, but the child, happy before that moment, began to cry.

“Hold him close. Rock him,” Daala said. “This way.” She moved her arms back and forth.

I rocked him, but the baby’s wailing only got louder. “I’m sorry,” I whispered in his ear, but his cry intensified to a blood-chilling wail.

“Why are you here?” Manny, his voice husky and loud, grabbed me by the shoulder. With the sudden jerk of my body, the baby stopped crying.

“I was on my way to the room.” What room I was referring to, I still wasn’t clear. “Like Shaban told me to.”

“I asked her to hold the baby for me, so I could use the bathroom,” Daala interjected as she took her child back. “Shush,” she said to the whimpering baby.

Manny must have seen Daala give the child to me only a few seconds before he reached us.

“You,” Manny growled at her. “You lie.” He turned to me. “Where were you going?”

“Back to the room. Like I said. Daala asked me to help her.”

Manny’s breath, heavy with the smell of garlic, hit me. “I was there just now. You didn’t go there. Why can’t you follow the rules?” He pulled me toward him. “Why?”

I staggered. “Can I leave now?” I pulled away. “I will go to the room.”

He grabbed me again, this time by the throat. “Don’t move.” For someone so feeble, Manny was strong. “Without my permission.” The color in his eyes changed from dark brown to amber, as if dipped into the same henna dye that had tinted his otherwise-white hair. “Did you hear me?” He let go of my neck.

“Yes.” My throat ached. I coughed.

“Come with me.” Manny took my hand.

Daala followed, but Manny lunged back at her. “You. Stay!”

She did.

“Walk.” Manny held my hand tightly and pulled me forward.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked. “I didn’t mean to talk to Daala. I didn’t even know she was there.” That was true—the only truth uttered the entire day or week in this dreadful place. “She stopped me. She asked me for my help.” I intended to appease him, but every time I spoke, Manny squeezed my hand even harder. “I said nothing to her.” Squeeze. “I held the child for her.” Another squeeze. “That’s when you saw us.” Harder squeeze. My fingers tingled.

“Stop talking!” He screeched so loudly my ears rang. “Not following instructions and lying about it won’t help you.”

“I did nothing wrong.” Yet another squeeze, and my thumb cracked. “That hurts.”

“Stop!” Manny’s bony legs wobbled under the weight of his stooped back and large protruding belly. “This way.” He continued to hold my hand tight.

My fingers grew numb, but I didn’t pull away. I followed his lead like a dog on a leash. He took me through those same large double doors the group had passed through earlier.

At the sight of the grapevines crisscrossing over the arbor, my heart dropped. Manny was taking me to Shaban.

“Shaban didn’t send me here.” I yanked my hand, and Manny lost grip. “Wherever you’re taking me, I’m not going.” I pointed behind me. “We have to go back to the room.”

“You’re giving me orders?” His eyes pierced at me. His chest rattled. “What room?” His forefinger poked between my eyes, and he pushed my head back. “You!” He retook my hand and pulled me.

At the end of the walkway, we came by a door with a camel-shaped knocker hanging in the middle. Manny lifted it. Knocked twice. At the third knock, Shaban opened it.

“Assalamu alaikum,” he greeted us.

“Here she is,” Manny said. “I spotted her with the other one.”

Shaban smiled in my direction. He was in a large room, twice the size of the one where Sara, Mika, and I slept. There was a big bed in the middle, with a small table holding an oil lamp on either side of the bed. On the west wall, below the window, was a four-shelf wall unit with copies of the Qur’an. A staple in every house in Marka, this was the first time I’d seen so many copies in one place since leaving home. I almost walked over to the shelf and picked one up to read. But I decided against it.

At the foot of the bed was a wooden chest of drawers with brass metal leaves attached for drawer pulls. Two folded prayer mats and a brown quilt sat on top. Tucked in the far corner of the room was a desk with a computer and two chairs. L-shaped knee-high cushions for a sitting area were opposite the desk.

“Welcome, sister Rada.” Shaban’s voice sounded kind.

“I was on my way to the room, but he forced me to come here.” I rubbed my fingers to relieve the tingling numbness left by Manny’s tight squeeze.

Shaban said nothing.

“I told him I was going to the room where you’d sent me.”

A knowing glance passed between the two.

“He wouldn’t listen,” I said.

“He didn’t frighten you, did he?” Shaban phrased it as if he were protecting me. “I can’t allow that.” His smile came my way again, growing more hideous with each flash.

“All I did was bring her here.” Manny turned, maybe daring me to contradict him. “That’s all.”

“I’m glad you didn’t frighten her,” Shaban said to Manny. “Did I not tell you, brother Manny?” Shaban walked to the back of the room and sat on one of the cushions. “She is the one.”

What did he mean?

Manny’s expression softened. “You told me, brother.”

“Allah sent her for me.” Shaban sighed. “For months, I prayed. I searched.” Shaban spoke as if I weren’t there and couldn’t hear him. “Allah’s light shines through this girl.” Shaban turned his face to the heavens, his hands raised in a prayer pose. “Alxamdu Lillah. When I saw her, I forgot how upset I was that Issa brought girls much younger than we’d agreed.”

“That you did, brother,” Manny said. “That you did.”

“By the grace of Allah, the Most Merciful, Most Gracious, I saw Rada and her purity, and I knew I must marry her.”
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“Marry me?” So this was what the blank sheet in the matching room meant. “Marry me?” I was reserved for him like the fishing lines my father preserved for specific seasons. Sweat covered my forehead. “You can’t marry me.”

Manny, still by my side, reached for my left hand. “You’ll not go against Allah’s orders, will you?”

“This is not Allah’s command.” Don’t cry in front of them, I thought to myself. Don’t show them weakness. “Allah has nothing to do with this.” I backed away a little, out of Manny’s reach. “It’s a sin to force me to marry you.”

Manny glanced over his shoulder. “Sister Nora,” he called.

A door opened in the back wall, and Nora emerged. She was wearing a yellow silk dress and a white scarf that must have been new because I’d never seen her wear it before. In one hand, Nora carried a can of incense. In the other, she held a tray with two small clay burners filled with glowing coals.

My eyes moved from Shaban to Nora and back again. “What are you doing?”

Nora ignored me. “Do you want them here?” Her focus remained on Shaban. She set the clay burners on either side of him and dropped pieces of incense in the burning coals. A cloud of smoke erupted, filling the place with the sweet aroma of sandalwood and frankincense.

“You’re taking part in this?” I asked Nora. “You knew he planned to take me for himself?”

She added more incense, and the smoke increased. But she didn’t respond.

“Thank you, sister Nora.” Shaban smiled. “May Allah reward you for your generosity.”

Nora smiled at his praise.

“May Allah furnish you with as much reward as your kindness.”

Her smile grew broader.

Nora kept that smile plastered on her face as she left through the same door. Once she’d closed it behind her, the door seemed to disappear into the wall.

Manny sat on one of the chairs by the computer desk. He pulled a little notebook from the desk drawer, opened it to a blank page, and took a pen out of his shirt pocket. “Repeat after me.” He stared at Shaban, now occupying the chair opposite him, and began rattling off official-sounding words.

“I, Shaban Abu Helmi,” Shaban repeated, “offer to care and protect Rada. I promise to love, shelter, and clothe her in faith and sincerity.” He rambled on and on.

Manny recited verses from the Qur’an. Unlike my father’s sweet voice, Manny’s recitation came out hackneyed, overworked, stilted.

“Rada.” Manny beckoned me with his forefinger like a dog called by its master to fetch. “It’s your turn.” He read my lines as I stood there. Mute. Unmoving.

“Brother Manny, give her more time,” Shaban said.

More time did nothing for me. The long hand of the wall clock over the computer ticked by, and I remained silent.

“That will do.” Manny accepted my pledge without my uttering a single word. He walked over to where I stood and tried to shove a pen and notebook into my hand. “Sign here.”

I didn’t take his pen or notebook.

“Here!” Manny pushed it closer. “Sign.” He tried to place the book in my hand, but I made a tight fist. After a long minute, he wrote something down and closed the book with a hard thud. “Please sit next to your husband.”

I didn’t move, but neither of the men seemed bothered by my lack of cooperation.

Manny congratulated Shaban. “Rada is your wife, and I trust you’ll treat her with courtesy and love.”

“I am not his wife.” I went to the door and turned the knob. It was locked. “Let me out of here!”

Neither of them responded.

Shaban thanked Manny for his service, then called for Nora.

She emerged with the same grin she’d worn when she’d brought in the incense and burners. “Yes?”

“Please help Rada get ready,” Shaban instructed her. “I will return shortly.” He followed Manny out the door.

Nora’s smile disappeared the moment the door closed. Hot and angry, she screwed her bright blue eyes upon me. Then she plucked a slim dress from the chest at the footboard.

“Wear this for an exciting night.” Her right hand trembled and she had to steady with her left. “This will be the best night of your life.” Her voice cracked as it rose and came down with a crash.

“How could you?” I moved a step closer, my gaze intense. “How could you?”

“What are you complaining about?” She threw the dress at me. “Shaban, the great leader, wants you for himself, and you are not happy?”

“Great or not, I don’t want him.”

“They all lie like that, but every girl wishes to be with him.”

“Why are you helping him?”

“Because he is your husband.”

I moved even closer to her. “He’s not my husband. My father did not bless this. I did not recite the vows.”

“You think my father was by me when I married him?” A crooked smile came over her, exposing her milky white fangs.

“That’s your choice.”

“I was nothing more than a disappointment to my parents. Bright older sister and beautiful younger brother, I was nothing more than a burden to them.” She shook her head. “With all the tutoring, music lessons, and library trips, I failed to turn out the future graduate of Cambridge or Oxford like my siblings.” Nora morphed into a hurt little girl. “I couldn’t even get through the A-level. They had no heart to like a child that destroyed their dream.”

“Like? Parents should love their children, no matter what.”

“To love your child is a duty. To like them, that’s a choice,” she said. “To like your children, you have to view them as other human beings, with flaws and shortcomings. And my parents couldn’t like me beyond their shattered plan.” Nora ran her finger along the neckline of her dress. “But you would know nothing about that, would you now?”

“That’s not the point.”

“That’s precisely the point. My father called me stupid because I failed my A-levels.” She paused. “But your father will risk his life to retrieve you.” Nora shook her head. “That’s why you and your friends see Shaban as a despicable man. Compared to my father, Shaban is a prince. Royalty of the highest order.”

“If he’s that great, keep him for yourself. If he is your prince, a king in your castle, why were you lighting incense for him to marry someone else?”

“This is Allah’s design.”

“Allah’s design? Allah’s design?!” The claim made me furious. “How do you know that?”

“It says so in the Qur’an.”

A thought occurred to me at that very second. If she hadn’t been so harsh to us, I might have felt sorry for her.

“Nora, have you read any of the chapters of the Qur’an?” Her claims were getting outrageous. She was saying a man’s wants were that of Allah’s. “I mean, have you read them and understood them?”

“Shaban told me everything.”

“Nora, no one can tell you everything. It’s not words someone can read to you. It’s a way of life. Every step of your existence should be guided by it.”

“Shaban is a brilliant man. That’s why even Jordan is by his side.”

“Shaban teaches you what he wants.” My voice cracked, despite my resolve to stay strong. “He has a man’s wishes and desires disguised by that of Allah’s.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Because he is evil. Evil people use religion to cover their wrongdoings.”

“You’re wrong.” Nora stared in the distance for a few seconds. “I only hope to get a footnote in the history books that will write Shaban and Jordan’s contribution.”

“My father—” I began.

But Nora waved her hand in the air. “What your family thinks of religion is nothing more than a misguided, greed-filled practice,” Nora said, borrowing from Shaban’s sermons. Her words shook with the same enthusiasm. “Shaban knows the proper way.”

“How do you know?” I asked. “You have done nothing to verify his claims.”

“I know because Shaban doesn’t care about personal gain.” She wiped away unwelcome tears. “He puts others’ needs before his own.”

“And that’s why he married Daala too?” I needed to know.

“Who told you that? The whore?” She picked up the dress she’d pulled out for me earlier off the floor between us. “Don’t listen to the whore.” Nora moved the dress from one hand to the other. “Give yourself to Shaban tonight and show no resistance. That is the virtuous way.” She wiped her face again, but tears engulfed her quicker than she could dry them. “My heart yearns to have him close. To keep his love for me alone.” She wiped more tears. “But I can’t deny him what is his by right. What Allah, the Almighty, has granted him.” Nora’s words contradicted the sadness on her tearstained face. “He is a man, and as such, it’s his right to take four wives.”

“No man has the right to take four wives. There are rules. You can’t just believe what Shaban says as Allah’s words.” I expected Nora to ask for proof, but she didn’t.

“You know nothing. So, get ready. For tonight, he will be yours.” She handed the dress to me. “You don’t have to worry about tomorrow. Tomorrow he’s mine.”
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I went to the bookshelf and ran my fingers over the copies of the Qur’an. A decorative cover, each prettier than the one that preceded it, protected every copy. I removed one and gulped. It had opened to the last verse of my favorite surah. It read, “This is in the first book, the book of Abraham and Moses.” The verse beckoned me back to a happier time.

When my father had recited it as he’d led us through the prayer, my heart had welled with gratitude. The verses had spoken to me. They had elicited a deep emotion. On the edge of the bed, I tucked my feet under me. I rested the Qur’an open in my lap. Staring at the pages, I was transported to my family’s prayer room, standing behind my father. “We will ease you toward ease,” he’d read. The meaning of the words filled me.

I continued to read one surah after another. I flipped the pages faster and faster to immerse myself in them. To get away from the pain around me. The sound of my voice, sad and melancholy, calmed and soothed me. Through the words, I connected with my father. Tears blurred my vision, but I stopped only long enough to wipe my face. I felt safe within the text. Like my father’s embrace, the intricate designs bordering the pages protected me. Absorbed in the story of Joseph and how his brothers had betrayed him, I did not hear Shaban open the door. By the time I’d noticed him, he was standing next to me.

“You are reading the Qur’an? You are smarter than I’d thought.” His eyes were opened wide with surprise.

In my haste to stand up from the bed, I closed the book. The thud of the pages hitting against the cover boomed in my chest. My father would have shuddered to hear such a sound. “This deserves your utmost respect,” my father would say, kissing the Qur’an three times before he placed it in its sack for future retrieval. I set the book gently on the table by the bed.

“I am leaving,” I said.

“I shouldn’t have left you alone so long on your wedding night. I apologize for my rude behavior.” Shaban undid the buttons of his pants underneath his robe. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“I am leaving,” I repeated and walked toward the door.

Shaban jumped in front of me, blocking my escape. “Where are you going?”

My heart raced, and I noticed the air in the room, warm and thick, smelled like rotten fish. Unlike the chilly nights in Marka, humidity settled on my skin, and I was sweating within seconds.

“I have to leave,” I said, even though I knew it was futile.

Shaban took me by the shoulders. His fingers dug deep into my skin, as if aiming for my bones. I thought my shoulder blades would pop out of their sockets.

“Let me go.” I tried to wrench myself away from his grip. “You’re hurting me.”

“Stop fighting.” His face was inches from mine. His breath moistened my skin.

“Let me go.” I tried to get away, but he held on tighter, quickly overpowering me.

“Don’t!” he yelled as he lifted me, my feet barely touching the floor. He dragged me backward toward the bed.

I hit him on the chest with my head. He lost his grip and dropped me on the bed. He took a step back and glared at me with eyes filled with rage. He slapped me on the side of my face so hard that tears shot out of my eyes. The side of my face made a clicking sound, and my hand flew up to inspect for a broken jaw. Shaban came closer, placed my face between his hands, and rocked me back and forth.

“You must calm down!” He inhaled to contain the storm that seemed to brew behind his steely gray eyes.

I gathered as much saliva as I could and spat in his face. Thick and bubbly, the liquid slid down his forehead until the thick mucus rested on his beard. Shaban didn’t explode with anger as I’d expected. He didn’t lash out with the same zeal with which he’d delivered his sermon either. He didn’t even wipe his face.

“Do that again, and you won’t see another day.” Some of my saliva dripped in his mouth, and even that didn’t seem to bother him. “You are making this more difficult than it needs to be.”

He pushed me down on the bed. I wiggled, and my back rubbed against the bedsheets and my dress so hard that it burned. Stuck between the mattress and Shaban’s looming figure, my hands went limp at my sides. I pulled my knees up to block him, but Shaban pushed my legs down and was upon me in an instant.

He grabbed the front of my dress and pulled it apart. The buttons snapped. The fabric fell; without any undergarments because Nora provided none, my flat chest was exposed. Under his heavy frame, I twisted like a twig. His hairy legs rubbed against my skin. I wanted to scream, but I had to swallow hard because nausea rose all the way to my throat.

He pressed his large hand around my jaw and forced my mouth open. When he stuck his tongue inside, I tried to bite him, but he pushed it in deeper until, long and scaly, his tongue reached the back of my throat, and I gagged.

Shaban pulled his tongue out. “Are you okay?” He stared at me for a few seconds, like he was concerned for my well-being.

“Stop! Leave me alone!” I yelled as loudly as I could manage.

But I was in mid-scream when he shoved his tongue in my mouth again, pushing my voice down to the pit of my stomach. I retched.

When he entered me, I pushed up against his hips with both hands, but I couldn’t move him. The room spun, and my legs shook with the sharpness of the pain. Its flames licked my skin and scorched me. His violent thrusts became slick, and he grunted and emitted the same guttural sound my family’s cows made when they regurgitated the grass they’d eaten during the day. When he finally stopped and rolled off me, I was too stunned to cry. I was covered in his sweat, with blood smeared on my thighs.

“I’ll take a shower,” Shaban said calmly.

I sat up, and a heavy, unfamiliar smell wafted up and made me heave. Feeling dirty and defiled, I fell back on the bed, wrapped my torn dress around me, and held back tears.

Shaban returned from the shower and stood in the middle of the room, drying his hair with a towel. The sight of his perfectly aligned teeth and manicured dark beard with tiny droplets of water from his shower made me sick. My stomach hurled up again, but finding nothing to purge, the effort only filled my mouth with bile. Even after I spit and emptied my mouth, the bitter taste remained.

“I will pray with the brothers.” He dressed quickly and left.

The sound of the latch catching brought tears, and I cried with no one to see or hear my sorrow. I cried until my sides hurt. When I sat up, the dress fell off my body. The fabric, ripped and mutilated, rolled under me. I got out of bed, and my legs shook as my weight rested on them. I stood naked in front of the mirror. My face, red and puffy, wore a startled look—the shock of what had happened etched around the outline of Shaban’s fingers where he’d slapped me.

I looked down, and the sight of my body in the mirror nauseated me. The severe pain in my pelvis overwhelmed me. I sat back down on the bed, and this time a pain even sharper than before gripped me to the bone. I gritted my teeth against the throbbing pain. It seemed he’d cut me open. Even breathing hurt. The excruciating pain refused to relent. It was when I tried to stand again that I noticed more blood. I fell back on the bloodstained bed. My knees close to my chest, I pulled my body into a tight ball.

I thought of Mika and Sara. Were they experiencing the same thing? They must’ve been. The pain of such an answer burned in my core. As if thrown in an ocean of ice water, I shivered uncontrollably and continued to grit my teeth.

After a while, I forced weight upon my legs again. This time, my hips wobbled. They seemed to move in the opposite direction of my body, making my steps unsteady. I extended my hands in front of me and staggered to the bathroom. In the dim light of the shower, I stared at the space between my legs. From my knees to my pelvic bone, the skin was blotchy and sore, like I’d suffered rug burns. With the tips of my fingers, I traced Shaban’s path to my inside. Unlike the clean, elongated image of sperm in my textbooks, what Shaban had left with me made me nauseous.

I poured the liquid soap I found inside the shower and lathered my skin, creating large bubbles that pooled at my feet. I scrubbed hard between my legs and over my thighs. Still, I felt the slippery lines marking the outline of his sperm, and that awful smell filled my nose. I added another handful of soap and even more water, but the odor refused to dissipate. The more I washed, the stronger the smell. I scrubbed, rinsed, and scrubbed again. Like the nets my father used to trap fish, Shaban’s sin had entrapped me, the dirt adhering to my soul.

I left the shower and walked over to the sink to brush my teeth. I filled my mouth and gargled until water traveled up and spewed from my nose. Still, I could taste him. I emptied my mouth and filled it again. No matter how much I tried, my mouth wasn’t mine. I wasn’t sure it would ever be again.

When I returned from the bathroom, I saw Shaban, back from the group prayer and asleep on clean sheets. His eyes were closed; he wore a lingering smile on his face.

I attacked him. I’d no plan to do so, but the disgust of what he’d done took over, and I reached for the sheet under his head and pulled tight around his neck. He coughed and gasped.

“Get off me.” In the confusion of waking up under attack, he didn’t seem to know who or what was upon him for the first few seconds. Soon he regained his awareness, grabbed the sheet, and freed his head. He took a deep breath, turned to me, and slapped me across the face. I fell back.

“Stop!” He lifted me and sat me down across from him.

I felt death in his gaze.

“Kill me now!” The words came out pressed together, filled with a rage I couldn’t contain. “Go ahead and kill me now.” I lunged at him. Yelled. Bit. Tore with no focus or aim.

Shaban reached under the mattress and pulled out a pistol. He held it against my temple.

“Another move, and I’ll shoot,” he said, but he didn’t put his finger on the trigger.

The touch of the metal made my skin prickle. I reached for it, and the motion startled him. In the struggle to gain control over the pistol, we both slid off the bed and fell on the floor, the gun resting between us. Shaban grabbed it and pointed it toward my forehead.

I lifted my head, opened my mouth, and bit the muzzle. I held it tight between my teeth as I let out a gurgling sound. “Shoot!” I stared down at the metal barrel of the gun. “Do it.”

He didn’t. He didn’t want me to die. Not yet, anyway.






THIRTEEN
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I’d slept past the morning prayer. When I opened my eyes the next morning, I saw Shaban standing in front of the window, his back to me. His chest bare, he wore loose pants made of thin cotton fabric and tied at the waist with a drawstring. Golden rays of sunlight poured through the window, framing his body from head to toe. His right arm, folded at the elbow, sat on his lower back. His left arm dangled at his side.

“Finally, awake,” he said, as if he were waiting to ask me a poignant question. “You slept like a dead one.”

I didn’t respond. On my way to the bathroom, I winced but pushed against the searing pain. Every step an agony. I dressed inside the bathroom, putting on a black cabaaya and a white scarf.

When I came out, Shaban was waiting for me by the door.

“Let’s go for breakfast.”

He led me through the kitchen and into a room I hadn’t been in before even though it was attached to the kitchen. A crudely built dining table sat in the center. The rectangular table had six chairs on each of the long sides and two on the short sides. When Shaban and I entered, facing us on the opposite side of the table were Mika and Jordan, Sara and Isxaaq, and Daala with her baby. The chair next to Daala was empty. Closest to us, with their backs turned, were Manny and the three men who had hauled our kidnappers away that first day. Their head wraps and Manny’s stooped back told me who they were. There was more food for breakfast than I had seen Nora serve in an entire week, except for the feast at the prayer hall the day before. A consolation prize?

“There you are.” Nora pushed herself between Shaban and me.

Shaban held out a hand to stop her. “Nora, it’s Rada’s day, so sit there.” He pointed to the chair next to Daala.

Nora seemed to wither against Shaban’s rejection. Her outrage was evident on her face as she filled the seat. Pushed next to the whore, she might have been thinking. Was she already calling me a whore now too? Still, she lowered her gaze and took food onto her plate. It was obvious Nora loved Shaban and even liked him. Unlike her, I knew with so much certainty, Shaban loved himself. But they deserved each other. Evil bedfellows.

Shaban sat at the head of the long table. He directed me to sit to his right and closed his eyes.

“In the name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful. We are grateful for the food you provided for us.” He prayed for the abundance of food, the good health to eat, and the great people to share it with. Others around the table followed him in offering thanks for protecting the brothers fighting the enemy of Allah. “And our sisters, ready to aid in their mission.” Shaban smiled at us and bowed. “May the Almighty keep them well.” His voice hit a high note. “May the Most Merciful grant them a safe return.”

Nora, despite Shaban’s rebuke, raised her hands to her face. “Amiin.”

Shaban smiled, and Nora’s face lit up.

“Amiin,” the others at the table—except for Mika, Isxaaq, and I—repeated after him.

Shaban lifted his head. “Let us eat.”

Dishes passed from one hand to another: a chipped plate of fried eggs; homemade bread in two wicker baskets; a bowl of steamed beans dripping from a hole at the bottom; a dish of dates with only one handle intact; a thermos of hot tea, steam coming from its loose lid; another thermos in the same state, with black coffee.

“Bismillah,” Manny said, the wrinkles on his face more pronounced, his eyes red like he hadn’t slept. He put two hard-boiled eggs on his plate before he passed them to Jordan.

I prayed quietly he’d choke on them.

He didn’t.

Jordan’s elbow brushed against Mika as he passed her the eggs. She pulled away from him, like I would have done if Shaban’s body had come anywhere near mine. She appeared extremely uncomfortable next to her so-called new husband; her face looked just like mine when it had stared back at me in the mirror that morning.

Sara picked up the thermos and poured tea in Isxaaq’s cup and hers. She stared at him until he lifted the mug of steaming tea. As she sipped from her mug, Isxaaq’s hands trembled. He spilled half of the tea on the table. Sara made a clucking sound with her tongue, and Isxaaq tried twice more. Each time he ended up with more tea on the table than in his mouth. When he brought the mug down to the table one last time, he spilled more of its contents. He didn’t try to pick it up again.

Sara placed one egg and two pieces of bread on his plate before she took her food. Her face was stern, and her jaw was tight. She pushed the plate closer to him and waited until he picked up a piece of the bread and bit into it. She turned to her food. I hardly recognized her anymore.

But what about Isxaaq? What was his story? No one had ever mentioned kidnapped boys. It was always girls who were taken by force, but here was Isxaaq—unable to feed himself, almost like he was a prisoner too.

“Rada.” Shaban nudged me. “Eat.”

I picked food from the closest serving plates—a hard-boiled egg, a few pieces of dates, and a spoonful of soggy beans. I opened my mouth and pushed in a forkful of the beans. My mother took pride in the meals she’d served us and would have been appalled to see the overcooked mush. I swallowed before my troubled stomach tried to push it back up. Each bite heightened my nausea, but I continued to take more in to avoid drawing attention to myself.

When the men filed out of the dining area, Nora followed them without telling us what to do. The twins, who were in the kitchen during breakfast, came out and started to clear the dishes. Daala remained where she was—the child, as always, attached to her chest.

Mika, Sara, and I left the dining area and followed the twins to the kitchen. Daala came with us. After we finished cleaning, we moved to a concrete bench opposite the cooking fires, beyond where the floor tile ended and the dirt floor began. The jagged lines between the two sides made it appear as if the tile craftsmen had stepped aside for a moment and would return shortly to complete the task, even though it was evident by the deep cracks that this work had stopped a long time ago. The two parts had learned to coexist, like Shaban’s fiery, out-of-context Scripture-laced sermons and missions he claimed were done in the name of Allah.

“What he did to me last night.” My stomach heaved up at the memory of the horror. “I can’t even begin to explain.”

“Don’t think about it too much,” Sara said. “Unless you want to lose your mind.”

“You know what Daala told me?”

As if they were attached to the same brain, Sara and Mika looked at Daala at the same time. She saw them and seemed to realize we were whispering about her. Her gaze rested on me for a long minute before she got up, gathered her shawl, and left the kitchen.

“What?” Mika asked.

“She told me to watch out for Nora because she is worse than Shaban, Jordan, and Manny combined.”

“I agree with her,” Sara said. “Last night, she forced Isxaaq to do awful things to me.” Sara swallowed and continued. “If Isxaaq had stopped crying when she told him what to do, none of it would have happened.”

“Are you blaming him for crying when she was making him do something awful?” I asked. “I cried too.”

“What did that get you?” Sara asked, but she didn’t wait for an answer. “Crying when no one is coming to save you only adds to the pain. I have been there with my stepfather.”

“After what happened to me last night . . .” Tears colored Mika’s words. “I know Nora, Manny, Jordan, and Shaban are evil. All of them are evil.”

“When they left, Isxaaq apologized.” Sara cleared her throat. “He told me all he wants to do is to be with his two dead brothers.”

“Did he say how they died?” I asked.

“Shaban sent them on a mission only weeks after he married them to the twins.” Sara took a deep breath and tilted her head back.

“It makes sense now why he’s so broken,” I said.

“That will not help him survive here. To stand strong is the only way to survive a predator. His weakness added embarrassment to the pain. For what?” The memory of last night seemed to anger her. This was a different Sara. “He’s been here long enough to realize there are no choices,” she said. “All he accomplished in crying was bringing two people to watch us.”

“Wait until our parents hear this,” I said.

“Rada.” Sara paused. “I’m sorry to say this, but we can’t go back.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’re not innocent enough to be schoolgirls or experienced enough to be wives.”

“What? We have done nothing wrong.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Sara spoke like she was channeling something beyond my reach.

Could she be right? That thought hit me like the words were objects banging inside my head. Sara rested her hand on my shoulder with certainty. Maybe she was right. My father and the men from Marka didn’t come to our rescue. Not yet anyway.

Another thought entered my mind. Had Sara’s conflict with her stepfather distorted her view? Maybe, in her fear of his reaction, she saw things that weren’t there.

“Our community wouldn’t judge us for something we didn’t do. How could they for something beyond our control?”

“Actions do not have to be rational. Like what happened to your aunt,” Sara said.

“What about my aunt? What happened to her?” I knew Nadine was pushed out of Marka, but I didn’t know why.

“That’s not the point.” Sara responded like my mother had done every time I’d asked her about my aunt. “We can’t go back to Marka. We don’t belong there.”

“Mika, what do you think?”

“I don’t know what to think anymore.” Mika sounded broken, saturated with sorrow. “After what happened to me last night, I don’t know.”

Her response scared me more than Sara’s did. “I know that was horrible, but—”

“I fell asleep after Nora took Jordan to help her with Sara and Isxaaq.” Mika wrapped her arms around her legs and pulled them closer to her face. “But he was on me as soon as he returned.” She paused. “I begged Jordan to leave me alone, but he wouldn’t. He said it was his duty.”

“To whom?”

“To Allah. Like Allah would condone such an evil act.” Mika hugged herself even tighter. “I ran to the bathroom when he got off me. I lathered every inch of my skin, starting at my head, deep in my scalp. I gave up after a while and moved to wash my mouth. I couldn’t stop gagging.”

With every statement, I leaned away from Mika, the weight of every letter in every word pushing me. Her pain was mine. The similarities were stunning.

“I know how you feel. Even now, when my thighs touch each other, I feel his disgusting wetness.”

“If only I could rinse my mouth clean,” Mika said.

I moved my tongue around. The stench of Shaban’s ugly tongue remained, even after eating.

“I asked Jordan this morning if he realized what he’d done to me last night was a sin,” Mika said. “He didn’t think so.”

“They believe Shaban’s words,” I said.

“Jordan follows without question. He might even be more of a follower than Nora,” Mika spoke with a mournful tone.

Sara said nothing more.
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Seven horror-filled nights followed that first night Shaban attacked me. He brutalized me each night. Some nights once, other nights twice or even three times. It would start with his hungry gaze landing on me. His eyes twice their normal size, he’d rip my dress fast. He even tore my double-stitched one, something I wore to bed to slow him down. The strength in his hands was beyond measure.

At the end of the assault each night, his breathing rapid and loud, he’d smile. Always. The harder I fought, the more excited he became. By the fifth night, I stopped fighting. There was no use. My tiny body sank into the valleys of the blanket and bedsheets as Shaban pounded me. I lay there. My eyes closed. My teeth clenched. Waiting for the end.

Sometimes it lasted three minutes. Others ten. No matter how long or short, it was an eternity. Never-ending torture. The pain was so great that some nights I couldn’t muster enough energy to wash. I’d gather the dress he’d ripped and stuff it between my legs, only to soon find Shaban on top of me for a second helping. A couple of times, he caught me asleep. I opened my eyes, confused about where I was, only to see his hideous smile staring back at me.

The morning of the eighth day, I left my room and joined Mika and Sara. On our way to the kitchen, we didn’t chatter like we’d done before. Sara appeared different—not only with her near silence but also in the way she moved. Her eyes lingered on Mika and me with contempt a few seconds before she said anything. And from that morning forward, she said very little to us when we walked together to and from the kitchen to our bedrooms. Even though Sara’s behavior bothered me, Mika’s subdued gaze unsettled me. The way she stared at the ground beneath her feet reminded me of the twins’ expression the first day we met them.

“Mika, are you okay?” I asked one of those days when the weight of the silence pushed me to say something.

“No, I am not okay,” she responded with a sorrow-filled tone that scared me even more.

I didn’t speak of it after that, though the silence among us grew thicker and wider. The short walk between our rooms to the kitchen felt dreadful.

“You slept too long,” Nora shrieked as soon as we entered the kitchen. She often yelled like that, but her rage felt stronger. “I’m not your servant. I am a wife, like you!” she yelled loudly, even when we were standing next to her.

“We came as soon as we prayed,” I said.

It was true. The sun was still below the horizon, and the morning twilight heralded another day. Another miserable day. The sky over the compound never got bright like it did in Marka. I was used to seeing the sun with its blazing-hot arrows, especially before school when I had enough time to sit on the roof. Here, the day remained gray and gloomy, despite the hot sun and blue sky overhead.

“We’re not late.”

“You and your big mouth.” She leapt in my direction and stopped only inches away. “Don’t you get enough of him?” She stepped away from me, her chest rising and falling in quick succession. “Every night for a week?”

It finally registered. Nora’s anger had flared because Shaban was out of her bed and in mine.

“Leave her alone,” Daala said, coming to my defense. “Shaban is the one going to her.”

Nora swiped at Daala, but Daala didn’t shrink away. She didn’t cover the baby either.

“Go ahead,” Daala said, mocking. “So I can tell Shaban how you battered his boy.”

Nora stood there, frozen in strike position. “That’s not even his child.”

“Ayoub.” Daala smiled at the baby, calling him by name. Like a dancer, she bounced him up and down to the beat and rhythm of the syllables in his name. “Aren’t you your father’s son? You are such a beautiful child.” She let out a loud and exaggerated laugh.

Nora took a deep breath, her dress expanding as her lungs took in air. “What are you looking at?” She charged at the Silent Sisters, who had crept up behind her in the walkway. She struck the one closest to her. “Get back to work!”

The girl twisted in pain. Her sister rubbed the spot where Nora had struck. No words passed between them.

“You, get to work.” Nora pointed to Sara, standing behind me.

Nora went to a metal barrel cut in half near the kitchen door and pulled out two large plastic pails. “Take these and fill them with water.”

Mika grabbed one of the pails, and I took the other.

“This is not a time for socializing. Hurry up!” Nora yelled.

We said nothing to each other. We returned three times, filling four large charred pots atop the fire. The steam from the pots and the heat from the fire pushed up the temperature in the kitchen. The combination turned the air muggy with moisture. Sweat trickled under my dress and rolled down to my lower back. There was no opportunity to cool off as we worked under Nora’s constant command.

By the time we started making supper, the temperature in the kitchen had soared to over forty degrees Celsius.

“It is too hot for Ayoub,” Daala said to no one in particular. “I will take him to his father and come back.” She put the baby on her chest and tied him there with a cloth.

Nora stopped what she was doing and stared. “You’ll distract Shaban from his duties for this?”

“What is more important than Ayoub, the precious one?” Daala strolled out of the kitchen with deliberate and dramatic steps.

After Daala left, Nora brewed with rage and she continued to yell even louder. The space between her words was filled by the sound of clinking spoons hitting metal pots as the twins and Sara stirred. Mika and I fed fresh wood into the firepits constantly. The flames leapt even higher. Obeying one order after another, in a stream of anger-filled commands, we scurried around the kitchen at a dizzying speed.

Nora exhausted herself. “Get water, more water.” She handed Mika and me each a knife and a bowl of potatoes. “Peel the potatoes fast. Faster, faster! Now.”

I picked up the knife, then began peeling. Nora only grew more frantic. To appease her, I moved too fast and nicked my fingers several times. A trickle of blood stained the potatoes. I reached for a rag in a basket next to her.

Nora yanked the cloth out of my hand. “You don’t know how to prepare a dish, but you know how to run to his bed. How would you feed him if I were to disappear?” She swept her hands in the air.

“It’s your own fault,” I responded. “You prepared me for him.”

“You wanted the attention.” She threw the rag back at me. “You pretended to fight him off, to push him away.” Nora inhaled and exhaled through her nose, making a whistling sound. “He’s in your room every night to watch you. To keep you from running away.”

“Take him.” Hot tears ran down my cheeks and dripped into my mouth. “I don’t want him. Please. I won’t run away.” Anything was better than being pinned under Shaban every night.

“I see what you are doing.” Nora smirked. “The leader, the great Shaban, wants you, and you are pretending to hate him. You sicken me.” She peeled the potatoes aggressively. “Like that whore, Daala.” Nora spat between her feet. “She returned to the compound pregnant and insists that thing on her chest is Shaban’s.” Nora dropped a potato, still half covered with skin, back in the basket and picked up another one. “Where did you learn to be so deceptive at such a young age?” She stopped, perhaps expecting me to answer.

I didn’t.

“The baby is Shaban’s,” Mika said in my stead. “Daala told us.”

“I’m sure she did,” Nora hissed. “You don’t expect her to confess to bringing that filth here, do you? She may be a whore, but I never said she was stupid.”

“He forced her into marriage like he did me,” I said. “She didn’t want him either. None of us want him.” I hit my chest with my fist.

Nora slowed her peeling. “I begged him to forget you, just like I asked him to forget Daala after she’d escaped. From the minute I saw you, I knew you were nothing but trouble. But he refused to listen.” Her knife kept pace with her words. “He was devastated when Daala left.” Nora picked up a large onion. “It hurt me to see the pained expression on his face that lasted until Daala crawled back.” She wiped the onion-induced tears. “She’d realized all that whoring had caught up with her. Still, he took her back because he cares.”

“He cares?” I dropped the knife in the basket. “By attacking girls?”

“Daala came back. They all do.” Nora scoffed. “Because not even her mother wanted her when she escaped.”

“Her mother?” I asked.

“Yes. No one wanted her back. Not her mother, and not her city.”

Sara’s statement came back to me. “I don’t believe you,” I said. “No mother would send her daughter here.”

“Ask her.” Nora pointed at Daala, who had just returned without the child.

“Daala,” Sara called, perhaps to confirm her own theory. “Did your mother kick you out?”

Daala stopped mid-stride. She steadied herself on one of the kitchen chairs. Her upper body leaning forward, the color drained from her face. Pale and ashen, she placed her hand over her heart, tilted her head all the way back, and held it there. She pulled the chair out and sat down, closed her eyes, and nodded.

“Your mother?” I couldn’t believe it. Such betrayal by a mother wasn’t possible. Outrageous. “That can’t be true. Not your mother.”

“Yes, her mother,” Nora said.

“Daala, your mother didn’t throw you out, did she?” I said. “She loves you the same way you love your son.”

Daala didn’t say anything. Not a single word.

“You wouldn’t throw him out, would you?”

“It wasn’t my mother’s fault. I knew I had to leave when I found out I was with a child.”

“You’re a liar!” Nora yelled.

“Every child deserves to be with their father.”

“You’re a liar and a whore.” Nora pointed a finger at Daala. “They didn’t want you among them like they didn’t want me. Discarded you like a piece of trash. They did the same to me. My parents. My siblings. My country.” Nora spoke with conviction. “If it weren’t for Shaban, where would we be?”

Daala’s admission that she came back so her child could have a father in Shaban was unsettling and tragic. But it was a little more palatable than a mother sending her daughter back to this hell. I took solace in that.

I’d rather die than return here when I escape, I thought to myself. It was no longer a matter of if we would escape, but when. All the nights I was stuck under Shaban, where even my loudest shrieks emitted no sound, had cemented my resolve. And I would never come back here. Never.

Mika showed no reaction to my conversation with Nora.

Sara shook her head with what seemed like so much doubt.

“You didn’t believe the whore’s lies, did you?” Nora laughed. “Take it from me, once you come here, no one wants you. No one.” Nora wiped her right cheek with her scarf. “Once you’re taken, you belong only to Shaban. Appreciate what you have and stop yearning for what you can’t have.”

My mind went right to the image of Shaban on top of me as I struggled to breathe. “What’s here to appreciate?”

“Do you know how many girls say they don’t want Shaban but smile when they are with him alone and cry if he leaves them for another?” Nora sniffled. “Even his first wife denied wanting him but grew crazy when he paid attention to me. Those that deny their desire want him the most.” She glanced up, her eyes shimmering with fresh tears. She didn’t bother to wipe them away.
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“I should read some,” I said to myself aloud after I finished the morning prayer. That was my mother’s remedy for everything. Whether I was feeling unwell or afraid of an impending test or assignments, she’d always say, “Go and read some.” The thought gave me relief, and I went to get a copy of the Qur’an. I found none. Not a single copy. The books that had been there when I went to bed were now missing.

“What are you looking for?” Shaban entered the room at that moment, back from the communal prayer with the men.

“Where did they go?” My hands rested on the middle shelf. I moved my fingers back and forth, as if the texts had sunk within the wooden boards. “The Qur’an books are not here.” I held on to the side of the shelf like a drowning person holds on to a life preserver.

“I took them to the men. Where they belong.”

The statement stung. “Do they need every copy?”

Shaban didn’t answer my question. Instead, he spoke in a sermon-like tone, “The second time I saw you read, the way your eyes shone, the undivided attention with which you read—” He stopped. “Those who think they understand the meaning of the words in the Qur’an are in the greatest danger. Even to themselves.” He lifted up his head. “To think you know, when you know not, is what drives people to stray from the right path.”

“I was only reading.”

“You didn’t only read. You absorbed the words. Like food. Consumed every letter. Pulled every accent to gain meaning only a few could understand.”

“That’s what our teachers taught us.” To deny me the reading of the Scriptures was outrageous, even for Shaban. “My parents told me to read for the meaning. To appreciate. To live by it.”

“That’s their meaning.” Shaban pointed at me. “Their greed-filled, worldly ways.”

“That’s why you removed the books?” The whole idea was preposterous. And all by a man claiming to do everything for the sake of Allah. “I thought you would appreciate my reading the Qur’an.”

“If you understood it the right way, yes. But you don’t.”

I stepped back, stunned. “You did this because I understand the truth in the words?” I let go of the shelf. “I won’t follow you like Manny, Nora, and Jordan.”

“Get ready. You are coming with me,” he said. “I’ll take you to town for breakfast and sightseeing.” A horrid grin took up a large part of his face.

“You’re afraid I would tell Nora and the others? They might find out that what you use as facts are out of context? Away from the truth?”

“Now, let us be done with this.” Shaban moved a little closer. “I am taking you out to a coffee shop in town. You will like this shop,” he said, as if we were a real couple. Two consenting adults.

“I don’t want to go.”

“I know you deserve better,” Shaban said. “One of those fancy places with large hotels. But this will have to do for now.”

“I don’t want to go,” I said again, this time a little louder. “I’ll stay and do my chores.”

“Someday, we’ll be free from foreign invasion and travel without fear of retribution. For now, we must answer the call. Take care of others. Deny our desires. But not for much longer.” He stood there, his eyes fastened on an invisible target beyond the room, through the window and outside the walls of the compound. “Victory is upon us!”

“I don’t like coffee.” I waved my hand to get his attention.

“We are on the verge of success.” He took a deep breath. “Insha Allah, I will take you to the nicest hotel when the battle is won.”

His talk scared me.

Shaban walked over to the dresser and dressed in slow and deliberate steps: black jeans; white dress shirt, buttoned to the top; and a pale cardigan.

“Don’t take me anywhere. Please.”

“Get ready and be quick about it.” He opened the desk drawer and took out a notebook. He scribbled something down and placed it under his arm. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

The loss of the comfort between the pages of the Qur’an descended on me after he left. Despite all the suffering I’d experienced—Nora’s yelling the entire day because she could, Shaban’s forcing himself on me because he could—reading my favorite surahs for the few free minutes in my days always grounded me. Like the ointment my mother had used for our cuts and bruises, the words reduced my pain. In reciting the verses, I maintained a connection with home. To my father’s protective arms. To the prayers. To the aroma of my mother’s cooking, and to the warmth of the fire. It was all lost now. The small comfort, denied.

Now he was taking me out. For what? I wrapped my damp thick curls under my scarf. I put on a dress and prayed Shaban would forget about me.

He didn’t. He returned in a hurry.

“Come, now.” He opened the door, his feet planted inside, his torso leaning far out. “Now!” he shouted at me without looking back. “We must go at this moment.”

I thought to push him forward. Let his brain scatter on the cement floor as I step over his body. But it was only a thought. Instead, I fastened my scarf to cover my hair with the pin Nora had given me. As I glanced at my reflection in the mirror, the fabric seemed to transform my face into that of a woman, obscuring the sight of the scared and lonely child inside.

Outside the gate, Shaban opened the back door of a large vehicle and stepped aside.

“Get in.” He pointed before climbing in the front with the driver.

Mika, Jordan, Sara, and Isxaaq were sitting in the back seat. Mika hugged me as soon as I sat down. Her soft cry, like a whisper in my ear, comforted me. Jordan took Mika’s hand, but she pulled it away. He lifted his head up. His lips parted, maybe to say something, but he changed his mind and lowered his gaze. Isxaaq, next to Sara, was shaking. Even his hand, between Sara’s, moved. Sara looked straight ahead, cold and indifferent. A layer of emptiness covered her face.

Mika took my hand and squeezed it as we drove by the market just outside the compound. People, mostly women, milled about. Children were everywhere. Their mothers—oblivious to our plight—called them. If I were to scream out the window, people in this market would hear me, but no one would come to our rescue. I’d learned that lesson when they brought us in.

Fear filled every crevice of the car. Its presence created a gulf of loneliness. As we drove farther away from the compound, I paid close attention to my surroundings. I saw a man wearing an official uniform—military or police. We drove by a bus depot next to a schoolhouse, where students played by a gate. After driving for what felt like half an hour, the hired car dropped us off in front of a coffee shop.

The recognition was instantaneous. This was a shop my father had taken me to on my twelfth birthday. The smell of coffee brewing and cakes in the oven filled the air and ignited my memory.

“Come, this way.” Shaban led us across the paved road to the coffee shop in the middle of a strip of stores on the east side. This market was much smaller than the one near the compound. “This is the best coffee shop for miles around,” Shaban said, smiling.

Of all his traits, I hated that smile the most. He used it to absolve himself of any responsibility. Each time I saw it, I felt an overwhelming desire to attack him.

“Here we are.” He opened the door for us to enter.

Several empty booths lined the west side of the coffee shop below large glass windows. He pointed to a bistro table in the back.

“There. We’ll sit there.” He led us to the seats vacated by men in business attire, discussing something with a great deal of passion. Shaban rushed to the corner, as if afraid someone else might take the table before us.

“This is perfect.” He smiled again.

Shaban, Jordan, and Isxaaq took the seats that faced the door.

“I like this spot because I can see who enters and who leaves,” Shaban said. “I like watching people.”

“Why?” I wanted to understand what he watched for.

“You learn what makes people do the things they do. What drives them to move away from the purpose for which Allah has put them on this earth.” Shaban lectured in whispers. “People tell you all you need to know in a single glance.”

He winked toward a couple who entered. They didn’t take a seat. Instead, the man—large and unkempt—led a thin, tall woman in a thick navy blue dress to the counter.

“Their desire for this world is clear by the way they hurry in and out of a place.” Shaban pointed at the couple as the man mumbled an order and placed two bills on the counter. “Watch and you shall learn.” In one of Shaban’s hyperbolic gestures, he pointed at them. “Such a poor sight.”

In the seat across from Shaban, next to Sara and Mika, I twisted around to get a good look at the couple. There was nothing impressive about them. Maybe they didn’t have money to get better clothes, or intended to appear poorer than they were. The woman put her hand under her thick scarf. The head of a baby emerged. The child looked at us with sleepy eyes that spoke of the comfort I lacked. A vivid image came to me of my mother laboring in front of the sewing machine. Working on my Eid dress during Ramadan. The memory of her awesome commitment struck me. Her determination to make a dress of the best style—different than that of any other girl in the town, with fabric my aunt had sent from the capital—made me miss her even more. I pulled myself back. I didn’t want to cry now, even though a good cry was what I needed.

The walls in the café were covered with posters of the landscape of the city before the war—the beach, the Shangani historic district, the Jalil Masjid. I had no memory of these places outside my textbooks. My mother often told me of her visits to her sister in the city before I was born. She had no pictures but told of the trips from a lingering recollection. She’d stare into the distance, smile, and describe the waves of the ocean rising and falling against the wall of the ancient masjid. I could almost feel the white sand under my feet as she described it.

“Let us get something to eat.” Shaban was off to the counter. Jordan followed him. Shaban turned back to the table. “Are you ready to order?”

No one responded.

“Come and look.” He addressed me directly.

I followed him to the display wall with an array of pastries and bread. I didn’t see the cake my father had bought for me the previous year, and my desire to eat vanished.

“I’ll have tea.” On my way from the counter to the table, I saw the bathroom sign behind the kitchen.

“Sara, Mika, do you want something?” Shaban asked. “Come and pick.”

“I’ll have tea,” Sara said.

Mika didn’t respond. In fact, she had done nothing but breathe all morning.

“Isxaaq, go and pick something,” Sara said.

As soon as all three men were at the counter, I turned to Sara and Mika. “This is our chance to escape.”

Sara’s eyes opened so wide, the sight of them frightened me. “How?”

“I know this place.” My excitement was building fast. “I was here with my father on my birthday.” Both Mika and Sara stared at me. “There’s a bathroom back there.” I leaned closer. “I’ll ask to use the bathroom.”

“Do you think he’ll let us go? I mean, alone?” Mika asked.

Sara stared at me. “No, he won’t.”

“We have to try,” I said.

“We shouldn’t.” Sara’s voice was firm. “We shouldn’t.” She sounded panicked.

Shaban returned with a tray of bite-size treats much smaller than the ones my father had bought. He placed it in the middle of the table. Jordan brought a thermos of tea.

“Small pleasures.” Shaban poured tea in our mugs and then in his. Steam rose from the mugs as he reached for the treats. He pulled out a slice of sugar cake, brushed the excess powder off, and bit into it.

“Don’t just sit there and watch me.” He smiled. “Come, come. Eat, drink.” Shaban cackled with excitement. “Let us enjoy each other’s company.”

Sugar dust fell and coated his beard. He wiped it, glanced at his hand, and repeated wiping and glancing until his fingers came back clean.

“Enjoy.”

As the morning tea and coffee drinkers came and went, a long and uninterrupted silence settled in around us. I picked up the tea mug and held it firmly, letting the heat offer whatever comfort it could. I didn’t want to raise Shaban’s suspicion before I asked his permission. So I fixed my scarf, took several gulps of the hot tea, swallowed, and gritted my teeth.

“May I go to the bathroom?”

I was sure he would deny me. To my surprise, he nodded and picked another piece out of the sweets box. He moaned with satisfaction as he pushed a date cookie into his mouth. “There is one back there.”

“Sara, Mika, do you want to come with me?” I waited for a few seconds, afraid eye contact with my friends would tip Shaban off to our plan. My plan.

Mika got up at once. Sara hesitated.

“Sara?” I called her.

Shaban didn’t stop us. He didn’t even look in our direction but continued to lick his lips long after he’d swallowed the last of the cookie.

In the bathroom, the three of us looked at each other. We didn’t say a word at first. It took close to a minute to adjust to how easily the request was granted. Freedom at last. At the sink, I splashed water on my face.

“The door is not far.” I had to whisper, for the walls could hear. “I remember we passed a man wearing a uniform when we were driving in. There is a schoolhouse not far from here. Someone will help us. I am sure.”

When we emerged from the bathroom, between the kitchen and the storage room, the door was only a few feet away.

“There.” I beckoned Sara and Mika as I walked with lightness in my steps. The smell of freedom called my name. Mika followed.

“Sara, hurry,” Mika whispered.

Sara retreated, walking backward.

I turned around to face her. “Sara? What are you doing? Sara, stop.”

She continued moving away from us.

“Sara, please.” I extended both of my hands. “Come on.”

She didn’t even blink. Her steps seemed to grow steady. Determined.

“Sara. Why?”

Sara didn’t acknowledge me. Didn’t stop. She continued to walk backward, still facing us.

“Rada, let her be,” Mika whispered. “We have to go. Now.”

I turned around. Mika and I flew past a man carrying several stacked boxes. We pushed the door hard. The morning sun hit us across the face. A beautiful light. A welcome sign to the freedom that lay at hand. We scrambled out the narrow door. I hugged Mika in awe of how easy it was to get away from Shaban’s evil grip. We held hands as we turned the corner of the building that housed the coffee shop and came face-to-face with Shaban.

“There you are.” He held his mug, steaming from a recent refill.

Heat rose from the soles of my feet. Traveled up to my head. My face grew feverish. My skin clammy. My legs trembled. I felt nauseated. How did he get here so fast?

Shaban didn’t yell at us. He didn’t even show anger. “Let’s go back.” He smiled, relishing at our failure. “Your tea is getting cold.”

I should have yelled for help, even after Shaban caught us. Someone in the shop might have come to our rescue. But I didn’t. The sight of his smile took my strength away—it took away my will to run. Like a sheep recognizing its shepherd, I took Mika’s hand in mine and followed him inside. When we got to the table, Sara locked eyes with me, as if trying to defend the part she’d played in our failed escape. A silent tear rolled down her cheek.
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As soon as Shaban, Mika, and I settled in our seats, a short, well-dressed man in a black suit with a white shirt and a silver tie joined us. Unlike all the men in the compound, he was clean-shaven. The man pulled a chair from under another table and sat next to Shaban.

“Here.” He pointed at a blue bag in his hand. From a distance, it had appeared to be a child’s schoolbag, but its contents were heavier than books. “I didn’t realize you had company.”

“Nothing to fear,” Shaban said, perhaps to reassure the man. “They are my family.”

“It took me a long time, but I have everything Manny ordered.”

I tried to pay close attention to their discussion, but soon the words that passed between them became a hum in the background of my racing thoughts. Their voices clashed with my worry of what Shaban might do to us. My mind filled with dread. The gunshots that killed our kidnappers rang in my ears.

The man continued to speak fast, giving Shaban some sort of instructions, but I heard very little of the specifics. The memory of the failed escape overwhelmed my senses. Which one of us would he kill first?

“The next time, come alone.” The man pushed the schoolbag under Shaban’s chair. He got up and left without looking back.

Shaban placed his mug on the table as soon as the man disappeared among people exiting the coffee shop.

“We are leaving.” He picked up the bag and ordered us to follow him.

Shaban moved ahead of us with purpose. Jordan followed him close. Right behind Jordan, Isxaaq trembled even more than he had that morning. His thin knees slapped against each other, his peculiarity seemingly heightened.

Out in the street, Shaban slung the bag over his shoulder. Soon we were in a three-wheeled lorry Shaban had hailed at the market. I tried to sit next to Sara so I could gauge her feelings—maybe reach for her hand and squeeze it to communicate. But I didn’t get the chance. Jordan moved Sara to the other side, sandwiched between Mika and Jordan.

I couldn’t pull my mind away from Sara’s role in the failed escape. I needed to speak with her. A few minutes with her mattered more to me than anything else now. She must explain what happened. I needed to know. To speak to her. Understand her actions. Intentions.

Why would Sara betray us? Our dearest friend, I thought. It made no sense. If I asked Sara that question, I knew she would loudly and vehemently deny it. I was certain of it.

As the tiny, unstable vehicle jostled us forward, I counted the minutes to the gate of that evil compound. I wanted to get there fast. If Shaban was going to shoot me, along with Mika, I wanted to die knowing Sara didn’t sell me out. In my grave, I’d sleep in the comfort of knowing her as my forever friend.

I paid no attention to my surroundings, as I had done earlier that morning. I didn’t see the schoolhouse. Students running in and out. The men with the official-looking uniforms. The women cooking in front of the blue tents. I had it all figured out. The phrases. The waiting for answers. The tearful hugs that would follow. The mending of our misunderstanding between the best of friends. All that separated me and the truth was the distance between the lorry and the gate.

We arrived at the compound, and before Shaban knocked, Manny opened the gate. His eyes moved around in their sockets from Shaban to us and back.

“You took them with you?” Manny’s question lingered. “Five of them?”

“I did, as you can see.” Shaban pulled the bag off his shoulder and handed it to Manny.

“I told the vendor you’d be coming alone.” For the first time, Manny questioned Shaban. “I told you that.”

“I didn’t take strangers,” Shaban spoke offhandedly. “Nothing bad happened.”

“I gave my word. We’ll lose contacts if they can’t count on my word.”

“I’ll keep that in mind for the next time,” Shaban said, undeterred.

“You shouldn’t have taken them with you.”

Shaban glared at Manny for a second. I thought he would correct him for questioning his judgment. He didn’t. “Take the bag to the shop, Manny. Jordan and I will join you soon.”

Manny nodded and left.

Shaban turned to Sara and Isxaaq. “Come with me.” He pointed ahead. “I need to speak with you.”

Isxaaq’s eyes darted between Sara and Shaban. “We know the way to our room.”

This was the first time I’d heard Isxaaq speak a full sentence.

“This way.” Shaban pointed ahead of them, as if he hadn’t heard Isxaaq’s protest. “Come with me.”

“We need no help to get to our room,” Isxaaq said louder. “Right, Sara?”

Sara said nothing. She didn’t even blink. Like a marble sculpture, she hardly moved.

“Sara,” Isxaaq called out before his voice cracked. “Sara?” he started again.

Sara shook her head no.

Shaban was taking Sara away from me, and, with her, any chance to get to the truth disappeared. I glared at her, but she didn’t look back. Her arms stuck straight by her sides as she walked away.

Shaban didn’t ask Mika, Jordan, or me to come with him. He didn’t send us to our rooms either. I watched as the three of them disappeared toward the prayer hall. Jordan had no weapon, and the gate was only a few steps away. If Mika and I fled now, we could be in the middle of that busy market within a minute. But the man on the watch post beyond the gate stared at us. His rifle was trained on our backs. He winked and adjusted his aim. Mika’s hand trembled in mine. I said a quick prayer, waiting to die.

Shaban appeared a few minutes later. “Deal with your wife,” he ordered Jordan. He took me by the hand. I didn’t resist.

“Come,” Shaban hissed. His nails dug into my skin, sending a sharp pain down my arm. “This way.”

Mika and Jordan were standing there when we left. I didn’t look back. If she was going to die, I didn’t want to see it.

Shaban led me toward our room. “Quickly now.” He tugged at my hand, and my right foot missed a step. I fell and hit my knees on the gravel.

“You can’t even walk right?” He drew me to my feet. “Get in.” He pushed me inside the room. The door closed behind us, and the latch caught.

Was he going to pull the pistol hidden somewhere in the room? Ever since the night I fought to take it from him, Shaban had changed the location of the gun every day. At least it would be a dignified death if he did it privately. I closed my eyes to conjure the image of my family. I saw my father leading the prayer. He wasn’t reading. He was crying. My mother and two brothers stood behind him. Their tears merged with his. I opened my eyes to get away from the horrifying image. Shaban was staring at the computer. Typing furiously. Reading in a whisper.

“I should go to the kitchen,” I said to assess the situation. “I have chores.” Nora’s violent orders would be better than Shaban’s unarticulated displeasure.

“Chores?” The hiss of his indignation reached me with every breath he took. “You have no chores today.” He got up, unfurled a small decorative mat, stood upon it, and began to pray.

I took another mat at the foot of the bed and prayed for an end to my misery. Sudden death. When Shaban finished his prayer, he pulled a copy of the Qur’an out of his bag. He read with a heightened voice, his tone agitated. His body moved to the rhythm of the words. His right hand covered his right ear. He spoke louder and louder, until he was shouting.

People in my town read the Qur’an to pray for a better fishing season. For the safe return of family members away on a journey. For couples struggling to have children. Ill health—from a headache to terminal disease—was treated with specific surahs and verses. But I’d never seen people go into a frenzy like Shaban when they read.

At home, my father’s recitations of the beautiful stories in the Qur’an were filled with rhythm and beats to form a melody. I remembered the one where the women of Egypt cut their fingers at the sight of Joseph because they were astonished with his beauty. The story had always left me wanting more. In his reading, Shaban had a shrill voice. It was hard to tell if he was angry or thrilled.

Shaban and I didn’t leave the room for the rest of that afternoon. And Nora didn’t come to collect me for my chores. So I sat there listening to his reading. Two hours after we arrived, Manny brought lunch for us. He placed the food on the table.

As soon as Manny left, Shaban served himself soup and bread.

“Get something to eat,” he snarled.

I poured lentil soup in a small green bowl to placate him. A large trout was carved along both sides of the bowl. The image made me think of my father, bent over his worktable, cleaning fish.

When he finished eating, Shaban went to the bathroom. Washed his hands. Picked up reading where he’d stopped before the meal. His perpetual motion followed the curves and slants of the words. Daylight waned. The words continued to leave Shaban’s lips and merge with the darkening of the cloudy sky. The combination eclipsed the bright midday sun. The sky grew dark. Shaban continued to read.

The sun had descended, washing the western sky with bloodred rays. A sharp knock interrupted Shaban’s reading. It came twice before he acknowledged it.

“Come in,” he said without lifting his head, his focus on the page.

“May I have a word with you?” Manny didn’t take the invitation to enter but spoke from the other side of the door.

Shaban went to him.

I listened to their whispers. They were discussing something to do with Sara, but I couldn’t understand what was going on. Manny’s raspy voice and the constant coughing and wheezing from his chest made it difficult to hear. A few minutes later, Shaban returned. He put on a loose robe over his jeans and T-shirt.

“We have to go.” He paced the floor while I wrapped my scarf over my hair.

Inhale. Exhale. My mind ran a thousand miles per second. I couldn’t imagine what had happened with Sara. My body felt heavy with worry. I followed him out the door.

When Shaban and I entered the prayer hall, there were close to twenty men, including Jordan, Manny, and others I had seen before but didn’t know as well as some new faces. They stood in groups in the far corner of the room, speaking in hushed voices. Shaban stopped to speak to Manny.

I was relieved to see Sara sitting next to Mika. After the foiled escape and Manny’s whispers to Shaban that included her name, I was worried. I joined them in the back and sat between Mika and Sara.

“Alxamdu Lillah, you both are here,” I said quietly. “I was worried about you.”

“Why?” Sara asked.

“Why?” I returned the question. “You’re asking me ‘Why?’, after all that happened today?”

Sara stared at me, as if waiting for me to explain. “Why did you go back to Shaban at the café?” I asked. Maybe it wasn’t the right question. But it just came out.

“Shush.” Mika rested a finger on her lips.

Nora didn’t hear. But the Silent Sisters and Daala did because they looked up at the same time.

A bout of silence followed.

I reached for Sara’s hand, and she took it hesitantly. I hadn’t offered her the hand of a stranger, but her touch was cold. Those weren’t the fingers of the friend with whom I shared everything. I began to spell the word why, tracing the letters on her palm. She didn’t let me finish. She dropped my hand at the start of the letter h. I tried to reconnect with her. She moved her hand into her lap and stared down intently. Mika, on the other side, squeezed my hand to comfort me.

Shaban took center stage, as always. “We thank Allah, the Almighty, our sister Sara has passed her test.” Shaban rested his elbow on the podium and smiled, his blindingly white teeth flashing against his dark skin.

“What test?” I leapt to my feet. “Sara?” I bent down and placed my hands on her shoulders. “What test?” I shook her; she didn’t resist. “Sara.” I shook her even harder. “What test did he make you take? What test did you take?”

Mika pulled me away from her.

“What test?” I mouthed after I let her go. I sat down. All eyes were on me.

Shaban stopped, and I held my breath. I shifted in my seat as he leered at me.

A few silent seconds passed before Shaban smiled, his gaze mocking. “I took Sara to town this morning and gave her the freedom to do as she wished.” There was no mention of Mika and me with them. “The bus depot was in the next plaza. She could have gone home. Colluded with the devil, the enemies of Allah, and told treacherous tales.” He held his palms skyward in prayer. “We thank Allah for her commitment and courage. Let us pray for Allah to reward her tenfold.” Shaban stopped for a long minute.

“Amiin.” The unanimous response from the others echoed in the room. Shaban wiped his brow.

I waited for him to call our names. To recount our evildoings. To state the punishment for our betrayal. I squeezed Mika’s hand hard. She responded in kind. It’s time, I thought. For Shaban to publicly shame us for our attempted escape.

But he didn’t. “Sara could have returned to her former life, where the love for this world runs rampant. She didn’t. That says so much.” Shaban took a deep breath. “She stood at the crossroads of loyalty and deception. She chose well. All the praise goes to Allah. The Most Beneficent. The Most Merciful.”

No one said a word. The air in the room stood still.

Silent.

I inhaled, preparing for Shaban’s condemnation. A planned execution. But he only stared at Mika and me. Long and hard. The devil in his reference. The one that leads good people astray.

Shaban harvested the silence between his statements—a testimony to the magnitude of the power he wielded. The men in the room waited. They held on to that void as hard as they did to the words. I tightened my grip on Mika. She trembled, her palm moist with sweat.

Shaban turned to Sara. “Whatever doubt I had before has evaporated like the morning mist.” He gazed at his audience. “When you face doubts and challenges, individuals like Sara should serve as your guide.” Shaban pointed at her. “She has earned her permanent place among the companions of the right path.” He paused.

The long and suffocating lull pulsated in my ears.

“Do not fret, my brothers and sisters. You will have the same chance.” He stopped again. “When you least expect it, we will present you with an opportunity. We’ll see if you are ready to take on a similar responsibility. Pray that Allah gives you the wisdom to know when you are being tested.”

I’d heard the word permanent at my grandmother’s funeral last year, and now it echoed in my mind—a sign announcing our dreadful end.

“When people like Sara make their decision with guidance from Allah, other brothers and sisters regain their dignity.” A long silence followed. “Like the people in this video.”

Shaban picked up a remote next to the projector. He aimed. Pressed. The screen lit up. The image of a single charred cornfield came into focus. The camera zoomed in on a farm. A young woman, haggard and tired-looking, led an old man through a field. After every few steps they’d stop to inspect dead cattle and burned crops.

Everything was charred. It was hard to tell if the remains were cows, goats, sheep, or even people. All mixed together. One dead corpse—a person or an animal—merged into the next. The woman and the old man moved in circles. The camera followed their every step, devoid of aim or purpose. The woman looked beyond the frame of the camera.

Then the old man turned to her. “Where are the children?” he asked. His expression teetered between sadness and confusion. “It’s late, and they are not here yet.”

“Awoowe, it is morning.” The young woman was speaking to the audience, not to her grandfather. She stared at the camera. Her eyes—large and agitated—were the only part of her face not covered in soot. Even her eyelashes drooped with the weight of the black ash that rested over the field. She sat and patted the space next to her for her grandfather.

“Here, Awoowe, you need to rest.”

“Where are the children?” the old man asked again.

“They’re dead,” the woman responded in a harsh tone, as if intending to hurt the old man so he’d stop asking. “Remember the plane that came and shot at us? They destroyed our house.”

“We must find the children,” he insisted.

“They are dead.” She massaged his hand. “You remember, don’t you?” She put two fingers under his chin. Turned his face toward her. She waited for him to respond.

“They’ve finished their lessons. It is late. They should’ve been here by now,” the old man moaned.

“The children are not here anymore. I am the only one here. You and I.” She wasn’t as sharp now. Her tone lost its edges. “The whole family is dead.”

“I told your mother to teach the children the rules. She doesn’t listen. She lets them do what they want. They have no proper discipline.”

“Hooyo is dead. They are all dead.” The young woman got up and stepped away from her grandfather, as if the distance between them would make him understand. She pointed a long finger at him. “Dead.”

He faced her and squinted. For a few seconds, it appeared he understood. But he didn’t.

“Now it’s getting dark. They are still not here. I’ll speak to your father. He must discipline them or we will end up with derelict children.”

“Awoowe.” She stopped. Covered her mouth. Wept. She looked away, but the pain was obvious through the horrifying cry she emitted.

“Hush, Dunya.” The old man stood up and pulled his granddaughter close. “It is your father’s responsibility. He must set this family right.” He wiped her tears with his shawl.

“Aabo died four years ago in an accident,” Dunya cried. “And now everyone else is dead too.”

The old man pulled away from her. “What do you mean?”

Smoke billowed from a grain silo nearby and merged with the senseless destruction that surrounded them. As if that had been a sign that drew her attention, she stepped back.

“Come with me.” She led him out of the camera’s view. The screen dimmed, leaving behind untamed sorrow.

Shaban turned the projector off and stood before it. He took a deep breath that turned into subdued sobs. His chest heaved. The act gave his tears the energy to gush. He carried the rest of the room, including me, with him. I joined the group in the outward display of emotion. Mika wasn’t too far behind. I tried several times to contain my sobbing, but my lips continued to quiver. My shoulders heaved up and down. I didn’t know what caused my tears. Was it the pitiful state of the old man? The sight of the entire village burned to the ground? The loneliness on the woman’s face? Sara’s betrayal? Maybe it was everything.

Shaban’s words forced our collective tears to subside. “You are the only ones willing to aid them. To listen to their cries for help. Without you they will continue to move in perpetual circles, like mice caught in a maze with no way out. Without you, they’ll die. In search of family. Friends. A place to call home.”

Sara stood up. Walked toward the men. Stopped in front of Shaban. “We are ready.”

Isxaaq looked at her. I am not, his eyes seemed to say.

“We are ready,” she repeated.

“Thank you, sister,” Shaban said.

Sara nodded and returned to her seat.

Shaban sat down among the men. Bowed his head in prayer. Others joined him.

Profound silence descended upon the room.






SEVENTEEN
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“Sara, why?” I asked when we came to the kitchen the next morning. In Nora’s absence, I felt brave to question her. “Why did you go back?”

“I didn’t go back. I moved forward.”

“What do you mean?” Mika asked.

“I don’t want to go home to my stepfather. With him, all I’ve ever heard is how worthless I am.” She sat up straight. “For the first time, I have value. Something to contribute. To help stop the killing of innocent people.”

“Sara, I know your stepfather is horrible to you, but your mother loves you. Your brothers adore you.” I paused a few seconds for her to interject. She didn’t. “Shaban doesn’t love you, Sara. He loves only himself. Not Nora. Not Jordan. And not you.”

“I’m not trying to make you see it my way.” The way she spoke, her shoulders evenly squared—there was so much confidence in her. “I’m not seeking Shaban’s love. I’m looking to Allah, so I am going to do my part. Help stop the foreign invasion. The destruction of villages and towns.” Sara looked at Mika and me like we were too simple to appreciate her conviction. “By living here, I can do something worthy. A value beyond taking in air and eating.”

“You didn’t have to tell on us, though,” Mika said.

“I didn’t tell him anything,” she said. How dare you accuse me of such folly, her expression seemed to say. “I didn’t tell on you,” she said again.

Relief washed over me. Sara wasn’t a traitor. She didn’t—wouldn’t—betray us, her best friends. I waited. Held my breath for the explanation I’d expected to follow.

“He knew what was going to happen before we left the compound.” She looked at us in turn—first me, then Mika. “He told Isxaaq and me the night before we went to the café that you would try to escape. The devil is doing his work through you.” The brown in her eyes seemed deeper as she spoke. “I didn’t believe him until you shared your plan at the café.”

“Sara.” I stopped, too stunned to continue.

“Is he Allah? All-knowing?” Mika asked.

Sara didn’t address Mika but went on with her story. “Shaban said the devil will divide us through our friends.”

“Sara.” I shuddered. “You knew Shaban was expecting us to try and escape, and you said nothing?” The entire thing was surreal. “You knew he’d set a trap for us?” Sara’s words dashed my trust in her.

“I wanted to know if he was telling the truth.”

“We were kidnapped. It doesn’t take much to know, if given a chance, we would escape. You didn’t need Shaban to tell you that. It doesn’t prove he’s clairvoyant.”

“He didn’t even know he would take us to a shop you were familiar with.”

“Sara,” Mika said. “He could have killed us.”

“Killed you?” Sara was incredulous. “Why would he kill you?”

“You know what happened to Isxaaq’s brothers,” I said. “The reason the twins are broken.” Daala told me the story of the two boys opening the bag they carried even though they were told not to look. She relayed the horror of the twins watching as the brothers were shot. “He still might kill us.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” Sara said—the same thing Nora had said when we confronted Daala about being thrown out by her mother.

“You’re listening to everything Shaban says and telling us not to listen to others?”

“I verified his statement. I watched your plan. That’s different.”

“Sara,” I began.

She raised her hand to stop me. “I want to do my part.” She sounded just like Nora.

“Your part?” I asked.

“Yes.” Sara nodded. “Shaban is doing good for others.”

“Others like the three of us?” I asked. “Snatching us away from our families?” She was looking at me as if I were a petulant child; it was obvious I wouldn’t get through to her. Still, I pushed on in the slim hope she would come to her senses. “He killed Isxaaq’s brothers as others watched to teach them a lesson.”

Sara bypassed my examples. “Shaban is sacrificing for people he doesn’t know.”

“Does that include violating me every night? Forcing us to stay here against our will?”

Sara adjusted her seat. “You watched the videos, did you not? That woman, the old man, alone in a village destroyed by foreigners. The planes that attacked them have no one in them. Even if those planes crash, they don’t lose a single person.” Sara took a deep breath, as if she were exhausted in her attempt to explain to Mika and me something beyond our comprehension. “Not one person dies from their side.” She spoke with a passion—a misguided passion. “How many women and children should they kill before we say enough? Before we feel their pain? Before we stand by their side?”

“Sara, do you hear yourself? You sound like Shaban,” I said, overwhelmed by the loss of a friend.

Mika joined me. Even the Silent Sisters, eavesdropping by the cooking fire, seemed moved at the sight of our frayed relationship.

Sara scoffed, a bitter smile covering her face. “You can mock me all you want.” She let out a loud laugh. “I don’t care if you agree, because I see the truth.” She pointed an angry finger at us. “My stepfather frets every year over the cost of my school uniform. My textbook fees. Even my pair of shoes makes him fume. Shaban gives his money and time to people he doesn’t even know.”

Sara continued as if she couldn’t see or hear us. She stared in the distance beyond us, beyond the limits of freedom she’d left behind in her stepfather’s house.

“That girl, the one on the first video—awake or asleep—is right next to me. Whispering in my ear. Telling me to help her. Asking me to see her plight. Making me promise not to abandon her.” Sara grew wistful, and her eyes shone with a determination I’d never seen in them before. “If those young men hadn’t reached her . . . well, she would’ve had no one. No family. No friends. Nothing. It is her village today. Ours tomorrow.”

“That’s not our responsibility.”

Sara’s head shot up upon hearing me say that.

“We are children,” I said. “He kidnapped us. For what? So he could get a little girl as his wife?”

“If the adults do nothing, it becomes our responsibility.” Sara remained adamant, despite our pleas to change her mind.

“We are your friends, Sara.”

“We were her friends,” Mika corrected.

Sara went on with her lecture—Shaban-style—using strong words. A commanding voice.

“Others not much older than us are risking their lives. Leaving their comfort behind.” She perfected Shaban’s articulation, even the pause. “What would Shaban get out of lying? Making up problems that don’t exist?”

“It’s not about lying or telling the truth.” I faced Sara. “Shaban had no right to take us from our homes. Our school. Our families.” I watched Sara closer, hoping to detect some acknowledgment. “Those young people are here willingly. We’re not. Can’t you see the difference? Shaban denied us the chance to be with our families.”

“I don’t see family members knocking at the gate to take us back. Do you?” Sara’s question came much sharper than all her other words.

A tinge of panic filled me. Maybe Sara was right. No one was coming.

“That’s not the point,” Mika said.

“That’s exactly the point. No one came for the twins. No one is coming for us. Especially for me,” she said.

“Sara—” I stopped because her lips began moving before I could finish her name.

“Jordan, Manny, and Nora have traveled here to Somalia to help,” Sara said. “Two days on a plane. They may have come voluntarily”—she stood up and faced us—“but we, from the same land, can’t help our own?” Sara was ready for a battle.

In the same way Shaban lectured us in the prayer room, Sara formed her stage in the kitchen. She demanded our attention.

“This is our chance to get on the right path. To rein in our animalistic selves. To let our spiritual selves soar.”

Mika got up and took two steps toward Sara like she was going to shake her. “You agree with a man who takes girls from their families? You are telling us about our animalistic side?”

“He who will not accept the call to help refuses Allah’s will,” Sara said. “I am done here.”

Her eyes rested on the Silent Sisters and Daala. In a measuring gaze, she moved from them to Mika and me.

“I have to go,” she said, and left.
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In the two weeks that followed that day in the kitchen, we saw very little of Sara and Isxaaq. Whether they slept in the room near ours or not, we couldn’t tell. The only time we’d seen them was when they came for meals. Those times, Nora would serve them as soon as they arrived. They would eat quietly and leave when finished. Where they went and what they did, we didn’t know.

“Is Sara not doing chores?” I asked Nora after three days of not seeing Sara.

“You and your questions,” Nora snarled.

“We’re just worried about her,” Mika said.

“If only you knew what was good for you.” She stared at us for a while before she turned back to the cooking.

We didn’t inquire about Sara after that.

It wasn’t only Sara and Isxaaq’s absence that heightened the sense of foreboding for those weeks. Nora didn’t scold as much as she’d done before. She gave her orders in a quiet, commanding way. I even saw her smile once or twice—even though that could’ve been the mornings after her nights with Shaban.

We didn’t gather in the prayer hall as we’d done before. Shaban didn’t conduct his contradiction-laden lectures. He even went to Daala’s and Nora’s beds a few times, spreading and dividing the lion’s share of his abuse.

Mika and I contemplated what was going on. The changes were too many and too obvious to ignore. Still, our suppositions led to no firm conclusions.

The last night of those two weeks, the men and Sara didn’t come into the dining room for their supper. When the meal was ready, Jordan and another man picked it up. Nora sent the Silent Sisters, Mika, and me to our rooms as soon as we ate and cleaned the dishes.

Alone in the room I shared with Shaban, I watched the shadows of the approaching night replace the remnants of daylight. I tucked myself under the sheets and closed my eyes, but sleep refused to come. Instead, the whispers of Shaban’s followers roaming the compound kept me awake. After what felt like hours of lying there without rest, I got out of bed. I pressed my ear against the door and paid close attention to the sounds that reverberated throughout. The ebb and flow of the unfamiliar multitude of voices remained constant.

“I must find Mika,” I said to myself, but I hated that I might have to deal with Jordan if he was in the room with her.

I put on a dress, wrapped my scarf over my head, and left the safety of my loneliness. When I emerged, the night enveloped me. The full moon hid behind clouds. It was difficult to see the path ahead. So I extended my hand in front of me to navigate and continued walking without knowing where I was going.

“What are you doing here?” I whirled around to see where the sound was coming from. “How did you get here?” Shaban’s voice came from behind a concrete pillar illuminated by a single light bulb.

The sign overhead read KEEP OUT. I hadn’t seen it before.

Shaban stepped out of the obscurity. “What are you doing here?”

“I was looking for you,” I said to appease him.

“And you found me,” he scoffed. “What can I do for you?” Shaban laughed. His eyes danced with mock excitement. “You missed me, is that it?” He moved close and kissed me on the neck.

“I waited for you, and you didn’t come.”

A door behind him opened a crack, and I saw Sara. Not Sara exactly, but Sara’s image reflected on a large wall mirror. Isxaaq stood next to her, shaking.

Shaban pushed me back. The door shut behind him. He took me by the hand and held it tight.

“Why are Sara and Isxaaq in there?” I asked.

“Keep your mouth shut.” He squeezed my hand hard.

“Why does she look like that?” Sara had a dazed expression, as if she were under some sort of spell.

“Stop talking,” Shaban ordered. “I am not going to tell you again.”

“Are Sara and Isxaaq going somewhere?” I know I should have stopped, but I couldn’t. “Are they leaving?”

“Did I not tell you to leave it alone?” He pulled me so close to him that I saw his eyes blazing with madness as he led me back to the room. “Stay here.”

As he shoved me, the wood piece on the threshold caught my shoe, and I fell on the tiled floor. Shaban tsk-tsked, pulled the door shut and locked it behind him, and left.






EIGHTEEN
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Nora gathered us well before the call for morning prayer. She came to the bedroom, woke me up, and waited while I dressed.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked.

She didn’t respond but led the way until we reached Mika’s door. Once Mika was ready, we collected Daala and her baby. By the time Nora opened the room the Silent Sisters shared, the fear of what was coming became a palpable presence among us. No one said a word. Nora led the way in silence.

We entered the prayer room. “Sit,” she said, pointing to one of the Persian carpets laid out in the back of the room.

The intricate design of okra leaves on a red background added a shimmering feel to the yellow borders of the rugs. This was the first time we’d gathered here without the men.

Daala’s baby whimpered, but he calmed once his mother slipped her nipple into his mouth. She was so practiced in doing this, it was hard to differentiate between Ayoub’s feeding and sleeping. One minute he cooed with satisfied gulps of milk, hidden under his mother’s shawl. A few seconds later, he peeked out only to spit some of the milk back, staining her black dress.

The Silent Sisters, more withdrawn than usual today, sat on the other side of the rug, a clear distance from the rest of us. I sat next to Mika as a draft of loneliness blew through me.

“Why are we here?” Mika braved the question.

Nora only glared. The silence that followed lasted for four minutes on the wall clock until a loud explosion shook the ground beneath us. We jumped—all of us, including Daala and the Silent Sisters.

“What was that?” I didn’t expect anyone in the room to know the answer. Even Nora seemed startled by the force, though she wasn’t as rattled as the rest of us.

No one else said anything as we huddled together, waiting. For what, I didn’t know.

Two hours had passed by the time Manny and Shaban finally entered the prayer hall together, walking side by side. Twenty men, including the guard, followed them in. Shaban took the stage while Manny and the other men took their seats in the space between us and the podium. Each man pulled a string of prayer beads from his pocket and began to roll the beads—slowly at first, one bead falling onto the next with a gentle click, then faster and faster. Their movements synchronized, formed a worrying rhythm.

Shaban cleared his throat. “Brothers and sisters, we suffered a great loss today.” His eloquent words seemed measured.

The other men, including Manny, stopped rolling their prayer beads. With their eyes fixed on the floor, they listened.

“We lost so much today.” The way Shaban kept his eyes downcast, I could tell what he was about to say wasn’t good.

I turned to Mika, who looked as concerned as I felt.

“We lost Sara and Isxaaq.”

“Sara?” I asked. “Lost?” The reflection of her in that mirror—the boy, Isxaaq, shaking next to her—flashed in my mind. With the way Sara had behaved since the coffee shop, I suspected something terrible. But I didn’t expect her to be lost. “What do you mean by ‘lost’?”

“Sara and Isxaaq have joined our beloved in heaven.”

As he said this, I let out a scream. I’d known Sara since forever. Our mothers had been schoolgirls together. I hadn’t gone through an entire day without her by my side before the failed escape.

“She can’t be dead!” I shouted. “She’s only twelve years old.”

Shaban must have heard me. “We belong to Allah, and to Allah we shall return!” he bellowed.

“No, no. She can’t be dead. No! No!” Mika and I shrieked.

“To express pain and sorrow for the ones we have lost is normal. Such emotion only makes us human—capable of loving and hurting simultaneously.” Shaban reclaimed his surroundings with his masterful pause. “But it is very important to understand the reason they are not with us anymore. We must ask ourselves why they took such drastic action.”

“No. No.” I rocked back and forth. “Not Sara. She’s not dead. She can’t be dead.” Mika held on to me. “Not Sara.” We rocked together. If I’d had the power, I would have strangled Shaban at that moment. Shoved those faulty words back in his mouth until he choked on them.

“It is very important that we hold the motivation up against the action, so we appreciate the latter by considering the former.” Shaban’s words—his weapon—seemed intended to enrage and appease all at once. He read verses from the Qur’an out of context to justify how Sara’s death was meant to be.

If he had been giving a speech at a school assembly after a young schoolmate died in a tragic accident, I could have seen him as kind and encouraging. But this was different. He’d sent Sara to her death with false platitudes. Did Sara even know she was about to die?

“On the Day of Judgment, when we stand in front of our creator, Allah, the Almighty, we will be asked to account for the injustices we have witnessed.” Tears rolled down Shaban’s left cheek. He wiped them with the back of his hand. “When innocent people are slaughtered in every village, silence can’t be an option.” Shaban’s voice grew a decibel louder with each syllable. “Won’t be an option.” He raised his right hand high. “We cannot say, ‘I didn’t know’ or ‘I didn’t see it.’ Allah—the all-seeing—sees the evil done to us. The question is: Did we do something about it?”

“So you sent two children to their deaths?” I tilted my head back. “You said to them, ‘Take this explosive to kill yourself. Kill countless innocent people’?” I pulled my hand out of Mika’s. “That’s what you did?”

“Sister Rada, I share your grief in the loss of Sara,” he said softly. “But don’t let your grief overtake you.” He wiped more fake tears. “We must rejoice in the ultimate gift our brothers and sisters gave us. They sacrificed for you. For me. For us.”

“Don’t call me that!” I shouted back. “I’m not your sister.”

“She was only twelve years old.” Mika’s words vibrated. “And you sent her to kill not only herself but also other innocent people?”

“Oh, her poor mother,” I cried out. “And her little brothers!” The depth of the loss was unimaginable.

“We must denounce injustice at any age,” Shaban said.

“Stop saying we.” I wanted to stand up, but Mika restrained me. “This is all about you. Not we. You. Not Allah. You. Not about innocent people. You. It’s all about you.”

Shaban showed no outward anger, even though I was certain he was livid. Maybe I’d pay for it tonight. He’d take me with a crazed anger, thrust himself inside me with all his strength—the release of all that he hid from others, causing me agony.

He reached for a glass of water on a table behind the podium and made a show of taking a long and deliberate drink. “We have two options,” he said in a mournful tone. “To be sorry, or to take action. Our brother and sister, Isxaaq and Sara, chose the latter.”

“You chose for them. You.” I pointed an accusing finger at him. “They didn’t. You did.”

Shaban didn’t react to my comment. “This is how our brother and sister have paid back the enemy of Allah.” He turned to the screen and pressed play.

In the video, smoke erupted out of concrete and twisted metal and ballooned high above the market. The smoke formed a shadowy umbrella. One after the other, the still pictures created a collage of explosions that ripped through buildings. Blocks of broken concrete hung on the thick cables that held them together. Two small buildings at the front of the market were leveled to the ground. Photos of dead people frozen in place dotted the wreckage. The camera rolled one picture after another, filling the screen with a cascade of horror.

“This is how our brother and sister paid back the evildoers!”

I stood up for a better look. “That is the coffee shop we were in two weeks ago.” I pointed at the strip of stores, now reduced to dust. The bustling market teaming with people, now gone? I took two steps toward the frozen screen. The wreckage stared back at me. “Where is the schoolhouse? Where are the children? Or the women yelling the prices of their merchandise?” I piled the questions one on top of the other.

“That’s where the evil trade takes place.”

“Sara wouldn’t have taken part in this!” Impossible. “Sara was the last person in the world capable of inflicting such violence.” I put my hands over my mouth in my attempt to contain the shock. Had Sara looked at that market, the people in it, and kept going? I took another step closer.

“Maybe she didn’t realize she was about to reduce concrete blocks to flying dust.” Mika was standing next to me now.

The images on the screen gave testimony to what had happened, but I couldn’t comprehend it.

“How could Sara do this, knowing she’d hurt so many people?” Dazed and confused, I stood there. “Oh, Sara, what have you done to yourself? To others?” A sob caught in my throat. In the destruction, it was obvious: There was no body. Nothing to bury. No grave. No mourning. Nothing.

“Brothers and sisters, Sara and Isxaaq and the others did their part.” Shaban eyed the audience. “Are you ready to do yours?”

“What part? To die and kill? Where is the logic in that?” My hands shook at my sides.

“You’re telling us you want to avenge innocent people by killing more innocent people?” Mika asked.

All eyes were on Mika and me.

I raised my voice. “Where is the justice in that? Can you make sense of that for me? Anyone, please?”

“Sister Rada,” Shaban began with forced calmness.

“Don’t ‘sister’ me. Tell me how the killing of women and children buying and selling, with only enough to feed their families for another day, is just?”

“We beat the evil at their game!” Shaban yelled, his eyes red and bulging. “If the enemy comes and kills innocent people, like they have been doing for years now, our brothers and sisters will meet them inside their markets where they do their evil trade.”

He pressed the play button, and the horror continued. The camera caught the collapsed remains of two tall pillars in front of a building. I recognized it as a shop my father and I had visited once when he needed to buy fishing lines. The cement blocks had been reduced to rubble. A thick smoke filled the air.

“They killed women and children!” I shouted.

No one seemed to hear or care. What was wrong with these people?

“We will not wait for the government to come to our rescue,” Shaban continued. “We will not mourn our losses in silence or expect criminals to understand how they wronged us. We’ll give them burial for burial and fire for fire.”

The hall erupted in angry chanting. “Fire for fire! Fire for fire!” Everyone in the room, except Mika and me, repeated after him. The chanting rose and gained momentum. Men pounded the ground with their feet and repeated the words. “Fire for fire!” They shouted and stomped in rhythm.

Shaban turned off the projector. “Let us bury our heroes and keep our sister and brother in our hearts.”

He closed his eyes and began to read the prayer of the departed. Other men joined him. Their strident words surrounded us.

“Remember their sacrifice so Allah may reward us for our actions.” He walked toward the door. “Fire for fire!” he yelled when he reached the threshold.

“Fire for fire! Fire for fire!” Others followed him, shouting in unison.

Shaban’s followers moved into the belly of the compound. Their shouting dwindled and died, but the echo of their anger stayed in my head. The shock grounded me.






NINETEEN
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I didn’t know how we made it out of the prayer hall into Daala’s room without Nora seeing us congregate there. She never allowed us to be together anywhere outside the kitchen. I didn’t even know where Nora was.

“You should leave before it’s too late,” one of the Silent Sisters said. “It is too late for us.”

The sound of Haweeya’s voice sent a chill through the back of my neck. The twins sat on the floor mat, leaning against Daala’s bed.

“We left home willingly,” Haweeya said.

My mouth agape, I stared at them. “Willingly?”

“The men who picked us up told us they had jobs for us. That we could make some money. Get our own places. See the big city as much as we wanted.” Haweeya put her head on her sister’s shoulder. “We believed all the lies.”

Halima sat up. “You and Mika might have a chance now.” There was an urgency in her voice. “A chance to return home. Be normal.”

“We lost our chance. Things we’ve done once we got here, and what we’ve seen . . .” She hugged her knees close. “We’ve become part of the horror. We belong here now.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why do you blame yourselves?”

“We delivered the bag with the explosives that destroyed the Ceelgaab market last month.” Halima shuddered. “We helped him kill so many.”

“We abandoned our family. We’re at Shaban’s mercy now.”

They turned to each other, as if needing to hear their own thoughts.

“Why did he choose Sara?” Mika asked. “Why her?”

“For Shaban, everyone here serves a purpose,” Daala said. “Sara was too young to bear children.”

“How would he even know that?” Mika asked.

“Once you are here for a month and haven’t asked Nora for some products, they know you haven’t reached womanhood and can’t have children yet.” Daala tilted her head to the side.

New fear gripped me with Daala’s revelation. “So, I’m next?”

Mika had started her menstrual period a few months ago. She’d told me at the time how her mother hugged her and ululated at the sign of the bloodstained nightdress and bedsheet. Soon after, Cisman’s family came for her hand in marriage, and Mika cursed at the age that pushed blood out of her body. Now that same blasted stain was sure to save her from following in Sara’s footsteps. I wasn’t as lucky. My thin body refused to develop.

“Oh, dear God, he’ll send me next. He’s going to send me next.”

Mika pulled me into her embrace and rocked me like a baby. We didn’t say anything after that. There was nothing to say.
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Two days after Sara’s death, Mika put Sara’s broach in my hand as we walked into the kitchen.

“Jordan gave me this.”

I lifted it up, and the three red stars and white crescent moon over the clip she’d used as a pin to hold her scarf glinted against the sunlight. “Where did he find it?”

“Jordan said Sara gave it to him that morning for safekeeping. He said she wanted him to hold it so it didn’t get dirty.”

“She didn’t know she was going to die?” That made the tragedy exponentially worse.

“I don’t think she did,” Mika said.

“And this is all that’s left of her?” I ran my thumb over the broach.

On our walks to and from the kitchen and while doing our chores, Mika and I said nothing to each other after that. In fact, I said very little to anyone at all. I grew numb to everything and everyone around me. I did my chores, went to bed, and woke in the same fear-riddled daze. Of all the horrors I’d encountered in that compound, the threat of a certain death sentence terrified me beyond measure. Nora’s constant commands and Shaban’s nightly abuses made no mark upon me anymore. The thought of a similar bag to the one Sara carried tied to her back in that mirror reflection followed me everywhere. In my mind, it was when, not if, Shaban would lead me to my death.

Even the video of a dead young woman—lying on her back, her left arm draped over her eyes, her right arm resting on her chest—in one of Shaban’s videos didn’t elicit the same anger the previous ones had. When he’d shown the reel with the bodies of two small children—it was hard to tell their gender or their exact age—lying on their sides, their heads blown open, Shaban stared at me. He must have been expecting me to question him.

I didn’t. His pauses during his speeches and his searing gaze enraged me before Sara’s death. Now, I wanted to hide from him. To avoid making eye contact. Even at night, when he was upon me, I held my breath, as if hoping to disappear.

The video image frozen, and the remote at hand, Shaban waited.

“Do you know who attacked the village?” he finally asked. His eyes rested on me. Waiting. “American drones did this with the permission of the so-called Somali government.”

That was only three days after Sara’s death. From that day on, Shaban showed his videos without resistance from me.
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The click of the door latch jolted me out of the nightmares of my body blown to pieces that had filled my entire night. I jumped out of bed and put my back against the headboard so I could face the door.

“Rada.”

“Shaban?” I feared the nightmare had seeped into my reality. “Are you there?” I rubbed my eyes to focus, but my suspicion lingered. “I don’t want to go.”

“It’s me. Mika.” She shook my shoulder. “We have to go, now.”

“Go where?” My heart raced and air rushed into my lungs, making me dizzy. “Mika, I can’t. I shouldn’t. Please, Mika, we have to say no.”

Mika shook me some more. “Rada, listen to me. They traced the market attack back to here.” Mika came close to me, her face only inches from mine. “Shaban ordered us to abandon the compound. Gather your things.” She drew me to my feet. “Only a few things, the important ones. Shaban says we will return in a few days.”

I grabbed some of the clothes Nora had given me.

“Rada, come on. Hurry, before Nora comes looking for us.”

The exodus was precise and quick. Shaban, Jordan, and Manny led the way, each carrying a cloth sack heavy with something more than their clothes. Ten men, including the guard at the gate, walked behind Shaban’s group. Nora, the Silent Sisters, Daala, Mika, and I followed them.

Nora said and did little that night. She didn’t gather us into a tightly controlled group, like she’d always done. She didn’t yell at us to move faster, slow down, or lower our gaze. Among the dark figures that dotted the lonely night, she seemed as lost as the rest of us. I felt sorry for her like I did for the evil queen who had lost her castle to her husband’s mistress in my mother’s stories.

Daala, with her baby tied to her back and her bundle larger than anyone else’s, hummed a tune. Ayoub giggled, and the sound of his joy pierced the horror, sending a loud echo into the silent night. After the third giggle, Shaban hissed at Daala and ordered her to keep the baby quiet. Daala stopped humming, and her child, hiding under her scarf, soon fell asleep.

Mika and I walked behind the Silent Sisters.

We walked for a long time. Hours maybe. It was close to dawn when we came upon a tent city. Under the twilight of the lonely sky, we entered a whole neighborhood constructed of rows and rows of tents lined up for miles.

“This way,” Nora said.

We followed behind a curtain constructed of several large burlap pieces stitched together in front of a tent. The men must have entered the adjacent tent because I could hear them thank Allah for shelter. The sound of their heavy bags hitting the ground and their sighs of exhaustion reached us.

Unlike the well-stocked compound, the tent only had four straw mats leaning against the back wall. No sheets, blankets, or pillows. No Qur’ans on shelves. Nora stood in the middle of the tent, a stunned look on her face. I took one mat, unfurled it, and pulled Mika toward me quickly to avoid Nora separating us. She raised no objection. The Silent Sisters followed my lead and took their own mat to share. Daala lifted the third one, spreading all her clothes over it to make it comfortable for the baby. It was a while before Nora took the remaining mat. She looked at it with distaste for a minute, then placed it between our mat and that of the Silent Sisters. She lay down, tucked her feet inside her loose dress, and covered herself with her shawl.

Soon we were all asleep.
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Nora returned to her old self the following morning. She didn’t have a large sprawling compound in which to send us here and there, but she barked orders all the same.

“Don’t try anything,” she snarled at Mika and me. The tents were much less secure than the compound. “There are men outside with an order to shoot on sight. If you need to use the bathroom, I will escort you.”

Nora made her words a promise and accompanied us to an outhouse with a shallow hole dug in the ground.

“Don’t you dare look around. Keep your heads down.” She walked to a tree a few yards away from the facility to wait for us. “You have no business knowing your surroundings,” she said as she shooed us back into the tent.

Nora tied the burlap curtain as she stepped outside.

“I hope this is much shorter than the last time we were here,” Daala said as soon as Nora was out of earshot.

“Last time?” I asked. “What happened last time?”

“It was over a year ago. Shaban gathered us and told us the compound had been compromised and we had to leave,” Daala said. “His son, Nadir, refused to come.”

“His son knew he couldn’t be trusted?”

“When Shaban announced the move, Nadir left his seat at the table without permission. That was bad enough, but to defy his father in front of everyone when he’d asked him to sit down pushed Shaban beyond mad.” Daala rocked her baby.

“Nadir said, ‘I am done pretending to save the world.’” Daala wrapped her arms around her baby. “It was outrageous—not only the way he spoke but also the language he used. His words . . . I can’t even repeat them now.” Daala blinked repeatedly. “I knew for months that Nadir had been changing. I saw him watching something—videos of girls. I even suspected him to be the source of the compromise, but I told no one.”

“What did Shaban do?”

“Everyone was quiet for a few seconds, as Shaban ordered Nadir to stop. Nadir didn’t. He went to his room and his mother, Shaban’s first wife, got up. It took her a while because she was seven months with child. She took her eight-year-old daughter’s hand and followed her son.”

“She just walked out?” Mika asked.

“Shaban commanded her to stay where she was, but she didn’t stop.” Daala seemed to choke up. “This was a woman that fled with him to Somalia from their country because she believed in his mission here.”

“What happened?”

“A few minutes later, Shaban followed his family into their sleeping quarters, where they were packing. For the hours that followed, we listened to Nadir’s protest. The wife pleaded with Shaban to leave them alone, and the daughter kept asking her father to stop. After a while, all was quiet.”

“Did he kill them?” Mika asked.

“Kill them?” Daala repeated. “I don’t know.”

“He wouldn’t kill his own family, would he?” I asked.

“I don’t know because we left the compound as soon as Shaban came out, and when we returned six weeks later, they were gone.”

[image: ]
We hadn’t seen the men since we parted the first night. Their tent, the one next to ours, was quiet.

“Did Shaban return to the compound?” I asked Nora the second morning as we walked back from the outhouse.

“Shaban wouldn’t go anywhere without us,” Nora insisted. “We’ll all go back together. Insha Allah.”

Except for the outhouse, we didn’t leave the tent, and a little boy brought bread and a thermos of tea twice a day. Nora tried to question the boy both times the first day. “Who sent you?” she asked. He didn’t answer but dropped the items by the door and ran. She didn’t try the second day.

The fourth night at the tent city, I had a nightmare. In it I was at the beach, and I saw my mother in the distance. I called to her, but she smiled and walked away from me. Even when I called out to her again, half yelling and half crying, she didn’t stop. She only waved and continued to retreat until I woke up with a start.

My heart raced. My skin was hot and feverish. I tilted my head back, inhaled deeply, and exhaled to regain my normal breathing.

The tent was so quiet that I thought I could hear the blood coursing through my veins. After a while, my eyes adjusted to the darkness inside, and I scanned the tent. Nora slept close to the Silent Sisters. I stared at her for a few seconds before the idea first entered my mind and overwhelming hope took hold.

I shook Mika.

Mika sat up without making a sound. I pointed at Nora. With her bundle of clothes as a pillow and her chin tucked close to her knees, she made soft, bubbling noises like a child. Away from her throne inside the compound, she appeared small, diminished.

Mika’s eyes widened. She scrambled to her feet, took my hand, and drew me up.

After two steps toward the door, the rustle of a straw mat stopped me. I turned around and saw Daala. Neither of us blinked. She opened her mouth a little, exposing the tips of her upper teeth, but there was no smile upon her face. I feared she would scream, wake Nora. Shaban and his men would appear at the door. Behind her, the baby stirred and whimpered. She slipped her breast into his mouth, and his whine shifted into satisfied gulps. She turned her back to us and went to sleep. We stood there for a few more seconds to make sure Daala wouldn’t betray us.

I pulled Mika through the door.






TWENTY
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The wind hissed behind us. I expected gunfire to erupt over our heads from the men Nora said were watching. No one stirred. Even the dogs that barked all night were silent. The darkness enveloped us.

I wasn’t sure if I was excited by the ease with which we escaped or just lacked energy, but exhaustion had set in by the time we reached a narrow alley behind the last row of tents.

“I need to catch my breath.” I stopped and looked back. The tents appeared nothing more than black dots on the sandy ground. The city didn’t seem as large and labyrinthine as it had when we’d first arrived.

“We can’t stop.” Mika pulled my hand. “Not now.”

I tried my best to sprint, and Mika equaled me in each step. The landscape flew past us. On both sides of the road, there were no cars, no people on foot. Nothing.

We kept moving. It felt as if hours had gone by since we left the tent city. The land before us yawned with an emptiness that threatened to devour my resolve to keep going. “I’m so tired.” My aching feet burned and tingled. The humid air that had welcomed us when we first emerged from captivity melted away. A cold breeze took its place. “Do you think we could take a break?”

“We’re not far enough away.” Mika moved ahead of me, even though I could tell she was struggling to breathe like I was.

The more we ran, the stronger I felt the urge to stop and sit. I resisted it at first. It was not until I fell twice, the second time skinning both my knees hard, blood running down my shins, that the will to continue took a hard hit. By the time we’d left the paved road behind, I was on the verge of collapsing. We hadn’t had more than bits of bread and tea for days, and I was starving.

“We have to stop.” I coughed.

Mika hit me on the back with an open hand. “We can’t stop now, not yet.”

“Just for a few minutes,” I said. I left the gravel road we were traveling on.

“If we sit, we might not be able to get up,” Mika said, but still, she followed me off the road. We crawled to a secluded spot behind a wall of bushes and fell asleep.
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As if attached, Mika and I sat up at once. Small twigs and leaves stuck to us, glued to every inch of our exposed skin. I opened my eyes, squinting against the sun as it peeked through the thick clouds, and faced a figure looming over us. The man was speaking, asking questions, but I couldn’t fully hear him. I tucked my ashen, bloody legs under my dress, embarrassed to be found sleeping and only partly dressed.

“Who are you?” I used all my strength to keep from crying.

I wiped my face with my right hand and moved closer to Mika. What did he think, seeing two girls alone? His expression remained blank.

“I am Raqip.” He ran his hand through his dark, coarse hair. His macawis must have previously been a lighter color. Now the fabric was the same dark-brown shade as the earth he stood upon. Despite the chill of the morning air, the man was only wearing an old jean shirt that had holes on both sides of his chest. He had no shawl, as the men in my city wore. He looked weary. In his right hand, he held a wooden toothbrush still wet, as if he’d noticed us lying there in the middle of his morning routine.

“What are your names?” Raqip asked, squatting next to us. “Where did you come from?” He moved even closer, his mouth close to my face. His breath smelled woody clean from his brush. A second look, and I knew he was the man we saw when Shaban took us to the coffee shop. I remembered Shaban commenting on the “men of the world” like this one. There was a woman with him at the time. Where was she now with her baby? The realization scared me.

“Why do you want our names?” I worried he was one of Shaban’s men.

“I mean no harm. I am only here to help you.” He spoke as if I’d offended him by asking the question. Not angry but hurt that we questioned his motives. “You don’t want to be found here.”

He said that last part like he knew more than he was willing to say. That didn’t allay my fears, only heightened them.

“Suppose we don’t want to tell you. What then?” I asked. “I don’t see a reason to tell you our names.”

“You need my help.” The man was standing now. Perhaps to show us that we needed him more than we realized. “You’re not that far from them.”

Did he know Shaban? Maybe he remembered us from the coffee shop. It was all coincidence. I didn’t like it.

“Why do you want to help us?” Despite my bravado, I was in no position to challenge this man, even if he worked for Shaban.

Mika took the lead. “Mika; my name is Mika. And this is my friend Rada.”

I glared at her. We should have used fake names, something so generic he wouldn’t be able to identify us.

Raqip pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil from his shirt pocket, opened it, and wrote on it. He stared at his writing, closed it, and put it back in his pocket. “What tribe do you belong to?”

Lying wouldn’t do once he’d asked the name of the tribe. Tribal lineage was a marker for each person. Once you said you belonged, you had to provide the details and establish the connection.

“Digil. We both are Digil,” Mika said.

“What is your father’s name?” He directed that question at me. Maybe he wanted to be sure I would cooperate with him as Mika had. He waited, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

“Sharif Nassir,” I said.

Raqip smiled and turned to Mika. “How about you?”

“Jelani Muxidiin.”

“Where are you from?” A new excitement came over him now. He gave us a big smile.

“Marka,” I said.

Raqip did not ask us how and why we were there. He mentioned nothing about knowing we were missing.

“I’ll help you find your family,” he said.

“We’ll wait here,” Mika said.

Raqip sat in front of us. “I know you’re scared, but once you leave them, you have to keep going.” Raqip stepped onto the dusty road and looked both ways. “I’ll take you to safety.”

Even though I thought I saw a genuine kindness on Raqip’s face, some doubt about his intentions lingered.

“Maybe we should wait for you here.” I held on to Mika’s hand. “Until you contact our families.”

“I’m only here to help.” He sounded firm in his tone.

“He’s right. We can’t stay here,” Mika said.

I stood, dusted myself off, and extended my hand to Mika. “Let’s go.”

Together, she and I left our brush cover and went to the road to follow Raqip.

“How far are you taking us?” A small plane flew over our heads and drowned out my question.

“How far are you taking us?” I repeated. “I’m tired.” My legs trembled under my weight.

“We’re not far from my house,” Raqip said. “I’ll get you to safety first.”

“How long until you find our families?”

“I hope not as long as it was for the last ones.” He rubbed his hand on the stubble on his chin.

“Last ones?”

“I came upon three girls like you before, and one of them was sick and throwing up. I offered to take them home, find their families. They refused at first too. I walked away from them to tend to my shop. But I returned for the sick one. She was moaning like a dying animal. I told the others, ‘This little one here will die if you do not come with me.’ They were afraid of me, but they had to come.” He bent down, picked up a large rock in the middle of the road, and moved it to the side. “I had to carry the sick one on my back. She threw up all over me.”

“Where did you take them?”

“To my home, until I found their families.”

We walked next to Raqip now, side by side like acquaintances.

“You took them to your house?”

Two more planes flew overhead in the same direction as the other one. Raqip waited until the noise subsided.

“My wife yelled at me when I came back, but she made peace when I told her I’d found girls lost and sick. She told me, ‘Raqip, you are a good man, but we want no trouble.’ Trouble or not, we must help.”

We walked, and I focused on the pain that crept from the soles of my feet to my hips. One step after another, every movement hurt as the dust beneath my old shoes covered my skin with a dark-brown layer. I wanted to sit down and rest, but I didn’t dare.

Before long, we spotted a quaint brick house surrounded by lush tropical beauty. “Wait here,” Raqip instructed. Rolling hills draped in verdant foliage provided a beautiful backdrop, while banana trees swayed gently in the warm breeze, their broad leaves casting shadows across the sprawling yard. Vibrant blooms added splashes of color to the scene, their petals reaching eagerly toward the sunlight filtering through the canopy above.

“I’ll tell my wife,” Raqip continued, his voice tinged with excitement as he glanced back at us. A hopeful smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, anticipation gleaming in his eyes. “Just wait until she hears this.”

Mika and I held on to each other and stood where Raqip had left us. In the distance, I saw a woman emerge from the house carrying a child on her back and a water jug in her hand. Raqip approached her and said something. Her face contorted. The way she looked at her husband and tilted her head to one side and then the other concerned me.

Raqip lifted the baby off her back and kissed the child on the forehead. He said something else to his wife. She stepped away from him and put her hand over her mouth. She stayed that way for a few seconds. He pointed at us and gestured to his wife. Her hands flailed. After a while, she nodded and listened. She took the baby from him and returned inside.

Raqip rushed toward us. “Come with me.” His eyes darted from one end of the road to the other. “My wife said it is okay to bring you inside.” He smiled. “She was mad at first. She said, ‘Raqip, you have to stop finding girls.’” He laughed. “She knows I am not looking. I just saw you in front of me.”

Was he looking for girls, like his wife had said? Did he see us right there in front of him as he’d claimed? I thought we’d hidden. I still had doubts about Raqip. Holding hands, Mika and I followed him into his house.






TWENTY-ONE
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“My beautiful wife, Anisa.” He extended a hand and let it rest on her shoulder.

Anisa, thin and tall, but still much shorter than Raqip, nodded at the introduction. She rocked the fussy baby. Anisa reminded me of Nora. They both wore their scarves snug around high cheekbones marked by deep dimples. Their similarities began and ended in appearance, however. Anisa’s expression was gentle in the way her smile covered her entire face. It was unlike the mocking smile Nora flashed right before she hurled cruel insults at us.

Clad in a pink dress, Anisa continued to smile. “Come with me.” She beckoned us. Raqip took the baby from her arms, and she escorted us into the middle room. “Our house is not big.”

The room—the size of my family’s prayer area—welcomed us in a protective sheet of warmth and comfort. It was the closest thing to home in a long time. Three chairs lined up against one wall, with a single cushion covering each, had grayed from years of use. A desk sat in front of the chairs. A pen with the cap missing rested on the left corner in front of six copies of the Qur’an. Next to them were some unfamiliar books, thick and imposing. Layers of dust covered the desk. Too bad my mother didn’t live here, for a desk in her presence would know no dust. Two straw mats were leaning against the opposite wall.

The late-morning sun penetrated through a wooden blind on the lone window in the middle of the eastern wall. The rays painted thick orange arrows on the dirt floor. Despite its untidy state, the room was cozy and comfortable.

“This is more than enough,” I said. Their willingness to share the very little they had felt extraordinarily generous.

“You look so familiar. Like I have known you all my life. Seen you in so many places, so many times,” Anisa said, near tears.

“You saw us in that coffee shop?” I asked. “A few weeks ago?”

“No, not only in the coffee shop.” Anisa neither denied nor admitted to seeing us with Shaban. “Other places.” She turned to her husband, telling him something without words.

“She sees something in you that . . .” Raqip’s statement trailed off. He pulled Anisa close to him. “Anisa has experienced your situation herself.”

“Shaban’s compound?” I gasped.

Raqip held her tight. “She’s been through the same evil treatment as you.”

“You were in his compound?” Mika asked. “When, and for how long?”

Anisa didn’t answer Mika’s inquiry. Not directly anyway. “If it weren’t for this man, this little one and I would be dead.”

Raqip seemed alarmed by the words coming from his wife. “No more of that.” He looked at her with such kindness in his eyes that it seemed he needed to protect her from her own words. “You promised to leave that alone.” He kissed her on the cheek.

Anisa didn’t stop, despite her husband’s protest. “I was pregnant with nowhere else to go, but they didn’t want me.” Anisa cleared her throat. “The man who fathered my child defected from Shaban’s group, and they turned me out.” Tears welled in her eyes, and her voice faltered. “They didn’t want to care for the traitor’s child.”

Raqip made a shushing sound. Perhaps he wanted to stop his wife from going over the precipice of her past. “Anisa, no more of that.” He kissed her on the cheek again. “You promised.” Raqip patted her on the shoulder, and she turned toward him. “If only you smiled more.”

With that, Anisa’s face softened, and a small smile was born.

“You see that beauty?” Their eyes connected as they absorbed each other in a longing gaze. Raqip lifted the baby up. “Don’t you see the love this little one brings?”

“You’re a good man, Raqip,” Anisa said.

“I am a lucky man,” Raqip said. “To have you two in my life.”

Anisa rested her head on her husband’s chest. Their uninterrupted display of affection continued until they left. Anisa returned a few minutes later with four hard-boiled eggs, two rolls, and a thermos of tea.

“We have no meat or fish to offer you.”

“We need no meat,” Mika said.

“This is more than enough,” I added.

Anisa sat across from us. “This is the fourth time he has brought girls to me since he found me. I tell him we want no trouble, but he finds girls all the same.” She placed the baby in her lap. “He’ll find your family soon,” she whispered, as if sharing a secret. “I don’t know which is worse—the kidnapping, or what happens after.” Anisa’s face grew dark, lonely.

“What happens after?” In my mind, nothing could be worse than being in the compound with those evil people, abused daily by Shaban and Nora. Nothing.

Anisa looked at me and then Mika, like she wanted to say more.

She didn’t.
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Each of the following four days, Anisa gave us warm water, soap, and shampoo to wash. She gave Mika and me clean dresses to change into. The outfit soothed me like a tight hug from a loved one, a protective shell that offered a safe shelter. On the morning of the fifth day, Anisa came to us early, Raqip right behind her. The baby bounced on her father’s shoulder. Anisa placed a small tray before us.

“I have prepared some food for you.” She watched us with her large brown eyes.

“I found your family.” Raqip wiped the baby’s mouth with a piece of cloth. The child giggled. “Your elder says both your fathers will come here soon.”

“When?” I asked.

“The elder didn’t say.” Raqip passed a small handwritten note to me.

Thank you for the good news, it began. I have told both men, and they are ready to depart soon and claim their parcels.

“Parcels?” I passed the note to Mika.

Mika stared at it for a long time. “Why ‘parcels’?”

“He didn’t want to say ‘daughters,’ just in case the note fell into the wrong hands.” Raqip smiled at his child.

I was happy to hear the news, but the message left me feeling empty. I was hoping for a note written in my father’s flawless script, addressed directly to me.

“They will be here soon,” Anisa said.
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A chill awakened me in the room, and I felt around for a blanket but found none. I pulled my legs up to my chest and rubbed the cold air off my skin. Mika curled next to me so the tiny space between us felt warm. I moved closer to her.

“Mika, are you awake?”

“It is so cold in here.” She moved even closer, and our skin touched. “We need a blanket.”

“We need to go home.”

“Go back to sleep.” Mika closed her eyes.

I fell asleep, and with it came my recurring nightmare. In it, I twisted under Shaban’s weight and struggled to breathe. During the hell, I heard my name called. “Rada.”

I woke, but I assumed the sound was a part of my miserable nightly ritual. It felt like a dream.

“Mika.” I nudged her sleeping next to me.

She sat up quickly and placed a finger over my mouth. “Wait.”

We didn’t need to wait too long.

“Mika.”

“Rada.”

The call coming from two different mouths reached us at once.

“I think that’s our fathers.” Mika bolted up with a certainty that propelled me forward.

I recognized the voice. My father had uttered my name. “Aabo?”

Everything around me fell away, and all I saw was my father. I flew into his open arms with my eyes fixed on him.

“Aabo.” Mika landed in her father’s embrace.

“Aabo,” I said as I melted into my father’s arms.

The beautiful scent of lilac and citrus from my father’s soap mixing with the lingering odor of fish filled me with a warm assurance. I was where I belonged, in my father’s arms. His calloused hands were gentle against my skin.

“Aabo,” I sobbed. “Aabo, you came.” It was not until then that my fear of rejection was revealed. I’d half expected him not to come, only I couldn’t admit it to myself. “Aabo!” I wailed even louder. “Aabo.” I could hardly believe he was there, holding me.

“Aabo, you are here.” The words came out broken from Mika to her father. She was crying the same way I was.

“Rada, you are safe now.” My father rocked me as Raqip and Anisa had done with their child.

I was a grown girl of thirteen, but at that moment, I felt safe as a baby in her mother’s arms.

“I’m here.” My father pulled me even closer.

Mika’s father did the same. “My Mika.”

“Aabo.” I lifted my hands and wrapped them around his neck. “Aabo.” That was the only word on my lips. “Aabo,” I repeated the word louder and louder, as if he couldn’t hear me. As if he weren’t holding me in his arms so tightly. “Aabo, you came for me.”

“I am here, child. You’re safe now.” My father’s tears dripped on the top of my head, running down my scalp. “I’m here.”

“I am here to take you home.” Mika’s father’s voice cracked.

Our sorrow drowned theirs and left me with no space to register the details of their desperation. Their weeping must have emerged with ours because when Raqip and Anisa joined us, we didn’t hear their approach.

Raqip cleared his throat. “Assalamu alaikum.”

“Thank you so much.” My father gave Raqip a firm handshake with his right hand, still holding me tight in his left. “You found my Rada,” he said through thick tears. “Thank you for finding my Rada. I am glad you were the one to find my child. You’ve given me my heart back.”

“I wish I could do more to counter that man’s evil acts,” Raqip said. “What that man does is an affront to us. To our faith. To our country.”

“You’re right,” my father agreed. “He took my child and my soul with her.”

“He left us broken.” Mika’s father cradled his daughter.

Some minutes passed in silence, punctuated by the residue of our sobs.

“We brought food if your wife will prepare lunch for us.” My father pointed at a large sack by the door.

[image: ]
As the six of us sat down to a small feast—fish, both sautéed and fried; rice; boiled eggs; and potatoes—my father kept his left hand on my shoulder.

“You’re so thin,” he said. “They didn’t feed you?”

“That’s not the half of it,” I said.

Anisa flinched, so I stopped.

Only forty-three years old, my father, whose hair had been dark brown when I was kidnapped, was gray now. His immaculately trimmed beard was long and unkempt. The skin on his forehead creased with deep worry lines. He’d aged at least ten years in the short time I was away.

“We missed you, Rada,” he said between bites.

“I missed you too. I missed Hooyo and the boys.”

It wasn’t only the people that I missed. I missed my bed. I missed the kitchen. I missed the fire that never died. I missed my spot on the roof. I missed the ocean and its blue depth going deeper forever. I even missed my mother’s scolding. Above all, I missed being a child. But I didn’t say that aloud because I suspected my father knew.

“Your mother and siblings will be so happy to see you again,” Mika’s father said.

“Not as happy as I am,” she responded.

Tears filled Mika’s father’s eyes again. He dabbed the moisture with his handkerchief. “I know.” More tears came. “Raqip, we can’t thank you enough for finding our children.”

“Yes, we can’t,” my father added.

After the meal, Anisa served tea.

It was almost noon when we set out to leave. Raqip extended a hand to me, but I bypassed it and hugged him instead. Anisa and Mika joined.

“May Allah keep you safe,” Raqip said.

At the gate, I looked back and saw Anisa and Raqip leaning into each other. They smiled and waved. Despite the pain inflicted upon us, there was hope. Goodness in humanity shown in the form of a humble man with limited means. In the shape of a giver. A tall man named Raqip.

Mika and I waved back until we lost sight of them.
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A youth collected the bus fare from our fathers and assigned us four seats at the back. I put my head on my father’s lap and began to take in the smell of his freshly cleaned clothes.

“Aabo, I waited for you to come.” Relief washed over me that he was here. But why couldn’t he have come sooner? Before we were violated. Before we lost Sara. “Every night, I thought that was the night you’d find me . . . but you didn’t come. You didn’t find me.” I tried to assess my father’s reaction, but his face was blank. Void of any expression I could read. “Everyone told us you weren’t coming, but I refused to believe them.”

“Nora laughed at us every time we said our fathers were coming.” Mika didn’t move as she spoke.

“I’m sorry, child.” My father closed his eyes, inhaling long and loud breaths. “We came at that door to that compound so many times. They wouldn’t admit you were there.” My father grimaced. “They threatened us harm if we didn’t leave.”

He drew another painful breath, and I felt sorry for asking him, questioning his commitment to me.

“We went to the government offices.” Mika’s father looked at my father. “But they were no help. They only told us there was no proof you were there. No matter how many times we explained, the government people insisted you must be runaways.”

The muscles around my neck and shoulders stiffened with the pain of his words.

Mika’s father took her hand. “We knew you didn’t leave on your own and you were in that dreadful place. Still, we had no power to storm their gates. Knowing you were there, and that we couldn’t get to you, devastated us.”

“I’m sorry, Aabo,” Mika said.

It was quiet again for a minute, except for the sound of the other passengers boarding.

“Where is Sara?” My father’s forehead creased with a deep frown, like he’d just realized three of us were taken by the kidnappers and only two returned. “The two of us didn’t know we’d each received a note until we met at the bus depot. We’d expected Sara’s stepfather to join us, but he didn’t.”

“Sara volunteered for one of Shaban’s missions,” Mika said. “We tried to tell her not to believe him.”

“His suicide missions?” The shock was evident in my father’s tone. “So, she’s dead?”

“Her mother will be devastated,” Mika’s father said.

“Oh, poor Layla!” My father sighed.

Both Mika and I were sitting by this time, staring at our fathers.

“Aabo, we tried. We did.” I spoke fast. “But she refused to hear us. We spoke to her for hours. Told her about her family. Her mother. Her little brothers. We could do nothing to change her mind.”

“Did he force her to do it?”

“He convinced her,” Mika said. “It was so easy to believe him.”

“And she didn’t want to come back home because of her stepfather.” I took my father’s hand and ran my thumb across a cut on the back of his little finger. “I am sorry, Aabo.”

“We knew she lost hope of returning home when she didn’t join us the first time we tried to escape,” Mika added.

“I’m sorry, Aabo,” I said again.

He placed a finger on my lips. “Hush, child. You have nothing to be sorry about.” He stroked my hair.

For the first time since the kidnapping, I felt safe with my father, and my best friend Mika was with her father too. We were on our way home to be reunited with the rest of our families. “I love you, Aabo.”

“I love you too, Rada,” my father said. “I love you so much.” He continued to stroke my hair until I fell asleep, my head resting on his lap again. The gentle lull of the bus led us home.
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We arrived at Marka late that afternoon. The boats back from their last run of the day were lined up on the beach. The fishermen were busy unloading their catch. I held my breath and readied myself for all the hugging that would follow the second our feet touched the ground, ready to absorb the joy that came with our safe return. To hear the well-wishers loud and clear. Clutching onto my father’s elbow, I waited for the celebration I knew would follow—the jubilation. I anticipated a crowd of people rushing at us with pent-up gratitude.

But no sound came to my ears except the call of the Asr prayer from the masjid. The sea of people I’d imagined coming at us were nowhere in sight. Maybe they didn’t know we were arriving. I remembered how the note from the elder didn’t identify us for fear of being found out. Even Mika’s father and my father didn’t know the other was coming until they met at the bus depot early that morning. I scanned the area around me, but something was amiss. It wasn’t only the missing welcome that stood out to me. Those who saw us didn’t offer more than hurried glances, as if our presence repelled them.

“Why is everyone looking away?” Mika gave voice to my thoughts. “Where is everyone?” She tugged at her father’s arm, for he was looking straight ahead.

My father did the same. He kept my hand within his but stared ahead.

“Don’t mind them.” Mika’s father locked eyes with my father. “Let us get you home.”

“They didn’t know we were coming,” I said to Mika.

Neither of our fathers said anything.

Hand in hand, we walked the rest of the way in silence. At the gate of our homestead, I hugged Mika goodbye. My father and I went into our yard, and Mika and her father walked toward their home.

My mother and brothers were upon me before I saw them coming. Wrapped in each other’s arms by the main gate to our homestead, they called my name as I repeated theirs one after the other. The setting sun beamed red-golden rays. We hugged and cried for a long time, letting the tears of joy cover us without care.

After a while, Olay untangled himself from us. “Rada, we tried to stop them from taking you.”

“I know.” The guilt in my brother’s voice carried me back to that dreadful day. “I saw you.”

“We did,” Oma added. “I had a lock of your hair in my hand when we got home.”

“I know.” I kissed Oma on the forehead. “I was there.”

“We didn’t want the men to take you.” Olay’s voice cracked. “I didn’t let go until he hit me with the butt of his gun.”

“You were brave. Both of you.” I gathered my brothers in my embrace. “You fought hard.” I let go and looked into their eyes to make sure they saw I was sincere. “I was there. I saw you fight for me.”

“We didn’t want them to take you,” Oma repeated.

“I know you didn’t.”

“We love you, Rada.” My brothers said in unison.

Oma and Olay’s resolve to show me their guilt turned into loud and excruciating sobs. My parents and I soon joined them in their sorrow. All five of us cried for a long time until my father suggested we go inside the house.

“I’m sorry, Hooyo,” I said as soon as we sat down at the kitchen table. “I should’ve listened to you.”

“Rada, this was not your fault.” She looked at me with kind eyes. “I want you to know that.”

“You warned me about the danger. Only I refused to listen,” I lamented. “If I’d only listened to one of those warnings.”

“Rada, you’re a child.” She continued, “Children break the rules sometimes.”

“Still, I should’ve listened to you.”

“Rada, I should’ve explained myself better.” My mother kissed my hand. “You were right. When I looked at you, I saw my sister, not you.” My mother’s statement was heavy with regret. “I’m sorry.”

The memory of that dreaded day filled my mind. “You’d told me to come home with the teachers and Oma and Olay.” I stopped and waited until my mother nodded. “If I’d listened and waited for the teachers inside, none of this would have happened.”

“You don’t know that.”

“They wouldn’t have come inside the school if we didn’t venture outside.”

“Rada, if you’d walked home with the teachers that day, they would’ve found another day to kidnap you.” There was so much gentleness in my mother’s tone. Gone were the sharp words she’d often used before the kidnapping. “You were just a child wanting a little excitement.” My mother got up from the table. “You didn’t leave the school to be kidnapped.”

“But if I’d waited inside for the teachers—”

“Rada.” My mother interrupted before I could finish. “This was not your fault. Do you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t deserve what happened to you. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“It’s the kidnappers’ fault. All of it. Do you understand?”

“I know.”

“I’m not mad at you.”

“Okay.”

“I’m so grateful that you are home. I’d feared I might never see this day,” my mother said.

“I thought I would never see you too.”

“Let’s not dwell in the past,” my father said. “We need to show our gratitude for your safe return. May Allah show us the right path.”

He was right.

My mother turned and went to the kitchen. Soon she laid out the elaborate meal she’d prepared—all my favorites: roasted salmon, baked sweet potatoes, and homemade bread. I ate more bread in one sitting than I’d ever eaten before.

“You made a lemon cake?” I laughed with joy at the sight of the dessert plate.

After my third slice, my mother took the tray away. “You’ll have more tomorrow.” Her voice was so gentle.

“Everything tastes better than it did before.” I continued to lick my lips long after I put the fork down, the sweetness lingering in my mouth. “Thank you, Hooyo.”

My mother handed me a large cup of tea. The aroma of cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, and ginger mesmerized me.

“Take it. It is for you.”

After sending the boys to bed, my mother went to the kitchen and refilled the oil lamps. Soon the house was awash with an orange glow of light. Then I sat down with my parents.

“Rada, what did they do to you?” my mother asked bluntly.

I flinched like she’d slapped me. There was so much to tell her. Only I didn’t know where to begin.

“He married Mika and Sara off, and he took me for himself.”

“Oh, Rada, I am so sorry,” my mother said. “What happened to Sara? Aabo said she wasn’t with you.”

“Don’t ask.” My father coughed, as if choking on his words. He shut his eyes tight. His lashes shone with the tears that pooled under them. “Alia, don’t.”

“Hooyo, Sara is dead.”

“Dead?” My mother’s mouth hung open after the word left her lips. “When Raqip’s note said there were two girls, we thought maybe she wasn’t there when you escaped.”

“They sent her to blow up the Bakaara market.” I struggled to breathe as my lungs worked hard to fulfill my need for oxygen. “She seemed to believe everything Shaban said. I don’t know why she couldn’t see the lies he weaved.” I took a drink of my tea. “Mika and I tried to stop her, but she wouldn’t listen.”

My mother’s face contorted. “What happened to you and your friends is beyond you, beyond all of us. You did your best.” My mother cradled my hand, caressing my knuckles with her thumb.

“I saw Sara that night.” The image of her tiny frame reflected in a mirror came to me. “They sent her off with the boy, Isxaaq, the one they married her to.”

“I’m sorry, Rada.” My mother kissed me on the forehead. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

I couldn’t tell my mother that was one of the easier things I endured.

“You know what Shaban said?” My voice threatened to betray me. I didn’t want to cry and spoil the feeling of home we were enjoying. “He said it was Allah’s will that this happened. That Sara and Isxaaq did the work of the great people. How could that be? A twelve-year-old girl and a boy not much older, dying. They destroyed an entire market and all the lives within it. How could that be Allah’s will?” I barely finished speaking when the tears I’d been holding back broke the dam. My shoulders shook, and my chest heaved.

“It’s a man’s doing, Rada, not Allah’s. Allah is not on their side.” My father’s words came laden with condemnation, and his voice shook. “Allah will abandon them in their hour of need for committing such acts in His name. Shaban is no different than the enemy he claims to combat.” My father sighed. “They attack villages and remote towns. They kill innocent people, just like he did when he sent those children to kill people in the market.”

“You knew?” Before the kidnapping, I’d heard my father tell my mother something about this a few times. But it was always in passing. It didn’t sound serious.

“Yes. And innocent people are killed by the foreigners claiming they are targeting people like Shaban. But I want you to know that Shaban is not doing Allah’s work.” My father took my hand, the palm facing up. He put his open hand over it. “Allah is not on his side. Allah will abandon him. Rada, do you understand? Allah is not on his side.”

“I understand.” I did, but why hadn’t I heard Shaban’s name until I was in his evil grip? “So, the adults in Marka knew about Shaban, and no one said anything?”

“We didn’t want to frighten you,” my father said apologetically. “But we never thought he’d come and snatch you from in front of the school.”

“What did you think he was going to do?”

“He used to send men to threaten us. If we agreed to pay him off, he’d disappear for months.”

“Pay him?”

“Yes. But remember, Allah is not on his side.” My father squeezed my hand. “It’s the devil’s job, what he is doing. Not Allah’s.”

“I know, Aabo.”

My father was getting agitated. His hand was shaking over mine.

“I know how evil he is,” I said, deciding to lead the talk away from Shaban. “The Hussein twins were there.”

“The twins?” Both my parents turned to me at once.

“They wouldn’t speak to us until after Sara’s death. Even when I addressed them directly, they wouldn’t say anything. When they finally did talk to us, they said very little.” I thought of telling my parents the Silent Sisters left home on their own and participated in one of Shaban’s missions, but I decided against it. I didn’t want to impede their chance of coming home. “The people in the compound called them the Silent Sisters.”

“We must tell other parents what happened.” My mother’s anger rose. “They need to hear about Sara’s death. They need to hear that the twins are still alive. We must tell them the way these men have violated our children. We must say it is wrong. It is wrong, Sharif. Other parents must understand it could happen to their children.”

“Hooyo, I don’t want to talk about it, not to the others. Please, Hooyo, don’t make me. I didn’t even want to tell you, and you are my mother. You can’t imagine how horrible it is remembering, let alone speaking of it. Please, Hooyo,” I sobbed.

“I won’t, sweet child.” My mother’s voice softened. “I won’t make you.”

“You don’t have to.” My father sighed. “May Allah heal your wounds.” He extended his hands skyward in a gesture of prayer.

“Amiin,” I prayed.
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A long moment of silence passed between us before my mother got up and left the room. In the company of the blazing fire coming from the hearth, my father and I sat in the presence of silence. There was no need for words.

My mother extended her hand when she returned over twenty minutes later, even though it felt much shorter than that at the time. “Come with me.”

Without a fuss, I got up, placed my hand within hers, and let her guide me.

She stopped before she opened the bathroom door. “I want to help you wash.” She hesitated, as if she feared I would reject the offer. When my mother last tried to help me shower, I must have been six or seven years old. At the time, I’d vehemently complained about her treating me like a child for hours until she relented.

She stepped inside the bathroom and moved to the other side of the washtub. “I have a mixture of cracked oats, honey, and healing herbs.” My mother didn’t explain why I needed healing herbs, and I didn’t ask. “I think you should sit in it.” She pointed at a thick gooey concoction that filled the tub halfway to the top.

I didn’t realize I desperately needed this treatment until I was in the tub. I moaned against the good pain—soothing parts of my body that had been so abused.

“What is this?” She traced the scars on my back with her finger.

“Nora beat us with a belt.”

“Nora?” My mother put a question on the name, maybe to highlight her shock that a woman would do this to us. “Why?”

“She needed no reason. But this was because we didn’t want to blindly obey her.”

For the hour that followed, as she passed me shampoo for my hair and fresh water to clean off the sticky mix, my mother cried. Not aloud, but tears ran down her cheeks nonstop. “I am sorry, child.” She wiped the tears, sniffing them back with no success. By the time she handed me a clean towel, she had abandoned any attempt to hide her sorrow from me. “I am sorry.”

“I know, Hooyo.”

When I was dressed in my own nightgown, we emerged from the bathroom, my mother’s face red with tears. My father, still sitting in the spot we’d left him, wore the same expression on his face. He looked up at us momentarily but said nothing as we passed him on our way toward my bedroom.

On my bed, my mother gave me a thick body butter for my skin. She fussed over my blanket and insisted on tucking me in like she’d done when I was a little girl. Before the kidnapping, I would’ve rejected her doing it. Now, I was ecstatic to have her in my room. I pulled my favorite blanket around me tighter, and my mother kissed me on the forehead. She walked to the door, then returned, repeating the process all over again.

“It’s good to have you home,” she said.

“It’s good to be home,” I said. In Shaban’s compound, I wouldn’t have been able to imagine such happiness as I was experiencing right now. “I love you, Hooyo.”

“I love you, Rada.” My mother hesitated to leave, as if I would disappear like I’d done before if she left me alone for the night. “Good night, my child.” She finally turned around and left.

My father came into my room less than a minute after my mother closed my door. He sat at the foot of my bed. The last thing I remember before sleep claimed me was my father reciting verses from the Qur’an. His calloused hand rested on my feet.

The following day, I went straight back to bed after breakfast. The luxury of getting into bed without the fear of violation elated me. I didn’t want to read or play a game, even when Oma and Olay asked me. I stayed tucked in, the freedom to stay in bed priceless.

But my mother came to my room an hour after I’d tucked myself in. “You have visitors. Sara’s parents are here. The elder is also here with Mika and her parents.”

“Is Hiba with them?” I wondered if the twins’ mother would come to inquire about her girls.

“No, I hear she isn’t feeling well. Maybe you can visit her later.”

I nodded in agreement. I didn’t want to see anyone, especially not Sara’s parents. But I had to go. If a mother has lost her child, she deserves to know. I just wished I wasn’t the one to have to tell her.

In the common room, the flames from the clay oven for the morning bread had diminished, but the remnants of the heat from the red-hot coals kept the room warm. My mother made tea, and each of the adults held a sizeable steaming mug. The three fathers and the elder took the cushioned seats against the back wall. The mothers—Mika’s, Sara’s, and mine—sat on stools next to Mika.

I kissed Mika’s mother’s hand, like we always did when greeting adults. “How are you, auntie?”

She turned my hand over and kissed mine back. “I’m well now. How are you?”

“I am well.” I felt more than well. The joy of my brothers’ constant company, my mother’s perpetual smile, and my father’s recitation of the Qur’an had filled me to the brim. We were together, a family again. Yes, I was more than well. “Thank you for asking,” I added.

Sara’s mother extended her hand to me. I didn’t take it but bent over and hugged her instead. My arms around her neck, Mika joined me. The three of us stayed in that embrace for some minutes.

“Where is my daughter?” Sara’s mother asked as soon as I sat down. “Where is my Sara?” She interlocked her fingers until her knuckles cracked. “Was she okay when you left her?”

“No, she wasn’t,” I admitted. I wished I could’ve given her the response she wanted, but I couldn’t. “I’m sorry.”

“Where’s my child?”

“I’m so sorry,” Mika said.

“Where’s my Sara?” Layla repeated, this time louder.

The words had sharp edges that dug into my flesh. “Sara . . .” I stopped, unable to utter the words I knew would shatter her. The sight of her—waiting, watching, with so much hope in her eyes—broke my heart.

“Sara died.” Mika finally released the dreaded words.

“Died?” Layla leaned back like the statement had smacked her on the face.

“In an explosion,” I added, and I prayed she wouldn’t ask for details.

Sara’s mother flung her hands in the air and erupted into hysterical wailing that rang throughout the house.

“Layla.” My father rubbed his hands together. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“We all are,” Mika’s father added.

“To lose a child is beyond tragedy,” the elder said.

“My daughter died,” Layla wailed. “Inaa Lillahi wa inaa Ilayhi rajicuun. My child was killed in an explosion. La xawla walaa quwata illaa Bilaah. My baby, oh Allah, my child.”

Her loud cries took hold of the space around us, and we cried with her. Everyone in the room, even the men, wept.

“My Sara. Why my Sara? Why did she have to die? Why her?” Layla directed the question to Mika and me.

I wasn’t answering her question with the truth. I couldn’t.

“The girls have no way of knowing that.” My father used his shawl to dry his tears. “Shaban made the evil decision.”

Her husband went to her and took her in his arms. “Layla, get ahold of yourself,” he said before he lost control of his emotions too.

The way he broke down and cried alongside Layla, it seemed as though Sara’s loss hurt him as much as it devastated her mother. Was his emotional display real? Would Sara have believed his sorrow had she seen him fall apart in front of other men?

“What did you do to my child?” Sara’s mother asked. “Why, oh Allah, why?”

Neither Mika nor I answered her. She didn’t want that answer.

“Layla, Mika and Rada did nothing to Sara,” Mika’s mother responded instead.

Layla might not have heard her because she continued to wail. The few minutes that followed, Layla’s wailing punctuated the silence. After some time, the elder raised his hand. He waited to get Layla and her husband’s attention, but neither of the two acknowledged him. They held on to each other. The husband cried quietly while his wife announced her grief in loud, angry words mixed with tears. Every few seconds, she’d stop. “Why my Sara? Why her?” she’d ask and erupt in an earsplitting cry.

The elder cleared his throat and spoke phrases intended to comfort in the space Sara’s mother didn’t fill with her wailing. “I know we lost Sara, and the Hussein daughters are still missing.” He inhaled here. “But we must say alxamdu Lillah for the two we have among us.”

Sara’s mother didn’t seem to hear the elder at first. She continued with her mix of questions and crying. The elder repeated his comments twice more, but he lost his words beneath the power of her sorrow. Even after her husband composed himself, Layla continued to cry, halting only for a second or two to catch her breath and wipe her tears.

The elder ran his hand through his thinning white hair. “Let us take comfort in the gift Allah has given us in Rada and Mika and pray for good news for the other girls.”

“Amiin,” the adults in the room, except for Layla and her husband, responded to the elder’s comments.

If the elder intended to soothe Layla, his words had the opposite effect. Sara’s mother stopped suddenly and glared at him.

“They blew up my child to bits like she belonged to no one.” Her grief was replaced by boiling, angry passion. She seethed. “And you are asking me to give thanks?” Spittle flew from her mouth and landed on the ground beneath her feet. She pointed a long finger at him. “Give thanks for what?” She paused and inhaled. “Give thanks because my child is dead?”

She glared at my parents, then moved to Mika’s. She was looking at two sets of parents with their children safely at home. “Is that what you are asking of me?” She looked back at the elder, who appeared so calm it was hard to know if he’d heard her question.

The elder didn’t shrink from her sharp words but instead spoke gently. “That is Allah’s will. Each soul must taste death, some sooner than we’d like, but that is Allah’s will.”

“Allah’s will. Allah’s will. Allah’s will. Allah’s will?” she shouted, no trace of sadness in her voice now. She rocked back and forth with rage. “Allah’s will to lose my child and not even have a body to bury?” She leaned on her husband. “To not have a single bone of hers to say, ‘This was my child, and she is no longer here’? To mark her grave and not know the day she died like I knew the day she was born?”

Her outrage, directed at the elder first, soon turned to Mika and me. “These two escaped only after my child was lost?” She stared at us, her indignation rising higher after each word. The sight of her face burning with uncontrolled outrage made my guilt of surviving even stronger. “They waited that long? Why?”

“It’s not their fault. It’s the evil men who did this,” my mother said. “I know it is painful to lose a child, but you can’t hold the girls responsible.”

“It’s easy for you to say that because you have yours.” A fresh round of tears followed. “Why Sara and not them?” Layla tilted her head to my mother’s side.

“The girls have . . .” my mother hesitated. “Mika and Rada have suffered enough, and it is unfair of you to accuse them.”

“Unfair?” Layla shrieked. “Let me tell you what is unfair. It is unfair to lose my only daughter.” She glared at my mother. “Why?”

I thought of telling her Sara had volunteered. She had believed Shaban’s stories and wanted to right all the wrongs. Mika and I had tried to dissuade her, but she refused to hear us. But I didn’t. Layla wouldn’t have believed me. I didn’t blame her.

“Shaban chose her,” I said and stopped to see if that was enough.

It wasn’t. She wanted more.

“We don’t know why,” I lied.

Layla scoffed. “Sara was the youngest, and he sent her?” She laughed for a few seconds.

“I am very sorry you suffered a devastating loss, but I must ask you to leave our girls alone.” Mika’s mother was firm.

Layla began to snicker, which transformed into loud and terrifying laughter. Was she going mad with grief? The sound must have startled her husband because he bolted up. “I think we should go now.”

“Here.” Mika extended her hand toward Layla. “Sara’s broach. We found it in the compound after she died.”

Layla snatched the pin from Mika and turned it over in her hand. “You have your children, and this is all I have left of mine.” She held the broach in the palm of her hand. “My Sara,” she said and began to cry again. “This is all I have of my Sara.”

“Rada, Mika, why don’t you go outside for a little while?” my father said. “I will come and get you if needed.”

“Hide your children from the witch that lost hers,” Layla yelled. “Away from here to protect them from my evil eye.” Her screaming turned into loud sobs as we hurried from the room.

“I feel so bad for Layla,” I said when we reached the yard, away from the adults.

“It’s so sad.” Mika thought for a couple of seconds. “She doesn’t even get to see her body.”

“We were there, and I am still struggling to accept Sara is gone.”

“Are you excited to go back to school?” Mika changed the subject.

It was abrupt, but I was grateful she did. We needed to get away from the sorrow that refused to abate.

“I can’t wait.” I smiled. “But people will have too many questions.” I hoped Mika didn’t notice the worry in my tone.

“That would be better than not talking to us. I can’t wait to take my lessons,” Mika said. “I can’t wait to learn more.”

We sat under the Qurac tree in the middle of the yard and talked about how we’d start up all the gossip mills we’d left churning. Despite Layla’s horrible accusation that rattled me, when Mika and I parted ways that afternoon, we said goodbye with a sense of hope for a better future ahead.
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My mother and I went to Hiba’s house the following night. Even though I dreaded the visit to another mother with missing children, this was not the same as seeing Sara’s mother. The twins were alive. This was good news worth sharing with their mother.

“How are you?” I greeted Hiba.

My mother and I stood in the middle of her kitchen. She didn’t offer us a seat or anything to drink. Under the bright light of the oil lamp—her hair unkempt and her scarf only covering half her head—she didn’t inquire about her girls. She only glanced up from the pot on the fire like we’d intruded on her otherwise-uneventful evening.

“Haweeya and Halima were alive when we left,” I said. “Insha Allah, they’ll find a way out.”

She looked at me for a fraction of a second, then looked away. “Insha Allah,” she said, dismissing me.

I waited for her to ask questions or to shout with joy that her twins were alive. Instead, she turned back to the pot and began stirring—slowly at first, then faster and faster. The movement of her ladle grew frantic, maybe mimicking a mind riddled with unexpressed thoughts. Unspent grief.

“They were together all the time. They even shared a bedroom.”

I thought such words would settle her anxious mind. If they did or not, I couldn’t tell. She continued to stir. To gain her attention, I moved to the other side of the cooking fire, directly before her.

“At least they have each other.”

With Sara’s mother, I had wanted the meeting to end. Just as much, I wanted Hiba to say something. I wanted her to take comfort in the news that her twins were still alive. But she didn’t seem to care. My mother and I stood around for a few more minutes waiting for a response that never came.

“I have to go now,” I said, gaining another momentary acknowledgment from her. Soon she was back stirring the pot at a faster pace than before. “May peace be upon you,” I said, though it was obvious the woman had known no peace for a long time.

Holding hands, my mother and I left.

On our way home, a fresh bout of grief enveloped me with its powerful wings. “I expected Hiba to ask what happened to her girls.”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to know the details.” My mother arched her brows, giving me a serious look.

“Why?” A mother not wanting to know about her children sounded nothing short of sacrilege.

“It’s hard for a mother to hear.” My mother lifted my hand in hers up to her lips and kissed it. “The horror of it.”

“But Layla wanted to know.” I replayed in my mind the image of Sara’s mother, sad and furious all at once, alongside Hiba’s silence. “She wanted to hold us responsible for Sara’s death. But Hiba showed no reaction to the news that her missing twins were alive. She didn’t ask how they got there and why they didn’t escape with us.”

“People deal with loss differently.”

“Would you want to know if that were me?”

My mother flinched. Her hand in mine jerked. “I want to say yes, because you’re here, walking next to me.” My mother turned to me for a few seconds. “I have not suffered a loss like theirs. If I had, I don’t know how I would have reacted.” She looked at the road ahead. We were silent for a few moments. When she continued, my mother’s voice was heavy, full of melancholy. “We can’t deem one mother’s grief better than the other. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, but I wasn’t sure I understood the shades of grief. The colors of loss.

“I love you, Rada.”

“I love you more.”

We walked the rest of the way in silence. The sounds coming from behind the closed doors we passed reached us in whispers. The glow of their fires merged with the red rays of the setting sun, adding to the beauty of home amid so much heartache.
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There was a noise in my room. Tucked under the blanket, my body recoiled. All the muscles tensed. For a second, I didn’t know where I was. “Hooyo, is that you?”

“Yes, Rada.” She sat next to me. “Get ready for school.” My mother smiled, but her tone was heavy and her voice hoarse. “You don’t have much time.”

I wound my arms around my mother’s neck, ecstatic, for today I would be returning to my beloved school. “I’m so happy.”

“I know, child.” Her face twisted when she called me “child,” as if the word had reminded her of something painful. “Your father is waiting.” She took my arms off her neck and stood to leave. “The boys are ready.”

I got dressed quickly and followed my mother to the kitchen. I ate breakfast, and my mother laughed as I pushed a large piece of bread and a chunk of fried egg into my mouth. I picked up my lunch flask, attached it to my book bag, and slung it over my shoulder. “Where are the boys?”

She wiped her face and smeared a line of flour dust across her brow. “They’re waiting outside.” She tilted her head. “Go in the room and let your father know you’re ready.”

“Why?”

“He wants to see you back to the school.”

There was a part of me that wished I could protest, to say I was old enough to see myself back to school, but I didn’t. “Aabo,” I called my father instead. “I’m ready.”

My father emerged from his room wearing the outfit he usually wore to Friday prayers—a long-sleeved white shirt, a handwoven shawl made of an array of bright colors on his shoulder, and khaki pants. This was different than the navy blue or black overalls he always wore under his work apron.

“May Allah be with you.” He went to the cooking area and kissed my mother on the head.

In the middle of the lane, I watched in the direction of Mika’s home. In any minute, she would be approaching, but neither Mika nor her sister had appeared.

“Where is Mika?” I asked to no one in particular. The last time we’d spoken, Mika was as excited for this morning as I was. What had changed? “She must be sick,” I answered my own question. “Mika wouldn’t miss school unless she was too ill to come.”

Returning to school without Mika by my side scared me. The idea of facing the mixture of stares and questions from students all alone unsettled my nerves.

“Aabo, can I run to her house and check?”

“You’ll see her at school,” my father said.

“You’re right.” I turned my focus to the day ahead. The chance of sitting in a class and taking lessons lifted my spirits and excited me. The simple thought of a pencil over the page calmed me.

“Assalamu alaikum.” The principal, Mr. Ahmed, met us by the school gate as if he were waiting for us, expecting us to arrive at that very moment when we reached the school grounds. “You should have left Rada at home.”

His face didn’t light up when he saw me, as I’d expected. His eyes glazed and moved to my father in the same way the people in the market had looked away.

“Good morning, Mr. Ahmed,” I said.

He didn’t acknowledge me. Didn’t return my greeting in kind. He turned around and walked toward his office. My father, my brothers, and I followed behind the principal.

“Rada is looking forward to starting her lessons,” my father said when we reached the door of the principal’s small office.

“It would have been best if she’d stayed at home.”

“Should I have her wait outside?” My father sounded surprised by the principal’s preoccupation with my presence.

“No, no,” Mr. Ahmed responded with a start. “She can’t, not out here.” He opened the door. “The boys can go to class, but you and Rada will come with me.” He directed us into his office.

Mr. Ahmed had only one chair in front of his desk, so he invited my father to take it. He busied himself clearing another one buried under a heap of boxes and papers.

“Sit here.” He looked at me and pointed at the cleared seat. “Now.” He spoke to me as if I were a student sent by a teacher to the office for an infraction.

I stared at the wall clock behind the principal’s desk and pretended I hadn’t heard him. I wanted him to be done with whatever he wanted to say to my father so I could go to class. The minutes ticked by.

“Rada, sit,” Mr. Ahmed said, sharply and intensely.

The order didn’t come with the kindness I’d remembered. He’d often addressed me as one of his best students. I took the seat to appease him.

“Mr. Nassir, I can’t take Rada as one of my pupils.” He didn’t linger on the statement but turned to papers on his desk and pulled out a “sheet of withdrawal” to explain what he’d just said. “She can’t be a student in this school.” He stopped and looked up, perhaps to measure the impact of his statement on my father.

“She only missed a few weeks, and she has been studying ever since she came home. Test her if you’d like.” My father spoke fast, like the words would run away from him if he didn’t use them right away. “She is ready for her classes. She wanted to start the day after her return, but her mother and I suggested that she rest a few days.” He inhaled and exhaled. “She is ready.”

“Look, I know Rada is very smart and would pass if I were to test her right now. She was one of my best students.”

“Was?” My father stretched the word into a full sentence to show his shock. “What do you mean ‘she was’?” He was quiet for a few seconds. The silence around us added to the weight of his giving the principal an opportunity to explain.

Mr. Ahmed didn’t, and my father continued. “Rada is your student, your best student. She is not dead. She is sitting right in front of you.”

“This is a school for girls and boys,” Mr. Ahmed said calmly. So calmly, I thought I’d missed something and it was all a misunderstanding. But it wasn’t.

“Rada is not a girl anymore.” Mr. Ahmed continued with the same even tone he’d started with. “She is a woman with experiences I do not want the other girls to be influenced by.”

“She is thirteen. A child.” My father pushed through the shock of the principal’s claim. “Did you hear me? She is a child!”

“She may be thirteen, but she is not a child, for she has known a man’s bed.”

“A man’s bed?” My father jumped out of his chair. “Why are you doing this to my daughter?”

“It’s not because she is your daughter or someone else’s or even mine. This is the reality.”

Mr. Ahmed, of all people—a man who bragged about my intelligence and future promise from before I’d finished first grade—was saying this. What would the others say?

“It’s my duty to protect the innocent children in my care,” he continued.

“Rada deserves no protection?”

The answer to my father’s question was plain as day by the condescending way Mr. Ahmed responded. “The parents are demanding I not allow Rada or Mika back.” He took a deep breath. “Some have even threatened to take their children out if I allow them to return.”

“Who are these parents? Give me their names.” My father stepped back, but his voice boomed.

Mr. Ahmed massaged the back of his neck. “I can’t do that.”

“They come to me when they have problems with their spouses, with their children, and with each other, and now they want to push my daughter out?” My father walked toward the door, stopped, turned around, and faced Mr. Ahmed, who had just emerged from behind his desk. “How about you, Ahmed? You agree with them?”

“We both know Rada doesn’t belong here anymore, not after what happened.”

“My daughter is like all the other children. Anyone who says otherwise must say it to my face.” My father’s voice continued to gain strength. It never cracked. “This is my daughter’s future.”

“I understand you’re upset,” Mr. Ahmed began.

“Upset?! Upset is losing a coin in your pocket or locking your door with your keys inside.” He inhaled loudly and quickly. “Upset is leaving your sharpened knife at home. This is tragic. My daughter’s future is being destroyed, and you say this upsets me?”

“I can’t have your daughter in this school. Rada can’t be among girls and boys. That’s a fact.”

My father knocked the chair behind him to one side. It landed on its back with a loud crash. “This is not the end. I will take this to the elder. Be ready with the names of those parents. They must, you must, give me a better reason for not letting my daughter attend school.”

“Aabo.” I tugged at my father’s hand. “Let’s go.” Tears I’d been trying to keep inside rushed out. “I want to go home, Aabo, please.”

My father didn’t move. I tugged at his hand harder to make him hurry. I wanted to hide from a world that didn’t care about me.

My father took my hand. “Rada, do not worry. You will be back before the exams.” He directed his statement to me, but he was speaking to the principal.

“Sharif, if you want my advice, find the man who kidnapped your daughter and demand that he marry her with your blessing. If you insist on it, he’ll have no choice but to do right by her.”

My father dropped my hand and turned to Mr. Ahmed, who by this time had left the safety of his desk and was following us to the door.

“You are suggesting I give my child to the man who raped her?”

This was the first time my father had used that awful word, and its coming out of his mouth startled me.

“Is that what you are saying?” My father took two steps toward the principal. I feared he’d strike him.

“I’m sorry.” Mr. Ahmed shrugged.

“Aabo.” I reached for him again. “We have to go home.”

He flicked my hand away and continued to move toward the principal in decisive steps. When he spoke again, his face was inches from Mr. Ahmed’s.

“Keep your suggestions to yourself. This is Rada’s community, her school, and her family, and I intend to keep her here.”

Mr. Ahmed stared at his hands and said, “In that case, find her a different school.”

“A different school?” my father yelled. “This is her school.”

Mr. Ahmed stepped away from my father. “With her intelligence, there might be another school in the capital willing to overlook her transgressions and admit her.”

My father’s rage intensified. “‘Her transgressions’? They kidnapped my daughter in front of this school, and you call it ‘her transgressions’?” His voice cracked now. “She was in your care when they took her, and you call that ‘her transgressions’? Her safety was your responsibility!” I thought he’d lunge at the principal, but my father collected himself. “I’ll be back soon.” That last sentence came very decisively.

“I mean no harm,” Mr. Ahmed began. “I only speak the truth of the matter. I am telling you, and the elder will tell you the same, Rada’s place is with her husband.”

“Her husband? What husband?”

My father and Mr. Ahmed glared at each other, anger-laden disagreement simmering between them.






TWENTY-FIVE
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My mother was working on the potato patch when my father and I arrived. She looked up, holding the spade in her right hand, her left hand over her face to shield her eyes from the bright morning sun.

“Oh, Rada.” She didn’t seem surprised to see me standing before her, my unopened lunch flask and schoolbag still slung over my shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

Did she know Mr. Ahmed would throw me out? Deem me dirty and unworthy?

“Hooyo!” I ran to her and wrapped my arms around her waist. “Mr. Ahmed didn’t want me at the school.”

“I’m sorry, child.” My mother rested her hand on my head, her fingers filling the spaces between my braids. “Sharif, I told you.” She didn’t sound angry at my father, more like someone hearing something they expected all along. “I should have insisted on your leaving her at home. Only I hoped it would be different this time.”

She did know. My parents had discussed my return to school and contemplated whether to send me or not. That realization surprised me, for I thought I would return to the regular life I’d left behind. Like all the other children. A child if not for the single thing that marked me forever.

“He called the calamity that happened to my Rada ‘her transgression.’” The walk from the school to home hadn’t diminished my father’s rage—not even a single decibel. His voice boomed as loud as it did in Mr. Ahmed’s office. “He’d prepared her withdrawal papers before we got there.”

My mother hung her head. She didn’t say anything. But the way her forehead creased, her brows drawing closer together, spoke volumes.

“One man violated my daughter.” My father took two steps toward the house. He stopped, turned around, and faced my mother. “I’m not going to allow another man to throw her future away.” His statement was final. Undisputed determination in his step, he walked the rest of the way to the house.

“Come with me, child.” My mother unfastened my hands from around her waist. She placed her hand between my shoulders and nudged me forward. “Let’s go inside.” We followed my father into the house.

She must have been waiting for us because it was not lunchtime, but my mother had prepared the meal. In the kitchen, she uncovered the clay pot on the cooking fire. The beautiful smell of lentil soup, my favorite, wafted in the room.

My father took the seat at the head of the kitchen table, put his elbows on the table—something both he and my mother didn’t let us do—and stared into the distance. My mother poured soup for my father and me in her flowery bowls for special occasions, good occasions, like Eid and Ramadan. Why she decided to use them for this miserable day, I couldn’t fathom. But I didn’t ask her because the lump of sadness that had formed in my throat in Mr. Ahmed’s office had grown. It was hard to breathe, let alone speak.

My mother put one bowl of soup between my father’s elbows, still resting on the table, and another in front of me. She returned to the kitchen and gave each of us another bowl of diced tomatoes and corn salad. She served herself the same and began eating. After each bite, she would look at my father and me in turn for a few seconds before returning to her food. A few minutes passed before she put down her spoon.

“Sharif, you should eat so this child here will eat.”

My father, lost in his thoughts, seemed startled by my mother’s address. It took several seconds before he’d collected himself enough to speak. “I’m not one they can push around,” he said like a man who’d decided. “Not when it comes to my family.”

“You’ll have to put some food in your belly to do anything,” my mother said. Even though I read something akin to dread on her face by the way her lips quivered, her eyes were filled with tears that didn’t spill to her face. And her hand shook when she reached for her spoon again. “Let us eat, and we will deal with this later. Not eating accomplishes nothing.”

Those were the same things she’d always said to me when all I wanted to do was complain about something my brothers or a classmate or a teacher had done to me.

My father drew a long and loud breath. “Rada, eat your food.” He lifted his fork and began with the salad, even though lentil soup should have been first.

Alone together, all three of us ate in the silent company of the dreadful situation.
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I woke the following morning after a restless night filled with nightmares that linked the horror of Shaban’s bed to Mr. Ahmed’s hateful words. The house was quiet in contrast to the relentless, discordant sounds in my mind. The clock over my desk read ten minutes before ten. I slipped out of bed and dressed. The faint aroma of breakfast consumed hours earlier pulled me to the kitchen. My mother, hunched over her sewing machine in the middle of the room, didn’t notice me until I spoke.

“I want to go to Mika’s house.”

“Are you hungry?” My mother fiddled with the sewing machine, kicking scraps of thick navy blue fabric at her feet.

“I need to see her.” An overwhelming desire welled up in me. “Hooyo, I have to talk to Mika.”

“I’ll get you something to eat.” My mother left the room to fix breakfast. When she returned, she put two fried eggs, two pieces of homemade bread, and a mug of hot milk sweetened with honey on the table. “Rada, I am sorry you had to experience the principal’s hate-filled words.”

“Thank you, Hooyo.” I saw her fear for my future clearer now than I had before the kidnapping. “Will you take me to Mika’s house?”

I wasn’t hungry. I’d felt nothing but anger since I’d left the school the day before. Even my disappointment had turned to resentment.

My mother took the spool holder out of the sewing machine and tugged at the thread. “I’ll take you as soon as you eat.” She replaced the spool, pushed her chair back, and walked around the table to collect the fabric strewn on the ground.

We didn’t speak on the way to Mika’s, the silence a welcome diversion from the effort to pretend all was well.

“Don’t look.” My mother pulled me to her side of the alley.

If she’d expected such an instruction would divert my gaze, she was wrong. Her warning drew my attention to the exact woman she was trying to shield me from. The door to our right slammed shut as Mr. Ahmed’s wife shoved two little children inside. Two doors down, I could hear Sara’s stepfather yell at his three boys to come inside. They were playing a kick-the-can game in the middle of the lane. Immersed in their game, the boys either paid no attention to him or didn’t hear and continued to kick the can in our direction. He flew out of the house and almost ran into me. He reached for one of the three boys and pulled him toward the house. The other two followed. He slammed the door behind them with a deliberate thud.

The children’s cans abandoned, the laneway gaped, and mocking emptiness closed in on us. We stopped and stared at the two closed doors, but after the momentary startle, my mother threw her shoulders back a little straighter, steadied her steps, and clutched my hand firmly. We continued down the road—the only option, because acknowledging their betrayal meant feeling the pain of their rejection all over again.

When Mika’s mother opened her door, neither of us mentioned what had just happened. Instead, I smiled at her, even though the experience made me realize perhaps those furtive glances at the market permeated throughout Marka. Maybe it had nothing to do with Mika or me but what we stood for: Our connection to the evil that was Shaban.

“Alia, thank you for coming.” Mika’s mother peered into the kitchen, and her eyes rested on Seynab, washing dishes not too far from where we stood. “I wanted to visit last night after what happened at the school, but Mika was upset.” Mika’s mother rubbed her hands together. “I couldn’t leave her alone.”

She suddenly stopped at the sound of a door opening within. Nothing materialized. She continued, “My husband wanted to take her, but I couldn’t send her to school with the way she cries all the time.” She whispered, “Alia, it is easier for you because you don’t have another daughter, only Rada.” Mika’s mother moved closer to my mother. “I worry, you know, I have Seynab, and she understands what happened to her sister.”

“Owliyo, my boys understand it too,” my mother said.

“Not the way Seynab does. She knows it could’ve happened to her. She could’ve been dragged into that truck and raped night after night. They both cry constantly. I don’t know which one to comfort first.” Owliyo hesitated. “It’s hard to know.”

My mother sounded sad. “I know.”

“To see those belt marks.” Mika’s mother wiped tears.

My mother and I exchanged knowing glances.

“I know,” my mother said. “To see the skin on Rada’s back. It was as if someone used a paring knife to flay her alive.”

“Seynab knows because they share a room.” Owliyo sighed. “By the time I realized and moved Seynab to sleep in her brother’s room, it was too late. I have not one but two broken daughters.”

“This is a terrible nightmare. We’re all broken.” My mother rested a hand on my shoulder. The touch allowed me to breathe.

Mika emerged from her room. “Rada, I didn’t know you were here.” She came to the yard where we were. “How are you, Auntie Alia?” She kissed my mother’s hand and hugged me.

Mika took me by the hand. “Let’s go to my room.”

“Mika, we have to go to the tailor soon, but you can visit with Rada for a few minutes.”

“I know, Hooyo,” Mika said.

We entered Mika’s room and sat down on her bed. Her eyes were red and puffy, her cheeks streaked with dried tears.

“Mika, I’m glad you didn’t come to school yesterday.” The memory tugged at my heart. “It was terrible.”

“I wanted to come, as we’d agreed, but my parents wouldn’t let me. It was my mother who insisted I shouldn’t go.” Mika appeared smaller, more insecure than ever before. “She didn’t think I was fit to go to school because I couldn’t stop crying.”

“Oh, Mika, I’m glad your mother kept you home. Mr. Ahmed was so awful. The way he looked at me, accusing me of transgressions.”

“Transgressions?” Mika pronounced the word like my father had. “Is that what he said? We were taken in front of the school, and he thinks we transgressed?” Mika’s voice cracked. “There’s no happy ending, Rada.”

“At least we’re with our families.”

Mika’s hands draped over her knees. “Seynab is crying more than I am. The look on her face went from concern to confusion, fear, anger, and back again.” She sighed. “I can’t bear to see her like that.”

I listened but didn’t know what to say.

“Sometimes, I cry because Seynab is crying, and my mother joins us.” She picked up her wooden doll off the bed and held it to her chest. “I want to go back to the old days when we fought, laughed, and yelled at each other.” She tilted her head back. “I want to hear my mother chastising me for disobeying her orders. Seynab telling on me to get me in trouble.” Mika didn’t say anything for a moment. Then she said sadly, “I want to go back to a time before Shaban.”

“I want that too, Mika.” To go back before the ultimate loss of our childhood. “But we can’t.”

“I bring nothing but pain to my family. No one has said this, but it’s in the air. With every breath in and out, I feel like an outcast.” Mika filled her lungs with air and exhaled it. “I feel like a stranger thrown into a strange land.”

“You’re thinking about everything too much.” I had to say that, for I knew very well what thinking too deeply could do. The never-ending thoughts that occupied my mind during the day morphed into a reel of a nightmare at night. “That will drive you insane.”

“My mother doesn’t know how to deal with what happened to me,” Mika said.

“You should give her a chance to adjust.” Sadness had surrounded my parents too. They didn’t laugh or tease each other like they had before. Even my brothers played a little more quietly. “She’ll come around. I’m sure she will,” I said, although I didn’t trust my own words.

“I have to marry him.”

“Marry who?”

“Cisman.”

The single-word answer landed between us like a large and unruly creature. “Why?”

“I must,” Mika added. “My mother is taking me to the tailor to be fitted for my wedding dress. Why wait when I know there’s no healing from what happened to us?”

“Mika, don’t marry him. Not now. Not ever.”

“I have to marry him now to ease my mother’s pain.” A fresh tear ran down her cheek. “That way, my mother will have enough energy left for Seynab.”

“Mika, you don’t even like him.”

Her mother had advocated for the union on account of how wealthy his parents were. At least, that’s what Mika had told me at the time. The dowry was so large, all the mothers in the village had gossiped about it for days. Their eyes would double in size each time one of them mentioned the startling amount equivalent to ten thousand dollars.

“That was when I was a child, innocent and full of hope.” Mika closed her eyes. “What other option do I have now? Nora was right. We shouldn’t have come back.” Mika’s voice cracked, but she didn’t cry. “At least, I shouldn’t have returned.” Her voice faltered again. “Marrying him is my way out of this house.”

“Nora wasn’t right,” I said, refusing to go that far. “We are home, Mika, even if home doesn’t feel like it used to.”

“Not when all I bring is pain.” A slight sob escaped her lips, and she covered her mouth to swallow it back.

I had no healing ointment for the gaping wound that opened wider with every word Mika uttered. Hope, like everything else, was slipping away into the abyss of our past. “I am sorry, Mika. I’m so sorry.”

“I’ll make it easier for everyone,” she said.

“Except for you.”

“Including me,” Mika insisted. “Especially me.”
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I overheard my father telling my mother, “I’ll invite the elder, Mr. Ahmed, and the girls’ fathers on Friday.”

My mother disagreed with him. “They won’t allow her to attend school.” She repeated the statement three times.

“They’ll have to,” my father said.

Sitting on my bed, I listened to their discussion. My mother was wrong. She must be, for my father knew these men better than she. They were fishermen, like he was. He had worked with them six days a week for the last fifteen years. They knew the seasons that produced the best catches and the ones that left their boats sitting on the shores, empty. If one man was ill, the rest of the anglers donated a portion of their catch to keep him in business and his family fed. We often had a child coming to our yard because their father needed to borrow a line, a hook, or bait. For my part, I remember going to one of the neighboring homes to get something my father didn’t have for the next day’s work. Of course, my father knew them. He knew them well.

Despite her apprehension, my mother readied herself to prepare a meal fit for her guests. Six days after Mr. Ahmed refused to admit me on Friday morning, my mother began cooking after breakfast. The task continued into midday.

“Rada, bring me the soaking tub.” My mother adjusted and readjusted her apron.

I walked over to the drying rack where my mother stored the tub, but I didn’t reach for it. Distracted by the worry of the upcoming meeting, I stood in front of the cupboard of pots and pans—unvarnished planks my father had fashioned into a rectangular cupboard as a gift to my mother when I was born. My mind raced, filling me with dreadful anxiety.

“Rada,” my mother called after a long while of my standing there, lost in thought. “I’m waiting.” She pulled a bag of potatoes from under the table. “Enough with the worry, child. It’ll all work out in the end.” She sat on a stool in front of the cooking fire and placed another chair next to her. “Come here and help me with the potatoes.”

I sat down, took a knife, and began peeling. The blade moved in circles as the skins of the potatoes—spiral shapes of gold strips—pooled between my feet. I worked alongside my mother as we cut and diced. My eyes fixed on the door, glaring expectantly.

“What time are they coming?” I asked.

“Rada, it’s only eleven in the morning. They won’t be here until three in the afternoon. They’ll come after they pray Asr.”

“What if they say no, like you told Father? How will I get an education?”

“Mr. Ahmed’s school is not the only school in this country.” The way my mother said that sounded like she’d already accepted I wouldn’t be able to return.

“I want to stay here with you and Aabo and the boys. I don’t want to leave. I won’t. I shouldn’t.” I stopped only long enough to catch my breath. “Hooyo, please don’t send me away. Please, Hooyo. I beg of you, don’t send me to another school.” I burst into tears.

My mother got up from her stool, came over to me, and scooped me into her arms. “You’re safe.” She rocked me back and forth, humming my favorite childhood lullaby, her scarf damp with my tears. “We will make sure you’re safe.”

My shoulders continued to heave with unspent tears of sorrow. It wasn’t until I was calm, my breathing even, that my mother released me from her embrace.

“It’ll all be well.” She looked at me with kind eyes that let me believe her.

“Let me wash these potatoes for you.” I picked up the pail and walked over to the washing tub. “I hope Aabo and the elder can convince Mr. Ahmed.” I scrubbed the potatoes and, with them, the layer of experience that shrouded my childhood.

She added spices to the lentil soup. “We’ll know their decision soon enough.” She counted cups of black beans as she stared into the emptiness of the doorway, beyond the woodstove and bread oven.

After finishing the potatoes, I lifted and rearranged the cushions on the oversize wooden couch several times, hitting them with the dusting broom. I took throws out of the storage box by the center table, folded them, and refolded the fabric before placing them with deliberate care—one on the back of the small two-seater and the others on the two large couches. I continued to move through the room, cleaning and pulling furniture away from the wall, sweeping and pushing it back.

I organized my books in the middle of the kitchen table, fussing over them to ensure the elder, the principal, and the other men would immediately see the display upon entering the house.

“Sit down, child,” my mother ordered.

That was the third time I’d arranged the books, but I continued moving about the kitchen until the elder and the other men, including the principal, arrived at our house. My father led them through the kitchen and into the rarely used formal sitting room. They exchanged greetings as they passed us in the kitchen. One of the men complained that the price for fishing lines had nearly doubled since last year. Another vented his frustration with a dispute regarding a property border with his neighbor. Trivial matters.

My mother sent my brothers for water for the men to wash their hands. And for the hour that followed, Oma and Olay walked back and forth between the kitchen and formal room, delivering food. The chatter slowed to quiet mumblings. Prayers of thanksgiving for the meal before them replaced their discussion. Oma and Olay followed the meal with tea and sweets. They brought out the empty serving trays and joined my mother and me in the kitchen. We were out of the men’s sight but not out of hearing range.

“My daughter needs to be in school.” My father got right to the point. “She is ready for the exams, and Ahmed already admitted she has the skills.”

“Sharif, I’m sure you understand Rada doesn’t belong in a school alongside children.” Mr. Ahmed repeated the exact ugly words he’d said at the school. “She might only be thirteen, but she is a woman now with a husband.”

“Hooyo, why are they saying Rada has a husband?” Oma looked up to our mother.

“Don’t be stupid,” Olay responded to Oma. “They are talking about the man who kidnapped her.”

The statement mystified Oma. “You can’t take somebody’s daughter out of the school and call her your wife.” He stopped and waited for one of us to interject.

“You’re so dumb. Kidnappers don’t follow the rules,” Olay said, seemingly exasperated.

“Be quiet. I need to hear,” I said.

“Rada belongs with her family, among her people. Just like the rest of her schoolmates!” my father shouted.

“Rada and Mika must be in school now,” Mika’s father added.

“I paid Rada’s fees. I want my daughter in school.”

“This is not about money.” Mr. Ahmed sounded like Shaban during one of his fiery lectures. “They’re not girls, not any more than your wife or mine.” His words were shrill, maligned with bitterness that filled the room.

“Sharif, I see your point that the girls are thirteen years old,” the elder said calmly. “But you must understand Ahmed has to protect the children in his care.”

Several of the men in the room murmured their agreement.

“Like he protected Mika, Rada, and Sara?” My father’s rage soared. “So poorly that they were picked up in front of the school?”

“I have a school for boys and girls, not women.” Mr. Ahmed wasn’t going to change his mind on this one point.

“We have children. Two girls. Not women,” Mika’s father said.

“A girl that’s known a man’s bed is a woman, never mind her age and how she got there,” the elder said.

“What?” The word escaped my lips without my intention to utter it. The elder’s agreement with the principal devastated me. The last glimmer of light for my return to something akin to normal had been snuffed with that statement. I glanced at my mother and saw she wasn’t surprised. The expression on her face remained unchanged.

She pulled me closer to her. “I am sorry.” She stroked my hair.

My attention returned to my father’s reaction. I knew my father, unlike my mother, had put so much weight on this meeting. Even after my mother told him not to, he wouldn’t listen. My stomach lurched to think of how he must be feeling—standing before twelve men without the power to protect his daughter.

“Are you suggesting my daughter has nothing, no future among her people, due to her being kidnapped and violated?” My father was yelling now at the principal. At the elder. At the other men who agreed with them. He was yelling at a world ready to cast his daughter aside. “They snatched her in front of the school while in this man’s care, and now she doesn’t belong?”

The elder remained calm. “We have to come up with a solution.”

“We have the solution.” Mika’s father sounded as angry as my father. “Take them back in the school and be done with this argument.”

“We have lost five girls, and Mika and Rada have come back to us,” the elder began in an even tone. Calm. Careful. Collected. “We want to celebrate their effort to get home and to save themselves. We don’t want to tell them they don’t belong with us anymore. That they have no right to live here in Marka.”

“Hooyo, did you hear that?” It seemed the elder had agreed with the principal to make a point. To show he understood the principal’s concern just as he understood my father’s complaint.

“I’m sitting next to you, child.” My mother nudged me on the shoulder. “I hear the same thing you do.”

I could see in her eyes that she gained no hope from that last statement.

“I am so happy Aabo called this meeting.”

My mother said nothing.

Mr. Ahmed was still as forceful as he was before. “If I take Rada and Mika, what are we going to say to other parents who are sending me innocent boys and girls? Do we tell them your child doesn’t matter? Do we say your children’s innocence shouldn’t be protected? They don’t matter. Is that what we say?”

“Who are these parents you speak of?” my father asked.

A unanimous shout sprang up among the men in the room until the elder called for quiet.

“Ahmed, your concern is valid, but we can’t abandon Rada and Mika.” The elder was much gentler than before. “We must find a way to address both sides. I think I have the answer to that.”

Murmurs of agreement spread among the men, but I didn’t hear my father’s voice. Why wasn’t he happy now that the elder would send Mika and me back to the school?

Suddenly, a familiar voice coming from the direction of the house’s main door interrupted my thoughts.

“Assalamu alaikum.”

I looked up and saw Shaban, Jordan, and Manny at the door.

“Aabo!” I shrieked. “Aabo!”

My father rushed into the kitchen. The other men followed him.

“Aabo, look.” I pointed at the door.

Shaban was standing between Manny and Jordan.

“I’m Shaban, your son-in-law.” He stepped inside the house and extended his hand.

My father didn’t take it.

“It’s nice to meet the beautiful Rada’s father, finally.” Shaban’s hand remained extended. “You’ve raised a remarkable lady.”

“What are you doing here?”

“We’re your guests.” Shaban stepped closer to my father. “Shouldn’t you welcome us?”

“Get out of my house.” My father pointed a finger at them. “Now.”

“I expected the man who raised the beautiful Rada to have better manners.” Shaban walked by my father on his way to our formal sitting room. “We came to meet the families and take back our wives.”

Manny, his back stooped even more than it had been when I last saw him, followed Shaban. Jordan brought up the rear.

“Aabo, please stop him. I don’t want him here.”

“Rada, everything will be fine,” my father said. “Trust me.” He continued toward the room, his mission in his steps.

“Assalamu alaikum,” the elder greeted Shaban, Manny, and Jordan. “Thank you for coming.”

“Wa Alymuku Salaam,” Shaban said. “Thank you for the invitation.”

“What? He invited them?” Then it dawned on me: The elder knew how to contact Shaban and didn’t come to rescue us. The revelation gutted me. Why? This was a world devoid of kindness. A world different than the one I’d left weeks ago. A cruel world.

“Hasan, you invited this man to my house, and you didn’t tell me?” This was the first time I’d heard my father or anyone else in Marka address the elder by his first name.

“This is the best solution for all.”

“You expect me to throw away my daughter like trash?”

“Every woman will end up a wife to a man,” the elder said. “Some sooner than we’d like.”

That was the exact phrase he’d used when he’d told Sara’s mother to accept her daughter’s death.

“And you thought I would condemn my child to a life with him?” I couldn’t see it, but I imagined my father standing over Shaban and pointing at him. His forehead creased with disgust. “Is that what you think of me?”

“None of that.” Manny took the stage. “We are here to correct what the young men have done wrong.” He paused here, perhaps waiting for the elder to say something. “We’re willing to treat you with the respect you deserve as the parents of the girls.” Manny sounded like he was reading from Shaban’s notes. “We came as soon as we received word that Rada and Mika had returned home. We gave thanks to Allah for their safe arrival.”

The implication felt heavy on my shoulder, the unbearable weight, crushing.

“We’ll take care of the girls properly. I promise you,” Manny added.

“You come to my home to give me orders?” My father’s anger was palpable. The words vibrated as they left his lips. “You dare to walk into my home like you walked into the school and took my child? Now you ask me to give you my child as if she belongs to you?” There was a brief lull in my father’s fury. “What do you want me to say? Thank you for snatching my child? Here is my daughter? She’s all yours?”

It was hard to tell whether my father’s sarcasm was lost on Manny or if Manny decided to ignore it.

“We are here to apologize for Shaban and Jordan not meeting the families first,” Manny said. “But we are all human, after all. Born to make mistakes.”

“My daughter is not marrying anyone. Certainly not a degenerate man who snatches children.”

“Sharif, your daughter belongs with her husband.” The elder’s words spewed into the room, a thick venom of condemnation.

“Husband? Husband? Husband?” My father spat the words like a piece of food stuck on his teeth.

“I know things didn’t go according to your backward ways,” Shaban mocked. “But remember, you hate a thing, and it is good for you, and perhaps you love a thing, and it is bad for you. And Allah knows while we know not.” Shaban used a verse from the Qur’an to silence my father.

He failed.

“You take the peace out of the book and weaponize the words,” my father said. “The verses you grab out of context will not persuade me.”

I turned to my mother, smiling. “Shaban has found his match.” The tingling in my fingers subsided. My heart slowed to a normal rhythm.

“I know you’re a man of this world.” Shaban shifted to one of his sermon-like tones. “A man who works not for the sake of tomorrow but the now, the nearest hour.” One of his pregnant pauses followed. “You’re one of those who strive to build his wealth and protect his children, his wife, and his land and forgo his eternal peace. The hereafter.”

“‘Eternal peace’?” My father hurled the weight of his knowledge at Shaban. “Using pieces of the verse out of order to make a point will not work here.”

“Let’s not lose perspective,” Shaban said. “We are here to correct the previous mistake, reunite with our wives, and give you, their families, your due respect.”

“Yes, let’s not lose perspective here. You are asking for my daughter, and I am saying no. It’s yours to propose, and mine to reject. This is the end of our discussion.”

“Listen, Mr. Nassir, Jordan and I are here to take back our wives,” Shaban said, oozing confidence. “Rada is mine, with or without your blessing, just as Mika is Jordan’s.”

“She’ll never be yours. Not now. Not later. Never.”

“I will give you one week to get her ready. Have your wasteful feast if you want,” Shaban said. “One week. That’s all.”

“Get out of my house!” my father shouted.

“Assalamu alaikum,” Shaban said, as if he were on good terms with my father.

On his way out, Shaban waved at me. I spat in his direction.

He chuckled. With Shaban in the lead, Jordan and Manny left our house.






TWENTY-SEVEN
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Mika’s older brother, Tani, stood on the other side of our fence. Both of his hands rested on the wooden post. “Mika wants to see you. As soon as you can.”

“Where is she?” I stood on my toes and peered behind him.

“At home.” Tani didn’t look up at me.

“Wait for me. I’ll tell my mother so that I can go with you.”

My mother was as bewildered at the request as I was. “I saw her father go by on his way to work this morning. He greeted me, and he and your father left together.”

“So that means Mika isn’t sick. Not physically, anyway.”

“Go with Tani and stay there until your father or I can come to collect you.”

My mother didn’t need to repeat that instruction. She knew I’d listen. “Thank you, Hooyo,” I said and ran outside to meet up with Tani.

When I entered her room, Mika was sitting at her desk with her back to me.

“Good morning.” I tried to smile, but my lips tightened.

“What is good about it?” Mika asked, her words bitter.

At the compound, the dream of coming home and resuming our blissful past life kept our hope alive. Returning to school was at the top of that list. We’d looked forward to it. But it was different now. Mika was right. What was good about today? Indeed, what was good about any day now?

“I’m sorry, Mika.” I moved closer.

“So am I.” She sighed and turned to face me. “The wedding is off.”

“That’s good, is it not? You don’t like him anyway.”

“It’s not because I don’t want to.” Mika put her head between her hands. “Cisman’s parents don’t want me for their son now.”

“What?” That must have been a severe blow to Mika’s pride. She’d lowered her standards and accepted the idea of marrying Cisman, even though she didn’t care for him, only to be told his family didn’t want her. “Why?”

“They said I’m a married woman.”

“Cisman’s family must know what you had with Jordan wasn’t legal.”

“My father thinks they are afraid of Shaban.” Mika gave a deep, hollow breath. “They changed their minds after he came here and demanded my return.” Tears rolled down her cheeks and landed on her chest. “They asked for their dowry back or Seynab to take my place.”

“Seynab? That’s outrageous. One daughter instead of another?”

“My father was incensed by their request.” Mika pulled her cardigan tighter around her. “He vowed to repay the large dowry, even if it took him years.” Her lower lip trembled. “My mother has been crying since last night. Even in her sleep.” Mika shed more tears. “My father doesn’t know what to do. He hugs me, and we just breathe and don’t say anything.” She rocked on her chair as she spoke. “Nora was right. We shouldn’t have returned. We left Shaban’s compound, but brought their evil seed with us.”

“Evil seed? No, we didn’t.”

But deep down, I agreed with her. Despite the love and care shown to me by my parents and brothers, Shaban’s power over us was more far-reaching than I’d imagined. I didn’t notice Seynab enter the room until she spoke.

“While Mika was away, I thought if I saw my sister again, things would get better.” She sat on the bed. “I was wrong. Things are worse now that she is here. She can’t go to school. And she can’t get married.”

“I’m sorry.” Mika walked over to the bed at the far end of the room and hugged her sister.

All the times they’d fought before the kidnapping, the way they’d taunted each other on their way to and from school and while we played by the water, melted under the tight embrace of two sisters lost in a single tragedy.

“It’s not your fault,” Seynab said, “and I am grateful you’re back. All I’m saying is it’s not fair. He kidnaps you. You find a way to come home, and he comes after you. You can’t even marry an idiot man like Cisman, and now you can’t even go to school because of him.”

“School?” This was the first time anyone had made a connection between Mr. Ahmed denying us admission and Shaban. “What does that have to do with him?”

“Why do you think Mr. Ahmed didn’t admit you back to school?” Seynab asked.

“Because of other children’s innocence.”

“That’s just an excuse, what he says to people. The truth is, he is afraid of Shaban blowing up the entire school with children and staff in it. Or raiding the place and taking every child.” Seynab spoke with a certainty I hadn’t heard from the adults around me. “He has to sacrifice the two of you to save the rest of the children in the school.”

“How do you know this?”

“All the teachers are talking about it,” Seynab said. “When they think we can’t hear them. I’m sure all the parents know this too.”

“I don’t think so.” I couldn’t imagine such a thing. “Neither of my parents said anything about it.”

“Rada, think about it,” Mika said. “Parents admitting to that means admitting to their fear. Do you think your parents or mine would do that after all we’ve been through?”

“I guess not.” I could see their line of argument. Still, I couldn’t accept Seynab’s explanation. But I didn’t say that.

Mika got up and crawled under her bed. She pulled out the unopened gift Cisman had given her last year.

“Take this to Hooyo, please.” She handed the box to Seynab.

Seynab opened it and took out pieces of gold jewelry, a necklace, two bangles, a ring, and a pair of earrings. She turned the pieces this way and that, as if she expected the metal to speak to her, to give some meaning to the chaotic world surrounding us. “You should keep them, Mika.”

“I’ll have no use for them,” Mika said. “Hooyo can sell them and help repay the dowry.”

Seynab took the box and left the room. Mika and I sat there. The sound of people moving about the house, the clanking of pots and pans in the kitchen, and the evening news on the radio broke through the silence. We sat there for what felt like an eternity, not speaking to each other.

“I have to go home,” I said when I heard my father’s voice greeting Mika’s father. “My father is here to pick me up.”

Mika got up and pulled me in for a hug. “Remember, I love you.”

“I love you too,” I said and hurried out.
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I’d finished collecting the eggs for breakfast the day after visiting Mika when I heard the blood-chilling cry. It was hard to tell which direction it had come from or who had emitted such a sound. My hand still on the chicken coop door, I listened. It was Mika’s mother calling for her daughter.

“Mikaaaaa! Mikaaaaaa!”

The sun hadn’t come up yet. My two brothers were still asleep when the terrible sound reached us. My mother and my father rushed to the henhouse.

“Was that Mika’s mother?” my father asked.

“Yes.”

Soon Owliyo was in our house, only inches away from me. “Rada? Where is my Mika?!” She had a dress on but nothing else. No shawl. No headscarf. Her feet were bare. Her long, wavy hair was flying behind her in unbrushed clumps. She was out of breath. “Where is my daughter?”

I dropped the basket in my hand. The eggs I’d collected from the chicken coop cracked against each other, spilling their guts onto the dirt floor, their shells staring back at me with gaping cracks.

“I don’t know.” Mika should have been at home in bed or doing chores.

Owliyo took my hands and pulled me closer to her. “Rada, where is Mika? Where is my child?” She repeated the question like I didn’t hear her.

“Aunt Owliyo, I haven’t seen her.” We held hands, staring at each other. “I haven’t seen her since yesterday.”

“She’s not in her bed!” Owliyo yelled even though we were standing right in front of her. “She’s not in her room.” She dropped my hands and started pounding her chest. “We looked everywhere. Myself. My husband. Seynab. Her brother. We all did.” She hit her chest again. “She is not in the kitchen. We even looked for her in the bathroom.”

My mother pulled Owliyo’s hands down. “When was the last time anyone in your family saw her?”

Mika’s father, her brother, and Seynab arrived.

“Let’s go home and wait for her there.” Her husband tried to pull Owliyo away. “She might come home.”

“Yes, Hooyo,” Seynab added to her father’s plea. “We have to go home now.”

“Come, Hooyo.” Tani reached for his mother.

“Mikaaaa!” She pulled her hands away from her husband and son and darted toward our house, almost running into my brothers, who’d emerged from the house to see what was going on.

“Mikaaaa!” she repeated and went straight into my room.

Did she think we were hiding her daughter in our house?

My mother and I went after her, and my mother took her hand and sat her down.

“Owliyo?”

“Mika is not home,” she repeated. “We searched for her everywhere. We can’t find her.” She was crying hysterically now. “This is all we saw on her bed.” She opened her hand. In it, there was a folded half sheet of lined paper.

I took the paper out of her hand and stared at it for a little while before opening it and reading aloud: “‘I am sorry, but I have to go. I love you all.’” The words on the sheet only added to the confusion. I handed the paper to my mother.

“Go where?” Owliyo shrieked. “Where would she go?” She beat her chest again with closed fists.

My mother pulled Owliyo’s hands down to keep her from hurting herself and held them with both of hers. “You don’t suppose . . .” My mother gasped.

“Suppose what?” Mika’s mother tried to twist her arms away from my mother’s grip. “What do you suppose she did?”

Maybe Mika’s mother didn’t leap to conclusions, but I did as soon as my mother implied the unthinkable. “No! No!” It was my turn to yell louder than I needed to. “She wouldn’t. She would never go back.”

I took the note off the ground where my mother had dropped it. I checked it closely to see if the words were in Mika’s handwriting. I turned the paper this way and that.

“She would’ve told me.” Mika’s mother was vehement. “She would have told her sister. Her brother. Her father. Then again, she didn’t, and now she is gone.”

“Did she?” I asked aloud. “Could she? No, she wouldn’t return to Shaban. No, she couldn’t have gone back to Shaban.” I asked and answered my questions again and again.

As if to compensate for her restrained arms, Owliyo’s loud wailing filled the air, scrambling my words and thoughts. Soon all the neighbors gathered in our yard. Standing in groups of fours and fives, they formed their suppositions of what Mika had done and why.

“Do you think she went back to him?” one person asked.

“Why would she return after she’d escaped?” another person replied.

“Why wouldn’t she? No school. No husband. What is she to do but go back to the one that closed all doors to her?” The questions with no answers and answers with no questions filled our ears. Suppositions swirled around us. With nothing else but gossip at hand, people drifted to their jobs, school, and chores. It was well past breakfast when Mika’s father took his wife home, leaving me as the remnant of a beautiful friendship lost forever.






TWENTY-EIGHT
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The hours that followed the news of Mika’s disappearance felt heavy. My thoughts raced faster and faster. In the prayer room with my family, questions mounted in my mind. Mika left home to go where? The logical conclusion, that she had gone back to Shaban, made no sense to me. Why would Mika do that? She knew death was better than such an action. Even if she did go back, how would she get there? When we fled the tent city, we didn’t know where we were headed. How we’d arrived by the tree where Raqip found us had been a mystery.

Clouds gathered, thick and foreboding. The darkness of the approaching night grew long well before the Isha, the night prayer, was called. My father led the prayer with a subdued, melancholy tone. The way the words left his mouth, heavy with sorrow, added to the horror. At the end of the prayer, we followed my father’s lead, bowed our heads, then asked Allah for guidance as he’d always given those who came before us.

After a while I went to my room, and my parents and brothers followed me. Oma and Olay sat on either side of me on my bed until the darkness of the night reduced us to shadows. My mother went to the kitchen and returned with two large oil lamps, the ones she’d often used in the formal room when we had guests. The light from the lamps brightened the mood in the room.

“Can we play with one of your games?” Oma asked.

“Yes,” I said. “You can take it to your room if you want.”

Olay jumped off the bed and crawled on the floor under my bed. He pulled out one of the sacks for my board games. He placed the game on the rug in the center of my room.

“Rada, do you want to play with us?” he asked.

“Maybe tomorrow.” I curled beneath the blanket and snuggled into a fetal position.

My brothers played so quietly, I had to look up to see if they were still at it. They didn’t fight or argue, like they had before. Their hands doing the work, they moved the game pieces without protest. After four rounds, they stopped and came to my bed. Oma lay down to my left, and Olay to my right. They left the game pieces scattered across the board. Neither my mother nor I corrected the boys for not picking up after themselves. Soon, they were snoring.

My parents remained seated by my desk long after the boys fell asleep.

I closed my eyes and went inward. Maybe Sara was right: We were being punished for our past sins. How else would one explain what had happened? It wasn’t enough that I’d lost Sara, but I’d lost my innocence, my school, the peace within my beloved city of Marka, and now Mika too. Why Mika? What possible justifications would I ever be able to form to explain Mika’s disappearance?

“Is she sleeping?” my father asked my mother in a whisper.

His question interrupted the dreadful monologue in my head.

“I think so,” my mother responded.

My father lifted Oma and Olay off my bed quietly, one at a time.

“Leave her to rest,” he said after he returned from settling the boys in their beds. “Come with me.”

They gently closed the door behind them.

I left my bed and went toward my desk in desperate steps. In search of the peace I’d often found in its pages, I went to my copy of the Qur’an I’d left open on my desk earlier that morning. Before I knew Mika was gone.

I never let a day go by without reading to cope, but soon tears filled my eyes. The words blurred and bled together. I closed the book and let the eerie silence of my surroundings rush in and exaggerate my worries. I caressed the cover of the Qur’an for comfort and tried to read again, but tears formed a dark film between the pages and me, plunging me back into the depth of my lonely despair. I tucked myself back into bed.

When I closed my eyes, a whirlwind of images assaulted me. Sara’s reflection in the mirror, Isxaaq next to her, shaking. I saw this every night from the moment I’d laid eyes on them behind the KEEP OUT sign. But now their image was mixed with that of Mika’s, forming a series of horrendous frames. It repeated, a film on a broken reel.

I shut my eyes tightly, but sleep refused to come. In my mind, I saw Sara’s stare—caught between the desire to follow through and her fear of imminent death. That led me to Mika’s anguish-filled pleading to help her find a way forward. Even after I opened my eyes wide, the images stood stark, their edges sharper, more defined, forbidding my aching head to rest. In my nightmare, Mika and Sara were crying. Tears rolling down their cheeks. That was the testament to Mika’s unwillingness to return to the horror we thought we’d left behind and Sara’s unexpressed angst. Yet they were gone, and there was nothing to be done about it.

My mother’s words to my father pulled me out of my past horror to the present trouble. I sat up and listened.

“I got a note from my sister today,” she said. “She wants to help.”

“Help how?”

“By taking Rada.”

“Rada is home, where she belongs.”

“Not anymore.” My mother spoke the truth, even when my father didn’t want to hear.

My mother, in some ways, was more perceptive than my father. She’d watched my expression darken each morning as my brothers headed to school. Their bags slung over their shoulders, they would join their friends in front of our home and walk with them, their laughter filling the air. I tried my absolute best to appear unaffected, but my mother could tell I’d suffered a series of crushing blows that chipped away at my hope. She had coaxed me out of the house each day with an overwhelming hope that today would be different, that maybe I would find joy in the act of doing nothing.

“How do you think a child survives with no friends to play and learn with?”

“You want me to send Rada to Mogadishu?”

My father was not the only parent who feared the capital city. According to the legend that lived and grew in Marka, every inch of the place crawled with criminals and corrupt individuals. Regardless, from a young age, along with many other young people in Marka, I nursed the yearning to live there one day. But this was not how I wanted to go, to be forced to leave home.

“She will not roam the streets of the city. We are sending her to Nadine. To her aunt.”

“To Nadine?” My father repeated the phrase, as if he were confirming he’d heard right.

“Nadine was violated and got pregnant,” my mother said. “You say her name like she did something wrong.”

What? Nadine was raped. By whom? I wondered. Why am I hearing this now, for the first time? What else am I unaware of? My cousin, Nadine’s son, was born out of wedlock?

“I’m sorry.” My father apologized. “I never said it was Nadine’s fault, but I’ll not send my daughter away. Not my Rada.”

“What choice do you have?” my mother asked.

I was certain the question was a painful assault to my father. My mother was now another person in a line of people robbing him of the right to protect his daughter.

But my mother continued. “No education and no husband to give her a home. Are you planning to keep her in her room with nothing to do until they come for her?”

“I will not fold against that evil man. Rada belongs with us.”

“Sharif, you know my parents did the best they could for Nadine so she could get an education and raise her child.” My mother lowered her voice. “My father not only saved her; he saved me too.” She took a deep breath. “I am ashamed to admit this, but it elated me to see my sister go. When I woke to my mother’s wailing that morning, I skipped with joy. I knew that day I would regain some old friends.”

“Rada is not Nadine. She is a child. My child.”

“Nadine was only fourteen when she got pregnant. My parents had to send her away right after she turned fifteen. If it hadn’t been for my father’s selling a piece of his land for her upkeep, she would have had no future.” My mother’s chair creaked. “We can sell the property my father left for me and use it for Rada,” my mother said.

“I will sell a piece of my land, the boats, anything I have to, to bribe those bastards instead of sending my daughter away.”

My mother latched on to that statement. “What makes you think they will take money and leave Rada?”

It seemed my father didn’t have an answer. “Rada is going nowhere,” he said instead.

“Sharif, they will come back. You know they will.” My mother’s voice cracked here, but she didn’t stop. “He has guns. What will you do when they return? Watch them as they drag her away crying and begging for you to stop them?”

“They would have to kill me first.”

I jumped out of bed and ran to the door, and for the first time I regretted returning home. The possibility of Shaban killing my father made my stomach roil. With it came memories of Issa’s blood bubbling out of the hole in the middle of his forehead. His hands in midair. His eyes open wide. I wasn’t sure if my father knew how realistic his statement was.

“They will kill you and take her all the same.”

My mother’s bluntness would have infuriated me before the kidnapping, but now I appreciated her directness. Her harsh words were the truth. My truth. I had to go, not that I wanted to. After escaping Shaban’s grip, the thought of leaving home made me shudder. But I had no options.

“Alia, you know I can’t.” His decision sounded final.

“This is difficult for me too. Please, dear, do not make it even harder.”

From the weight of her words, she sounded as if she was about to cry, to fill the house with the same wailing I’d heard when I first came back. But she didn’t. Hers was an example I wanted to emulate. I wanted to do what I must, not what I desired.

There was a long moment of oppressive silence before my father spoke again. “I can’t,” was all he said at the end.

“You can’t, or you won’t?” My mother wasn’t going to drop this. She couldn’t, no matter how much he resisted.

“I need time to get Rada back into school.”

“That is time Rada doesn’t have.”

“What is best for Rada is to be among her own people, with her brothers and parents, to grow old and die here where she belongs, like everyone else.”

“I do not want Rada to go. You know I don’t. I am only doing what my father did for Nadine, what my mother couldn’t do. We must send her away, so she can have a future. I know it is not the one we wished for her, but in life we take what we get, rather than what we want.”

My mother’s voice trembled. “There is nothing here for her but fear and humiliation.”

The silence that followed told me it was my job to break the tie. I emerged from my room and leaned against the doorpost. My parents clutched their tea mugs like they were holding on to buoys in a hurricane. I had to release my father, to ease his burden. It was time to leave Marka. My calmness didn’t fit the scene. Neither of them saw me until I stood at the head of the table.

“Rada, I thought you were asleep,” my father said.

“I couldn’t sleep.” I inhaled to steady my voice. “I’ll go to Aunt Nadine’s.” No reason to delay. It made no sense to linger upon explanations that would change nothing. “I don’t want to, but I have to.” The statement made my heart beat fast against my ribs. “Hooyo is right. It’s not a question of if Shaban will return, but when he will return to take me.” I poured myself a cup of tea, pulled out a chair, and sat down. “I couldn’t do that to you, to Hooyo, but especially to the boys. I can’t. No. I won’t.”

My father said nothing. It pained me to see him so lost.

“Aabo, I’m sorry, but I have nothing here.”

“We are here, your family,” he said almost defensively.

“Aabo, I didn’t mean the family.” My attempt to be gentle was failing. “I am sorry, Aabo.” He only stared at me with eyes that lingered between rage and sadness, the same expression he’d shown in the seconds that followed Mr. Ahmed’s comment that I’d “transgressed.” I waited for a few seconds to see if the anger-ridden explosion that had followed the principal’s words would come. It didn’t.

“I don’t want to bring more shame to the people I love the most.” I thought that would make it better, but the statement only added fuel to my father’s burning rage.

“Shame?!”

I got up from the chair at the head of the table and sat down on the one next to him, took his hand, and held it between mine. My thumb rubbed against a scab on the back of his forefinger. “Aabo, please let me go. I must leave. You know I have to.”

“Do you want to be an outcast, wandering a world without community or connection?” My father didn’t express the anger I’d feared, but I felt the harshness of his words.

“I am already an outcast with no community or connection. The sooner I go, the better for all of you.”

“Better? Can’t you see I am holding on to you for your own sake? I do all that I do for you.”

“I know, Aabo, but what will happen when he comes for me?” I didn’t mean to throw the same harsh words my mother had used earlier. But what else could I do? That was the truth.

He said nothing and only shook his head. My mother got up from her seat, stood behind my father still in his chair, wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and rested her head on his. His hand still between my hands, I felt him relax under her touch.

It was quiet again except for the cry of hyenas coming from the market.






TWENTY-NINE
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As we prepared to pray Fajr the following morning, neither of my parents mentioned our discussion the night before. Their faces held no clues. My father led us through the prayer that morning with the same calmness he’d shown before we reached our present-day troubled waters, reciting the verses with deliberate care.

“Say, I seek refuge from the lord of daybreak. From the evil which he created.”

He moved through the reading with so much grace, and I was struck by the beauty of the words. Their meaning enveloped me with a protective shell. I kept my focus on his recitation to steady myself against all that had happened, as well as the uncertain future that lay ahead. I took a mental picture for posterity. Regardless of what might happen later, I wanted this image of my family, worshiping in reverence, to stay with me.

I had said I would go, but I was afraid of turning my back on what I wanted most: home.

Hands skyward, my father began the du’a. “Oh, Allah, protect us from the evil of the others. Cleanse our hearts from all fear and suspicion. Oh, Allah, guide us to the right path as you have done with those who came before us.” He hesitated for a moment. “Allah, draw peace and safety upon us.”

“Amiin,” we said in unison.

I remained in the room with my father after my brothers left to prepare for school and my mother went to the kitchen to start breakfast. Still on the mat, his legs folded under him, he placed his hands on his face. He remained in that position. Unmoving.

“I am sorry, Aabo,” I said.

My father got up from his place at the head of the prayer and hugged me tightly. His chest rose and fell in even, rhythmic breaths.

“So am I,” he said. “Let’s go eat.”

After breakfast, my father picked up the sack containing his apron and knives. They sat at the far corner of the kitchen where my mother had placed them the previous evening after she’d cleaned them.

“May Allah be with you.” He kissed my mother and the three of us children on the cheeks and left for work, as if this day was like any other day before the kidnapping.

The boys went to school, and my mother and I headed to the garden to dig potatoes and carrots for dinner. Under the beautiful sunshine of a perfect fall day—not too cold, not too hot—we worked in silence for a while. At some point I needed to know my parents’ plan.

“When am I going to Aunt Nadine’s?” I asked.

“Soon, Insha Allah.” She didn’t commit to a particular day or time.

I didn’t press her on it.

Lost in our thoughts, we continued to work.

“This should be enough.” My mother picked up the basket. She ran her hand over the root vegetables caked in dirt. “Why don’t you go up on the roof and watch the ocean while I cook?”

My mother’s suggestion was a change on a profound scale. Before the kidnapping, she’d made it her mission to keep me away from the roof.

“I’d rather help you in the kitchen.”

My mother turned to me, surprise on her face. “You don’t want to go on the roof?”

The midmorning sun glinted in and out between the tree branches in the yard as the leaves rustled against the soft breeze. It was the perfect time to be on the roof and watch the ocean waves leap into the air and crash back down. Any other day, my mother wouldn’t have been able to get me off the roof. But not today.

“Thank you, but I want to be with you now.”

“I love you,” she said and handed me the basket. “In that case, go and wash these.”

“I love you too.”

I walked over to the kitchen and retrieved the washing tub. We said nothing more to each other after that. There was no need for words. The chance to be in the same room spoke loudly and clearly.
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Two days had passed when I woke up to my mother’s gentle touch. Her whisper in my ear.

“What is it?” I asked, my eyes still closed.

“It’s time,” she said.

The urgency in her tone was infectious, and I bolted up. The bed creaked. The light from my oil lamp flickered and dimmed, leaving only my mother’s silhouette. “Time for what? What time is it?”

“Time to go.”

The word time looped around, echoing in my ears. It must have been past midnight, and rays from the bright full moon in the night sky landed on my face. I reached for her hand.

“I have your bag ready over there.” My mother pointed to a spot next to my dresser. “I put your books and your pullover inside.” She smoothed my hair. “Here’s your game. I tried to fit it in the bag, but the board is too large.”

“No, let the boys keep it.” I looked down at the carefully edged corners of the board. The exquisite carvings of the game pieces. The queen was much larger than the king, both regally dressed. It was my favorite object in the entire house. “They can keep it to remember me.”

“Why do you speak as if you are dying?”

“I meant since I won’t be here.”

I said this for my mother’s benefit. For me, leaving home was a death of a different kind. My nightgown stuck to me like another layer of skin and sweat ran down my back. The image of Shaban walking out of my house five days earlier came back, confirming the decision to leave was the right one. I reached for the folded skirt and the blouse my mother had placed at the foot of my bed in quick succession.

“Wear this over your outfit.” My mother handed me a loose-fitting dress made from a thick fabric. I touched it and realized it was what my mother had been sewing for the last few days. It was then I realized she’d made the decision to send me away even before she had the discussion with my father.

“Check if I put everything you need in here.” She walked over to the bag, lifted it, and brought it to me. “Your Aunt Nadine said to only bring what you need for the journey. She has all kinds of clothes for you to choose from.”

“This is enough.” I slung the bag over my shoulder.

She pulled a small purse with money in it from under her arm. “Tie this around your waist, under your shirt, and don’t take it out until you get to Nadine’s.” She stepped toward the door. “Give it to your aunt.”

I followed my mother, and the quietness of the night air grew heavier as we entered the common area of our main house. A chill skittered over my entire body. I picked up a shawl off the back of one of the kitchen chairs and wrapped it around myself.

“Where is Aabo?”

“He’s in there.” My mother pointed at their room. “It is hard for him to see you go because he loves you so much. But we must pick the best of bitter choices.”

I reached for her hand, and together we walked toward my parents’ bedroom.

“Aabo.” I wanted him to hear me approach. I didn’t want to surprise him in his moment of grief. “Aabo, it’s Rada.”

“Come, my Rada, come.” He was already out of bed and dressed, standing in front of the window, staring at the night sky. The light of the full moon framed him and extended his shadow against the wall, doubling it in size.

“Your mother is braver than I am.”

“I am not,” my mother responded. “I’m forced to accept what I must because I couldn’t have what I wanted.”

“I love you, Aabo.”

“To send you out there at thirteen without my protection makes me wretched.” He turned around and swayed from side to side until he steadied himself. “I am your father and should have all the answers. All the solutions. But I can do nothing for you.” He was moving closer to me with every word, and by the time he’d finished speaking, he was standing only inches away from me. His breath caressed my face, warm and soothing.

“It has to be this way.” I tried to speak of leaving as if I were commenting on the rain. “You are letting me go with your blessing, though. Right, Aabo? Please?”

“I am doing what no parent should do.”

“I know, Aabo, but you’ll come and visit me, won’t you?”

“I will visit you no matter where you are.” He spoke with deep conviction.

“You’ll bring the boys too, right? And Hooyo?”

“We’ll come until you get tired of seeing our small-town faces.” He extended his hand, and when I took it, he lifted our clasped hands to his lips and kissed them. He held them there for many seconds. “We will.”

“I’m sorry, Rada,” my mother said. She dropped the mask of courage and leaned on my father, holding on to his elbow. “I am sorry you have to go. I wish there were another way.”

My father pulled her close to him, and the three of us hugged. Darkness fell upon us as the clouds blocked the moon and eclipsed the light. The thickness of the growing night drew around us with long, oppressive shadows.

“I want to say goodbye to the boys,” I said, latching onto the first idea that came to mind.

“That is not a good idea,” my mother said.

“She is right, Alia. She needs to see them, so they understand that no one forced her to go.”

My father was right; I didn’t choose this. None of us did. But the thought stayed in my head. There was no need to inflict more pain on my father. I went to Oma’s bed first and kissed him on the cheek. He woke up with a start.

“Rada,” he said. “Is that you?”

Olay must have heard Oma speak because he woke up and reached for my hand. “What are you doing here?” He blinked fast. “What’s happening?”

“I have to go now.”

I sat down next to Olay. Oma jumped onto the bed and placed himself between us.

“I’ll go to Aunt Nadine’s in Mogadishu.” I stopped to make sure my voice remained cheerful. “She’ll look after me.”

Both boys flinched at the mention of the dreaded city.

It was warm inside the boys’ room, but my teeth chattered. “You won’t tell anyone at school, right? Even your friends?”

Their heads low, they nodded together. I kissed them on the cheeks again. Their soft skin exuded the warmth and comfort of home and the care of my parents. The way their faces glowed against the light of the waning night made me feel sorry for myself. It hurt them to lose me again. But there was nothing to be done for it.

“Aabo promised to bring you to see me.”

“I don’t want you to go.” Oma began to whimper.

Olay pulled out his big-brother card. “If she stays here, that man will come and take her. Do you want that?” He stared at him. “Do you want that man to take Rada from us?”

“But Mogadishu is a bad place.”

“She is going to Aunt Nadine’s, not to the city,” Olay said.

Oma thought for a moment. “Okay.”

My mother’s voice brought us back to reality. “We have to leave so Rada doesn’t miss her ride,” she said.

“Now?” It was evident Oma didn’t grasp the magnitude of the goodbye.

Olay nodded with no protest, but even he may not have appreciated the finality of the situation.

“Can we come, Aabo?” Olay asked. “To the bus depot to see Rada off?”

“That’s not a good idea,” my father said. “We don’t want people to see your sister leaving.”

The plan was to tell people that I had disappeared on my own, the way Mika had. It would be difficult to blame the parents for a girl who had left on her own.
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A young man emerged from behind a tree not far from the ancient masjid near the market. He joined us at the end of the narrow alley that connected the market to the main road behind the shops. I jumped out of his way and moved to the other side of my mother. He had been lying in wait for us.

My mother hugged the young man. “Oh, Sultan.”

The young man was my cousin, Nadine’s son. Sultan had the same large eyes as his mother. He was tall and slim, with curly hair that appeared shiny under the light of the moon. At twenty, he didn’t look a day older than seventeen.

My mother released him from her tight hug. “Sultan is here to take you to Aunt Nadine’s house.” Her hand on his arm, my mother sighed. “I hope you didn’t wait for us out here too long. Rada wanted to say goodbye to her brothers.”

“Goodbyes are hard,” Sultan said. “My mother prefers to say, ‘See you later.’”

Sultan turned around and led us back to behind the masjid. Together we walked toward a dark-colored four-door car, the moon shining on its immaculate exterior.

“Are you ready?” he asked me.

I didn’t think I could speak without blubbering with tears, so I nodded.

“We are trusting you with Rada until she is in your mother’s hands.” My father used measured words. “You must look after her until you reach the city.”

“I’ll protect her because she is my sister,” Sultan said.

“May Allah protect you both.” My father pulled me close and kissed me on the forehead.

“Aabo.” I tugged at his arm. “I will be okay, right? You’ll see me soon?” I needed his reassurance.

“Yes, Rada, I’ll bring the boys and your mother.” His voice was no longer shaky. “We’ll visit you as soon as your aunt sends word. I promise.” He stroked my hand. “I promise.”

Sultan, watching the display of emotion with apparent discomfort, pulled a set of keys from his pocket. “We should go now.”

“May Allah be with you.” My mother looked at me with tear-filled eyes as I settled into the front seat.

“Ready?” Sultan asked.

“Yes.”

As the car pulled out of its parking spot, my parents waved. They were holding on to each other. I turned around and continued to watch them until they grew smaller and merged into the structures around them. I faced the front and closed my eyes to preserve that last image in my memory.






THIRTY
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My aunt opened her gate at the first knock. Her hands outstretched, she ran to me. “Oh, Rada, give me a hug.” Beaded bangles on her wrists jingled. Nadine was three years older than my mother, but the age didn’t leave its mark upon her face in the same way. Thinner and taller than my mother, Nadine looked much younger than her thirty-five years on this earth. Though the smell of her hair oil reminded me of my mother’s, she wore no tight bun at the nape of her neck. My aunt’s long braids bounced with every step and landed in the middle of her back, reminiscent of a schoolgirl.

“I’m glad you arrived safely.” Nadine turned to her son, resting her forefinger on his wrist. “Thank you. How was the drive? Did anyone notice your coming this way? Did anyone recognize Rada?”

He turned around and scanned behind him before he answered, “No.”

Nadine stepped between Sultan and me. “You look so much like your mother. I miss her so much. When was the last time I saw you? Maybe three, four years ago? You were just a little one.” Nadine kissed me on the forehead. “What am I doing blabbering here? You must be bone-tired.”

“She slept the whole way, like sleeping was food she didn’t want to share,” Sultan teased.

Aunt Nadine put her arms around my shoulder. “I’m sorry you had to leave home, but I am glad you’re here and safe. Sultan, could you please check up on the men fixing the sewing machine?”

She tugged at my hand as soon as her son left. “I will take you to your room.”

She led me up a staircase and was still mumbling about how time flies and how she wished to visit home and dip her feet in that water, when her tone suddenly changed.

“Pushing you out of your home never feels like leaving. I should know.” She pulled up her braids and tied them. “It is so complicated to even come and visit, and it gets more so every day.”

“I know.” Indeed, I did know how complicated things could get, and fast. Within a few weeks, my life had become intricately woven in a mess of horror.

My aunt opened the door to a room much larger than my bedroom at home. She stepped aside and motioned for me to enter. She followed, then closed the door behind her.

“Never mind the complication,” Nadine said. “Tell me about the boys. How are they?”

“They didn’t want me to leave again after . . .” I felt a pinch of self-pity, but I pulled myself away from it fast. “They understood why I had to go.”

“And your father?” Nadine hesitated for a few seconds. “Sharif must have struggled to let you leave.” She sat on the edge of a well-made bed against the back wall of the room. “I know the loss of a father’s love for a daughter, Rada.” Nadine shook her head, as if trying to stop from dredging up her own lost childhood. “Did your mother tell you what your father did when you were born?”

She wasn’t looking for an answer, and I didn’t offer any. It wasn’t that I didn’t know, but I loved to hear the story.

“He cried. That grown man cried. Your mother’s letters made that very clear. Every letter has a story of his overwhelming love for you. He loves the boys and your mother, but there is something about you as his firstborn that is special.”

“He didn’t want me to go. I had to tell him I was leaving. Even then, he didn’t accept it for two days.” Despite my aunt’s hospitality, her stories made me miss home even more than I had before I arrived at her house. “As we drove away this morning, I saw him lean on my mother’s shoulder. I am sure he was crying.”

“Look at me, making you upset.” Nadine sighed. “Get changed while I get you something to eat.” She pointed to an open closet next to the bedroom door. “There you will find all you need.”

She stopped by the door and looked at me with kind eyes that reminded me of my mother’s.
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The first two days following my arrival at my aunt’s house, I felt unmoored, my anchor detached. Leaving home hurt much more than I’d imagined. I stayed in the room—alone. Exhausted, physically and emotionally, I lacked the energy to do anything besides go to the bathroom and back to bed. Nadine visited me several times each of those two days, asking how I’d passed the night. She tiptoed around me, as if too sudden a move or words spoken too fast or loudly would undo me. She whispered to her son with a great deal of seriousness when she didn’t think I could hear. I didn’t mind such careful consideration, for I was too tired to carry on a conversation. Even with so much love pouring onto me, I continued to blister with pain.

It was after breakfast on the third day when my aunt came to my room.

“Rada.” By the way she said my name—the letters firm—I knew she meant business. You have to get out of this bed, her eyes seemed to say. She sat on the bed next to me. “When I found out I was pregnant, it devastated me.” Nadine’s shoulders shook a little, and she pulled at the front of her dress, adjusting the neckline.

“Once I was pregnant, the man who violated me told everyone I had lied. He swore he’d never been in bed with me.” Nadine’s voice lost the gentle tone it had carried a minute earlier. “The fact I was already engaged to him and he’d forced himself upon me didn’t matter.” Nadine stopped here, perhaps for a break.

She eventually continued, “My parents proposed we marry for the child to have the naming right of a father. They asked for no dowry, no house or wedding ceremony. Nothing.” Nadine’s heavy words came slowly. “My parents were ready to marry me off. For my mother, anything was better than a pregnant, unwed daughter.” My aunt gave a deep, shuddering sigh. “His family was the worst. His mother completely ignored the role her son had played, as if I’d impregnated myself.” Nadine’s back stiffened.

“At fifteen years old, they called me a curse. But what did he get? They offered him a wife. Not me but some other girl he hadn’t forced himself on yet.” Nadine got up and walked to the window. The light of the midmorning sun filled her face with an angry glow. The more she spoke, the deeper her resentment seemed to grow. “Fifteen years old.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.” I was sorry I had brought such a painful memory to the surface for her.

“Don’t be sorry.” Nadine returned from the window and sat next to me. “You see, every woman finds the courage to go on one more day, and then one more day after that, until the distance gives us a slight reprieve.” A bright smile graced Nadine’s face. “You see, our journey to wholeness comes from breathing through our losses.” Her sorrow-filled expression changed to a hopeful gaze. It was sudden and startling. “How do you think I built all this?” Nadine waved her hand around the room.

A long embrace filled the room with quiet comfort.

“You will find your bright light in this pain. I know you don’t believe me now, but you will.”

Nadine must have read my mind because she was right: I didn’t believe her. After my exile, I saw no way out.

“It’s hard to find hope with so much horror.” She rested her hand on my back. “But you’ll get there, like I did. Like all the women in my sewing shop have done.” Nadine got off the bed and stood before me, her hands extended in my direction. “Get up.”

That was a command, not a request. I got up. Reluctantly. We were inches from each other, the fabric of my nightdress touching hers.

“But nothing gets done without taking the first step,” Nadine said. “Women, like you and me, we carry on when all is lost.” Nadine clasped her hands together in front of her. “That is how we survive. And it’s how our children can take one more step.” She took my hands in hers. “Get dressed. I’ll be back in ten minutes to take you to the shop.”

I didn’t want to go anywhere, but Nadine gave me no option as she left the room, humming a tune I didn’t recognize. When she returned to collect me, I wrapped my favorite scarf from home, a gift from Nadine, over my hair and followed. I would go to satisfy her.
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The rectangular room was bigger than Marka’s community hall. Even Shaban’s prayer hall paled in comparison to this place. It ran along the side of the main house from one end to the other. My aunt knocked and announced herself before she opened the door.

“This is my niece, Rada.”

All six women turned to us and waved.

Four glass windows on the two long sides of the shop were open, letting in light and air. On each side, below the windows, were ten sewing machines lined up, roughly six feet apart. But only three were occupied. On second glance, I saw why my aunt had announced herself. The women were not covered. Their hair was braided in different styles of cornrows, and they all wore the same flower-print tunic with black tights underneath. The outfit reminded me of my school uniform. At the sight of these women, I was reminded of the loss of structure that school had provided. And I longed to be next to them, even though I hated sewing. My mother had tried to teach me, but I’d scoffed at the idea.

Each woman wore brown leather sandals. With their simple yet elegant outfits, I could tell they were young. Perhaps fifteen or sixteen. Not one of them appeared older than seventeen. It was tempting to ask my aunt how these girls had ended up here—sewing garments instead of sitting in a classroom somewhere in secondary school or college. But I didn’t. That would have been a question from my old self. This was heaven compared to where Mika might be at that very moment. Where Sara ended up. Even the twins and Daala felt Shaban was the best they could get.

My aunt’s words pulled me out of my contemplation. “We have a dressmaking program. We give each woman a sewing machine and a place to work.”

“Dressmaking program?” This was astounding. After the kidnapping and Mr. Ahmed’s rejection, I’d never thought I would hear such positive news. “How?”

“Each woman pays one percent of her sales until she earns the machine.” Nadine pointed at the ten sewing machines. “After that, she can stay and work from here or leave.”

I loved my aunt beyond measure, but her profile as a human being grew a hundredfold after hearing this. For the first time, I didn’t mind being a woman. Being a girl was limiting—a time when you were beholden to others. But being a woman meant doing things not only for yourself but for others.

“These are all the graduates of the program.” My aunt pointed to a list of names on the wall opposite the door. “Some continued in the same business. Others moved on to different ventures.”

I was still counting past forty-two when I heard my name called.

“Welcome, Rada.” The woman on station eight was on her feet before she finished speaking. “My name is Maryan.”

Not much taller than four feet, Maryan looked at me with fierce eyes. She walked with steady steps and shook my hand. “Welcome to our shop.”

The other five women introduced themselves. There were a pair of sisters—Caliya and Hani—as well as Farxiya, Dahaba, and Qaali.

I listened to them, dumbfounded by their confidence and openness. By the time we took our lunch break that first day, I felt a deep kinship with these women because they told me their personal stories.

Maryan—twenty years old and the oldest of the six—was gang raped when she was eighteen. When Nadine took her in, she was sick and pregnant. My aunt nursed her back to health until she’d given birth and remained by her side while she recovered from the loss of her stillborn child.

“She is marrying your cousin, Sultan, in a few months,” Nadine announced, and the others in the room giggled.

Perhaps Nadine was rewriting her own happy ending by giving Maryan a chance for a family. But that didn’t make the news any less remarkable.

The other five women came from three different villages, all bombed by drones.

“Foreigners came under the pretense that they were after Al-Shabaab,” Caliya, the oldest of the two sisters, said. She was only seventeen.

“The rest of my family, three brothers and my parents, died in the attack,” Hani added.

Only fifteen at the time of the attack, Hani blinked after every word. The other three had similar stories. They all lost their families, and their properties were destroyed. They added their words of gratitude for the good fortune of Nadine finding them.

It dawned on me that whether it was Shaban attacking or the foreign planes dropping bombs, women were always the collateral damage.

“How did you find them, Aunt Nadine?”

“At first I would go to the courts to find girls I could help, but eventually people in the community began bringing them to me.”

“Is she joining us?” Farxiya, fourteen and the youngest of the women, asked.

“I wish.” I would have liked to say, Yes, I am joining you, but I knew nothing about sewing.

“Rada is one for the books,” my aunt said. Then she turned to me and added, “But I know a way you could help.”

“How?” By the time I asked the question, Nadine was leading me toward an office desk in the back of the room. Made of wood planks, the desk was larger than any other I’d ever seen. Even the elder’s desk at the community hall, the largest one in Marka, would be dwarfed by this one. The sun coming from the last window on the eastern wall hit the side of the desk, and the smooth surface shone.

“This is your job.” My aunt pointed to a stack of folders sitting in the middle of the desk.

By early evening of that first day, Nadine finished her instruction and handed me the key to the desk, the calculator, the folders, and a cell phone for the transfer of funds. Suddenly, I was responsible for keeping the books as well as writing out the orders for yards and yards of fabric, buttons, zippers, needles, oil for the machines, thread, and on and on. From that day forward, I took orders, scheduled the fittings, and arranged the pickups. I collected payments and calculated the one percent deduction. For the rest of the week, I was up with the call of the morning prayer. Every minute I worked filled me with pride. As quickly as I’d lost everything, I’d found a community among other women with similar scars.

Without rejection.

Without judgment.

Without shame.






THIRTY-ONE
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It was nine days since I’d left home and seven days since my introduction to the sewing shop. An hour after lunch, I went upstairs to my room to get changed out of my work tunic and tights. For the first time, I was going to the market with Sultan. A mixture of apprehension and excitement filled me from the moment my aunt told me I was going.

“Take these as samples.” Nadine handed me a small bag. “Make sure you negotiate the price.” She wanted me to pick up the fabric for six dresses we were sewing for a wedding party. “I have other business to tend to.”

I didn’t ask for details about her business. The idea of a trip was a welcome diversion because these tasks of the daytime obliterated the nightmares that visited me every night. I’d been visited in my dreams by Sara and Mika. Their forlorn expressions would wake me with a jolt. Covered in sweat, I’d sit upright and search my surroundings for a sign of Shaban.

But with a purpose, I was becoming a different person during the day. My steps grew lighter as the hours ticked away. I moved around the shop taking orders from one seamstress or another, speaking to this coworker or that, laughing with them and enjoying my life. By lunchtime, I felt happiness I didn’t know was possible.

Nadine helped me pick an outfit to wear to the market—a loose dress and a thick hijab. “Sultan will meet you downstairs by the shop.”

She left me to get ready. I was brushing my hair when I heard a female voice ask, “Is Rada upstairs?”

“Was that my mother?” I wondered aloud to myself. “Impossible.” I must be hearing things, I thought. Why would my mother be here in the middle of the day? I stopped and listened—the brush aloft above my head.

“Is Rada upstairs?”

The question came again, and I knew it was my mother. There was no mistaking her voice. I dropped the brush and ran down the stairs, two steps at a time. I reached the landing in front of my mother and two brothers in mere seconds.

“Why are you here?” The question came out like a complaint, as if I didn’t want to see my family, didn’t yearn for their presence each day I spent away from home. “It’s wonderful, but I didn’t expect to see you here so soon.” I tried to soften the reproach.

At the foot of the stairs, I hugged my mother and moved to my brothers. It was not until I let go of Oma that I realized my father wasn’t there with them. I stood on the tip of my toes to see through the doorway.

“Where is Aabo? Is he talking to Aunt Nadine?” By the time I asked, I could tell something was wrong. My mother and brothers continued to stare at me. “Where is Aabo?”

My mother wiped her face with the back of her hand.

“Where is he?” Something was wrong. “Aabo?”

My mother would never have traveled alone or with the boys without my father. He was always in the lead. Something had happened to him.

“Where is he?” I pushed down the fear that grew from the bottom of my belly to my throat. My chest burned.

“Aabo is not here, Rada.” Olay spoke with a calmness that awed me. “He is in the hospital.”

“Hospital?” The statement was so blunt, it couldn’t be real. Wouldn’t my brothers be crying, my mother falling apart? “Hospital?” He is telling me, with no tears, that the heart of our family has been ripped out of our chests? The foundation on which all four of us stood had collapsed, but they were standing before me, not crying, and able to form words into sentences.

“No way!” I pushed my brother to the side. He almost fell. “You’re lying.”

“Don’t say that.” Olay’s voice began to shake. “I’m telling you the truth, Rada.” He broke down. “Aabo is hurt.”

“He’s not lying,” Oma cried.

“Rada.” My mother forced the word out between tears. “Your father suffered serious burns. He’s been taken to a hospital in this city, but we can’t be with him.”

The statement landed on my chest like I had been stabbed with one of my father’s serrated knives. The pain was so sharp, it sucked my tears back inside. I heard words from my mother’s mouth and saw their truth before me. Still, it was impossible to comprehend. Could so much pain be visited upon one family? One person?

“What do you mean Aabo is burned?” I stomped my feet to shake off the awful news.

“I am sorry,” my mother said. Her chest heaved with the heartache she was trying to contain.

“Why are you telling me this?” I charged at her. “Why do you want me to believe that? Why?”

“I know, child, it’s hard to accept.” She extended her hand to reach me. I pulled back. “Shaban and his men set the shop on fire with your father inside. He’s badly hurt.”

There it was. All the blame rested on my shoulders.

“How do you know how badly he’s hurt if you didn’t go to the hospital with him?” My legs gave way, and I collapsed on the floor. “Sara is dead, and Mika is gone, and now Aabo might die.”

My mother bent down to hug me, but I pushed her away. I didn’t want to be comforted. I deserved no comfort. “It’s my fault. All of it.”

“I’m sorry, Rada.” My mother’s hand continued to hover over me.

“Why are you sorry?” I turned my head upward, and my eyes met hers. “I’m the one who should be sorry. Another tragedy visited upon us because of what I’ve done.”

“Rada,” my mother began.

I interrupted her. “If Aabo dies, I killed him. I should have listened to Nora. I should never have escaped. I should have returned to him with Mika.” I let out a loud scream, then laid my head on the floor and sobbed.

“Rada, you have done nothing wrong.” My mother sat next to me on the floor. “Shaban’s men did this. They came and demanded that he bring you back. When he refused, they decided to burn his store down.” My mother sounded angry now. Bitter, in fact.

My father wasn’t only her husband but also her friend—a man she’d waited for years to marry despite all the others who’d come asking for her hand.

“None of that would have happened if I hadn’t escaped. If I’d stayed away as the twins did.” I felt my spirit crack, and the shards of my life that remained—small and fragile after Shaban’s violence—crumbled now. I lost a sense of cohesiveness. I threw my head back. “You might become a widow, and my brothers fatherless, because of me.” I shook my head. “I’m so selfish. You should have sent Shaban for me. I would have done what he wanted.”

“Rada, you know your father wouldn’t have agreed to that.”

My mother was right. My father would have died ten times over rather than surrender me to Shaban. But I hadn’t been willing to do the same for him—to endure Shaban’s abuse and Nora’s cruelty—to save his life.

“They hurt him because of me. Have you visited him yet?”

“I’m sorry, Rada. The elder promised to get him to the hospital and make sure he gets the care he needs. I couldn’t stay with them.”

“He’s been alone this whole time?” The news that my father was hurt was bad enough, but to be alone in a hospital bed was abhorrent. “Aabo, alone?” I let the thought linger between us, inflicting more pain on everyone. “No family around?”

“I couldn’t risk your brothers’ safety.” For a second, her brave facade faded as a single tear rolled down her cheek. But she quickly slid the mask back on. “Your father would never forgive me should something happen to them. To you.” She took me in for a hug. This time, I let her. “Where is your aunt?” she asked after long minutes of silent weeping.

As if summoned by her sister’s inquiry, Nadine appeared behind her. “I didn’t know you had arrived.” The sisters hugged each other. A fresh bout of wailing erupted.

Nadine didn’t ask what had happened or why my mother came with the boys without my father. My aunt wasn’t surprised by their sudden appearance.

“Did you expect them?” The answer to my question was obvious in my aunt’s silent stare. “You knew they were coming?”

“It’s not your aunt’s fault. I asked her not to tell you. I wanted you to hear it from me.”

“You should have told me, Aunt Nadine. I should have known Aabo was hurt.”

“I’m sorry,” my aunt said.

“My father is hurt because of me. He lost his shop because of me.” I wailed as I remembered Nora’s statement: “Once you’re taken, you belong only to Shaban.”

“Let us focus on helping your father heal,” my mother said, taking me in her arms.

My aunt joined us in the circle, and we cried together for a long time.

“Could you please take the boys to your room?” my mother finally asked. “I’ll come to you soon. I need to speak to your aunt for a few minutes.”

My aunt and mother went toward the kitchen as my brothers and I climbed the stairs to my room.

“They wanted to kill him, Rada,” Oma said as soon as we made it to my room. “Your husband and his elder came, and you weren’t there.”

Olay faced his younger brother. “Don’t ever say that again. Rada has no husband. Didn’t Aabo tell you never to say that? Not to call him that?”

Oma cast his gaze down. “I’m sorry, Rada.”

His back straight and his shoulders squared, Olay sat at the foot of the bed. “Aabo never agreed for Rada to be that man’s wife. We didn’t attend her wedding. Rada didn’t want to be with him. You must remember that. Fathers give their daughters away. Men are not supposed to just take people’s children and call them their wives. Aabo said so.”

“Why are you yelling at me?” Oma sounded torn. “I just repeated what the man and his elder said. Remember how he got angry at Aabo for sending Rada away?”

“If I’d known, I would have come back and gone with him as his wife. You know I would have done anything to save Aabo.” I was desperate for my brothers to believe me. To understand me. To forgive me. “You know I would have.”

Olay looked so much like my father. “Rada, you mustn’t think like that. We can’t allow men to come and take our women like cheap objects you find on the street.” He paused. “You know Aabo wouldn’t have allowed that. No man should allow that. Death is a hundred times better than living with that.”

Did he say “our women”? Is death better? I was stunned by the way my brother spoke, with authority and power. If I hadn’t been looking at him, hearing his voice, and seeing his nine-year-old frame before me, I would have thought he was my father.

Dry tears streaked Oma’s narrow cheeks. “Olay and I were with Aabo in the yard when the men showed up. I think they knew you were gone before they even came.”

Olay nodded in agreement with his brother. “Aabo refused to tell them where you were, so they said he had to go with them. Aabo told us to take care of you and Hooyo and to be brave. He smiled when he said that, like he was tucking us in for the night. I think he knew he wasn’t coming back, that they might kill him, but he wasn’t afraid. He said ‘Promise to take care of my Rada and your mother like proper men,’” Olay repeated and smiled. “He wouldn’t leave until we promised, even though Shaban’s men were pushing him away.”

“Aabo was brave,” Oma said. “And like him, we must be brave now. Take care of each other and take care of you and Hooyo until he gets better.”

The words were simple. Spoken by the tongue of an innocent child.






THIRTY-TWO
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The day after my mother and brothers arrived, my aunt suggested we plan for my father’s care. I listened as Nadine, Sultan, and my mother discussed how to do that safely. Two days later, my aunt made contact with the nurse and doctor at the hospital where the elder had taken my father.

“Could I go to the hospital with you?” I asked my aunt the following day as she prepared to visit my father.

Nadine looked at me for a long moment. “Not now, Rada.” She turned to my mother, standing across from her. “We don’t know who is watching.” Nadine chose her words carefully. “Shaban and his men might not recognize Sultan and me.”

“Please.” I needed to see my father. To apologize for my part in his suffering.

“I want to go too,” Olay said. I didn’t realize he had followed me from my room and was standing next to me.

“Maybe another time,” my mother said.
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From that day on, my aunt and Sultan visited my father every other day. Since we couldn’t see him for safety reasons, my mother, brothers, and I suffered in solitude, and the rest of the world continued to turn. Even the people in the house with us—the kitchen girls, those who worked in the sewing shop, and people who came to order outfits—didn’t seem to feel our pain. I didn’t blame them because they didn’t know my father. They didn’t know the value of the man. They also didn’t know the depth of his love for his family.

Unlike her life in Marka, where she stayed at home, my mother went to work in the sewing shop the following week.

“At least rest for a couple of weeks,” Nadine insisted. She told us her business had enough to support all of us.

“You know I can’t,” my mother said. “I have children to provide for. To educate. I have a husband lingering between life and death.” My mother sounded more determined than sorry for herself. “Sharif would want me to take care of his children.”

My mother got right down to business. She registered the boys in a school and made their uniforms and book bags. Sultan walked with them for the first few days, and soon Olay and Oma were going to school and making new friends. I would have loved to go to school with them, but my mother didn’t bring up the topic of my going back. She had so much to deal with, and the schools were far more expensive here than they were in Marka. So I didn’t bring it up either.

My father’s prolonged hospitalization left a hole in my belly. The wound cracked open with every breath I took. The sight of my mother exhausted after a long day of work served as a constant reminder of my loss. The loss tugged at my heart. It forced me to move around the house in a daze. My primary purpose was to get through the day. At night, I would collapse on my bed and weep with abandon. My role in the tragedy devastated me.

Each time Olay recited verses from the Qur’an when we prayed together, the pain flared afresh. I prayed harder than I’d ever prayed. “Oh, Allah, make my father okay. Heal him from inside and out.” I repeated different versions of these prayers each morning and night and all the hours in between.

My brother sounded so much like my father when he read. The verses leaving his mouth brought my father, breathing and praying, among us. The smell of the cooking fish in Aunt Nadine’s kitchen always reminded me of my father. Of what I didn’t have. My loss. The person who said “time heals all wounds” hadn’t lost a father. The days marched on from one week to another, but the pain remained raw, below the skin, coursing through my veins.
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It was perhaps a month from my father’s injury when I felt wetness between my legs before I woke up. My sleep-ridden brain went to the memory of my suffering in Shaban’s bed. Was I back there, wedged under him? My eyes still closed, I put my hand between my legs and gasped at the sight of crimson streaks covering my fingers.

“What is this?”

Somewhere in the back of my head, I knew I would get my period at some point. But that morning, as I stared at my hand, I failed to make the connection. I bolted out of bed. “Hooyo!” I yelled as loudly as I could. Both my aunt and my mother were next to me before I closed my mouth from the first scream.

“Rada!” my mother yelled, equally loud. “What is it?”

“Look at this!” I got off the bed and stood on the white area rug. It was not until I turned my hand toward them that I realized what was happening.

My aunt smiled, and my mother gathered me in her arms.

“This is great news. You got your period.”

“I am sorry to shout like that.” It was embarrassing, how I’d hollered like a child. Another drop snaked down my legs and onto the rug before I stepped away from the carpet and onto the tiled floor. “I will clean up the rug,” I said apologetically.

My aunt laughed, and the shrill sound gradually turned to a peal of joyous laughter. “Who cares about the rug? Alxamdu Lillah is all we need today!”

My mother pointed at the red drops that shone against the stark-white hair of the rug. “Look at that. Finally, we have something to celebrate.” Her excitement filled the room. “You are not pregnant.”

“Not pregnant?! You thought I might be pregnant?”

“Yes, I did!” my mother responded.

“I’m not pregnant,” I said, the relief of such news seeping into my mind slowly.

“This means you don’t have to bear the responsibility of a child,” Nadine said.

“Remember how you hated when all your friends had developed into their womanhood?” My mother gave the first genuine smile I’d seen on her since her arrival here.

“Yes!” I’d vehemently complained that I was still flat and slim like a child of six as my friends began to show the telltale signs of womanhood. “I remember!” I said, forgetting the bloodstained bottom of my nightdress.

“Come with me to the bathroom.” My mother and I followed Nadine as she prepared rolls of cloth and fashioned them into pads. She lined five of them up on the countertop. “This should be enough for the day.”

They left me in the bathroom to clean up and dress while they waited on the other side of the door. Their giggles, like schoolgirls sharing a secret, reached me. Nadine took the dirty nightdress from me when I emerged from the bathroom. She rolled it inside the bedsheets and rug and put it by the door.

“See how easy it is to clean it up?” She stared at the bundle of rolled-up mess. The room became still in that very second. Neither Nadine nor my mother moved. It seemed none of us was breathing.

After a while, my mother spoke in a happier tone than I’d heard for a long time. “This is the best news we’ve had for so long. You know what this means, don’t you?”

“Another mess to clean?”

“No. You’ll go to school, like any other girl.”

“School?” I hadn’t expected to hear such a word ever again. I was disappointed when she’d registered the boys and didn’t include me. “I thought you couldn’t afford my fees.”

“Your fees?” Her brows arched. “Your father is lying in a hospital bed so you could go to school, and you think I wouldn’t send you because of money?”

Hearing her say that made me realize I’d been foolish.

“I wanted to make sure you weren’t carrying a child.”

“What?” With all the horrors I’d gone through, I’d never thought I might be carrying Shaban’s child. So, she’d sent me to Nadine half expecting I was pregnant. “Does Aabo think that too?” Did he fear I’d turn out an unwed mother like my aunt? I wanted to run all the way to the hospital. I wanted to show him I wasn’t pregnant.

“We didn’t talk about it, but I am sure the thought crossed his mind,” my mother said. “But never mind that now, for you are a girl, and no one needs to know otherwise.”

“What if someone finds out?”

“No one will.” The words from Nadine came with confidence. “You’ll smile.” Nadine smiled to show me how to do it. “And walk like any other girl.”

“It can’t be that easy,” I said.

“It is as easy as washing and getting into a different outfit and behaving like all the other children because you are a child.”

“I can’t wash all the filth away. I can’t.” I looked at her for some understanding. “I can’t unsee what I saw.” The memory of all that had happened had embedded itself in my mind. The thoughts had become part of me.

“You’ll find a way,” my mother said. “Like the scars on your back, the wounds inside will form the foundation of the woman you’ll become.”

“Your mother is right.” Nadine lifted her shirt, exposing a vertical cut starting at the top of her pelvic bone and ending below her belly button. “My child was delivered in a caesarian section, and this is a physical reminder of that.”

My mother lifted her dress, and I saw that both her legs were bandaged from ankle to knee.

I gasped. “What’s that?” I bent down for a closer look.

“I ran into your father’s burning shop.” She placed her hand on my head. “I wanted to rescue him.”

I was surprised I hadn’t asked how my mother felt. I’d assumed she was home when my father was attacked.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to hear it like this,” my mother said. “I was forced out before I reached him.” She stroked my hair the way my father had always done. “I didn’t know I burned my legs until they brought me home.”

“I am so sorry.” Wrapped up in my loss, I hadn’t realized my mother had been limping all along.

Nadine left for a few minutes and returned with a bowl of beef broth filled with black pepper and ginger root. “Eat this.”

I put a spoonful in my mouth and forced it down. “It’s too bitter,” I complained. With a second mouthful, my stomach heaved, but I forced it down.

“Take your time. Like all your other actions, it will help with the pain.” Nadine got up and walked to the door. She stopped at the threshold and looked back at me. “Rada, welcome to the fold of womanhood.”

“Welcome home.” My mother winked.






THIRTY-THREE
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My wish to have my father see me at school was granted on a Saturday two weeks after my father was discharged.

“You look smart in that uniform,” I heard my father say before I saw him. His blessing was gentle and soothing, like it had been every morning before he left for work and every evening upon his return. “May Allah protect you,” he said.

I threw myself at my father, almost knocking him out of the chair he was on. His thin back felt frail against my arms. “Thank you Aabo.” It was surreal to have him sitting there. Alive. Breathing. I let him go and stared at him for a long minute. I realized I hadn’t expected my father to survive. My mind had taken flight with the image of him being pulled out of a burning shop, his body charred to cinders. I knew that bones cracked under thousands of degrees of heat. He was taken out alive, but that didn’t mean he would leave the hospital in one piece. Any day, I had expected my aunt and Sultan to come home with the news of his passing. Even when they told us he was progressing nicely, my doubt in the truth of their reporting refused to abate.

“These are still raw.” I traced my finger around the outline of the burned spots on his neck and upper arms. A large area was red and oozing and looked like the surface of the moon.

“They look worse than they are,” my father said. “And seeing you going to school every day will heal my wounds even faster.”

“God willing,” I said, smiling.

My father’s recovery was slow, but his presence brought joy to the entire house. Eventually he was well enough to lead the prayer from his seat. His recitation as he led the prayer filled the house again. The way his eyes shone in the seconds that connected the end of a prayer and the stories he told us lifted my spirit high. His love for me shone brighter than it ever had. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed his recitation until I heard him lead a prayer for the first time in a long time.

Tears filled my eyes and rolled down to my chest as I listened to his beautiful voice as he recited the verses. The words took me back to the best times of my life. The verse “I seek refuge from the lord of daybreak” leaving my father’s lips enveloped me in a cloak of protection. Nothing could penetrate my father’s prayer asking for protection from the “evil of Allah’s creation.”

Standing behind my father and next to my mother, brothers, aunt, Sultan, and his wife, I knew no fear. The worry of what the future held melted away. I was here, and I was safe. My mother was working hard, but her face glowed with a perpetual smile. My brothers and I went to school knowing we had parents at home.

By the time I started grade nine, the beginning of the following school year, the horrors of my past began to fade into the distance. I found comfort in the company of my father’s readings of the Qur’an, my mother’s constant laughter with her sister, my brothers horsing around, my aunt’s encouraging words to everyone, and Sultan and his new wife’s adoring gazes at each other. Even the women who worked in the shop became part of my extended family.

By then, my father was well enough to work as a bookkeeper for the sewing shop. My mother and I didn’t fight as we had before the tragedy.

Along with the loss, I grew to focus on what mattered. Even my brothers’ annoying habits didn’t irritate me as much as before. I relished at their presence and would let them talk about their day as I did my schoolwork.

One month led to another, and my joy expanded. Laughter rang around our dinner table. Beauty surrounded us. I was truly happy.
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“Did you hear?” My father met me at the main door of Nadine’s house when I returned from school eighteen months after his tragedy and Mika’s disappearance. “Shaban’s compound has been raided.”

“How do you know?”

“It’s all over the news,” my mother said. She was standing next to my father.

My aunt and all the other women left the sewing shop and joined us in the main yard of the house. We gathered around the television, watching the national news channel that evening.

“I hope this is not like the last two times,” I said.

We learned that the government army, aided by troops from the African Union, had attempted to capture Shaban and destroy his compound. The report said there were several casualties on both sides and Shaban was still at large.

We went to bed that night with the uncertainty of what tomorrow would bring.

Nadine came to my room the next morning. “There is no school.”

“Why?”

“The schools and market had remained open during the previous raids. But this time, there is a worry for the public’s safety.”

Perhaps that means this time will be different. “I’ll just go to the shop.”

“You could do paperwork, but I called the women and told them to stay home.”

Everyone was taking this seriously, and that scared me. Others in the house, my mother and aunt included, felt the same fear I did. It was evident by the way they spoke tentatively anytime a topic concerning the future came up. No one addressed the terror that sat with us as a living, breathing being. We waited, breath held, for the news to announce the outcome.

It was late that night, as we prepared to go to bed, that gunfire erupted over our home. We gathered in one room and listened as the ground beneath our feet shook. We could smell the explosions.

My father led us through prayers for most of that night and the following day. We pressed our ears toward one news outlet or another. It was not until the morning of the third day that the fighting ceased. An hour before we sat down for lunch, the news outlets and social media platforms erupted.

“The raid succeeded.” I held my phone up to show everyone in my family. “The military captured Shaban, Manny, Nora, and twenty-two members of his army.”

A photo of Shaban and Manny in handcuffs in front of the compound was plastered on the screen. Manny averted his gaze, but Shaban stared straight at the camera, his eyes as fierce as they had been when he lectured us.

“Where is Mika?” I scrolled through several sites looking for her. “There’s no mention of the twins or Daala either.” I feared they were killed in the firefight, but I didn’t dare speak that horror out loud.

“Maybe they only mentioned the leaders,” my mother said.

I nodded, even though that didn’t allay my fears of losing my friend.
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Shaban’s trial was scheduled for eight days after his arrest. I couldn’t sleep the night before. And I was up and dressed before the morning prayer. I didn’t know what to expect. What outcome would please me the most? Close to fifteen minutes after I first descended the stairs, I saw my father, my mother, and my aunt standing together in the yard. They spoke to each other in hushed voices.

“How long have you been up?” my mother asked.

“Couple of hours.” My eyes burned, my muscles tight with tension, bemoaning the lack of sleep.

We ate breakfast and left the house soon after. My family—my father, mother, aunt, two brothers, Sultan, and I—went to the court the morning of the proceedings at seven. Only a few people were there when we arrived. Standing in groups, people spoke to each other quietly, as if afraid they would be overheard. I had never been to a courtroom and didn’t know what to expect. In Marka, all matters of consequence were decided by the elder. Time ticked by slowly.

The crowd grew. By the time a tall, heavyset man wearing a green camouflage uniform hit a mallet on the table before him, the room was packed. The man with the gavel sat between two other men dressed like him behind a tall table that reached to their chests. The brown of their eyes seemed to grow bigger as they read the charge: “Terrorism.”

That’s it? I almost yelled from behind the barrier that separated us from them.

In the middle of the room, between the audience and the three men who sat on their judgment, were Nora and Shaban. Nora sat so close to Shaban’s right that it appeared from a distance that they were on the same chair. Manny sat to Shaban’s left. I counted twenty-two men behind them. All, except Shaban and Manny, were dressed in the same uniform as the three men who served as judges.

“You’re the upholders of justice for the sake of Allah,” one of the judges said, reading verses from the Qur’an. “These individuals before you have committed crimes against people of Somalia and their government. They attacked the market and killed innocent people. Damaged government buildings and instilled fear in people’s hearts.” The man went on and on, listing examples of Shaban’s violence. “He attacked villages and destroyed properties. He demanded money from villagers and made young boys into soldiers.”

He never mentioned the crimes against us: the kidnapping of girls, the forced marriages and violation, Sara’s death, Mika’s disappearance, or the injury to my father.

“See it for yourself.” The man played a video of still pictures, all images of massive destruction. Some of the pictures were the ones Shaban showed after Sara’s death, but some were new. I gasped at the sight of photos of my father’s shop. Flames leapt high in the sky. Pictures of helpless people in the market, holding buckets of ocean water in their hands—attempting to put out the fire. With my hand over my mouth to contain my shock, I turned to my mother and brothers standing next to me. Their faces bore the same disbelief I felt. None of us said anything. What could we say in the face of such devastation?

“God is great!” Shaban stood up, and the metal shackles around his feet made a loud clanking sound. The audience emitted a collective groan after the outburst, but Shaban didn’t seem to hear it. “That’s where evil breeds evil.” He launched into one of his sermons. “The only solution is to get to the root of evil.”

“Allahu Akbar!” Manny and Nora shouted in unison. They stood next to Shaban, united to the end.

“You can persecute me. Persecute them.” Shaban waved a hand over the men sitting behind him. “But you’ll never erase us. Allah will protect us from your evildoings.” Shaban used one of his signature pauses here. “There are hundreds. No, thousands of Allah’s soldiers throughout this country.” He scanned the room from the front to the back. When he saw me, he looked away and looked back, perhaps to be sure I was still standing after all the horror he’d inflicted on me.

“Half the people in this court are our brothers and sisters,” Shaban shouted.

The emphasis landed on the last word, and his eyes moved over me again. I glared at him.

“Go ahead and announce your illegitimate judgment, for Allah is our only judge.” Shaban paused again. “We fear no one but Allah.”

Six soldiers wearing black military uniforms came out of a door behind the judges. The way they appeared without warning, I was reminded of the three men who picked up Issa and the other two kidnappers. They approached Shaban, Manny, and Nora—two each—with determined steps. They didn’t carry them out, though. They shoved the men into their chairs, and Manny and Shaban yelped. Nora sat down on her own. The six men stood over the three.

The gavel hit the table again, and silence followed. The man in the middle cleared his throat.

“The court finds Shaban Abu Helmi guilty because he confessed. All we need to do is listen to his words.” He pressed some device in front of him, and Shaban’s voice filled the room.

It was never clear who was on the other end of his tirade, but Shaban was as pompous as always. Full of venom, his words came sharp. In my mind’s eye, I could see him lecturing.

“We’re doing the work Allah has put us on this earth to do. This is work that you and your government are too cowardly to do yourselves.”

“You killed innocent people,” someone on the recording interjected.

“Innocent? Innocent?” Shaban’s voice boomed over the man’s statement. “Satan himself is more innocent than those you speak of.”

The tape went on and on. For the most part, Shaban spoke unprompted. He didn’t need questions.

“You’re being recorded,” the same person who’d spoken previously said.

Maybe Shaban didn’t hear the comment or care about it, and I would bet on the latter. He continued his narrative of all the good he’d done for the country. How he’d saved villages, given foreigners what they deserved, and all the work that still needed to be accomplished to make the country one that belongs to those who worship Allah. I waited for him to speak to our kidnapping. To Sara’s death. To my father’s attempted murder and the destruction of our property. But he didn’t.

“I’m but one man,” Shaban said. “The mission to save this country from you is much bigger than all of us.”

That was his last statement. Things moved fast after the tape ended. No witnesses were called. No evidence beyond the images of the destruction video and Shaban’s tape was presented. Even though I came with no specific expectation, things were much more straightforward than I’d imagined. I thought Shaban would mount a strong defense, use videos and persuasive words to win. It felt as though the verdict had been decided long before the court proceedings began.

“After reading all the notes collected during the investigation, which connected all the destruction to their words as they confessed to all the crimes, the court is sentencing Shaban Abu Helmi and Manny James to execution by hanging.”

“You have no authority to make such a decision.” Shaban’s voice cracked. “There is no might nor power but that of Allah.” He sounded like Issa speaking his last words before the men carried him away. “You can’t do that to me.” Maybe Shaban intended to say something powerful, but his words failed him.

The two men standing beside him lifted him from his chair. Each man held one of his shoulders. His feet left the ground and dangled in midair. The thick metal shackles around his ankles hit the tiled floor. Shaban jerked his arm, but he couldn’t break loose. Like the fishermen in Marka presenting their unusual catches in the market, the men held Shaban in the middle of the room like a showpiece for all to see.

Manny didn’t protest when the other two took him under their control. He didn’t even try to free himself. He must have been crying because his eyes were wet.

“The rest of the men will be rehabilitated, and they agreed to denounce Shaban and his crimes.” The judge watched Shaban as he said this.

“They don’t want your rehabilitation,” Shaban asserted. “Let go of me.” For the first time, I heard Shaban emit an audible gasp. “Stop them!” he ordered his men, but they didn’t obey.

“And you.” Nora was the last person to be addressed. “You’re as guilty as they are. But you’ll be held in custody until something can be worked out with your country. We need to wait to deport you. We will leave it to England to treat you as a terrorist traitor.”

Nora didn’t appear to have expected that judgment. “I want to be executed with Shaban. I’m not going back. There’s a reason I left.”

Nothing came of her demand. Not even recognition that she’d spoken.

The judge gave his final order. “Get them out of here.” He slammed the gavel on the table one last time.

Shaban and Manny were taken out of the room, just like Issa and the other two kidnappers had been. Nora followed them, watching her prince and his sidekick be picked up and dragged out.

It was the most fitting end.






THIRTY-FOUR
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“Mika, you’re here?!” My best friend in the entire world was standing only a few feet away when I turned around to leave. Her eyes shone like those tiny flashlights we’d used in Marka anytime we ventured outside after dark. Had I imagined her into existence, like the nightmares I’d suffered?

Aunt Nadine and Sultan joined us in the circle we’d formed around Mika. People leaving the building had stopped and stared at us.

“Mika, you are really here?”

My mother and I gathered her into our arms and hugged her tightly. Deep down, I’d never believed she’d gone back to Shaban. I’d assumed she was dead.

“Alxamdu Lillah,” my mother said, giving thanks to Allah. “You’re free!”

I only noticed the baby she held on her chest after the child twisted between us. “You have . . .” I didn’t finish the thought.

“This is Rada.” Mika pointed at her beautiful baby girl. “She turned one, as of last week.”

Thick brown curls fell across her baby’s face. With those ocean-blue eyes, the baby was unmistakably Jordan’s.

“The minute I held her when she was born, I knew she was Rada,” Mika said. “I didn’t tell Nora her name, of course, but when she left me alone with the baby, I called her Rada.”

The child giggled at the sound of her name, and just like that, I received a double gift. “How did you get away from them?”

“Little Rada and I were in the bathroom when the raid began.” Mika kissed the baby on the cheek. “I stayed in the bathroom while the gunfire continued.”

“And they left you alone?” Her story didn’t fit with the way they’d controlled us. “Shaban and Nora didn’t force you to come out?”

“They couldn’t. They were under siege.” Mika tilted her head to the side. “The child and I stayed in the bathroom, hungry and thirsty, but safe. We survived because we had water.”

“How long did you stay there?” Aunt Nadine asked.

“Until the next morning when Little Rada whined with hunger.” Mika adjusted her scarf. “I opened the door a crack, expecting Nora by the door ready to lunge at me, but I saw no one. In the kitchen, I met half a dozen men and one woman.” Here Mika uttered a prayer of thanksgiving. “They didn’t realize I had been hiding in the bathroom. They told me Shaban, Nora, and Manny were captured.” Mika patted her baby on the head. “Others, like Jordan, Daala and Ayoub, and the Silent Sisters, fled.”

“The Silent Sisters?” I understood why Daala and Jordan would flee. But the twins?

“Yes, I was told they escaped together. After they interrogated me about my connection to Shaban, they took Little Rada and me to a house that was started by Xalwa.” Mika motioned to a woman standing next to her. “We had to stay there until the court decided where to send us.”

My mother and my aunt exchanged greetings with Xalwa and thanked her for looking after Mika and her child.

“Xalwa rehabilitates boys and girls who are rescued or have escaped from Shaban.”

“Like Raqip did for us when we first escaped?”

“Sort of, but it’s a big organization. She built two buildings, one for girls and one for boys, with donations and her own money.”

“What did the court decide?” My mother took the baby from Mika and admired her.

“They said I am free to go to my family or stay with Xalwa.”

“Do you want to go home?” I asked.

“My daughter looks so different, and I don’t want to return and bring problems to my family. So I decided to stay at the rescue house until I can find work. There are pregnant girls there, and there are some with young children. Little Rada and I have been there for this past two weeks, and Xalwa said we could stay there if we need to.”

“That’s very kind of you, Xalwa,” my mother said. “But maybe Mika would like to come to Auntie Nadine’s house and work with us. You are more than welcome, and no one will shame you for the life you escaped.”

“You could live with me!” I said.

Mika’s eyes lit up. “That would be wonderful. Yes.”

“Xalwa, thank you for taking care of them this past week,” Nadine said. “Mika and Little Rada have a family in the city now.”

My mother put her forefinger in Little Rada’s hand and kissed it. “This little one will have two grandmothers. If your children are your bones, your grandchildren are your marrow.”

“I would love that,” Mika said.

My aunt and Xalwa exchanged contact information. When they finished, we left the courthouse.

As I walked next to Mika, I realized I hadn’t thought of what I would say or do if I ever saw her again.

“Mika, why did you leave without telling me?” I asked. It came out as an accusation, as if I were blaming her for leaving, rather than the circumstances that put her there.

“I couldn’t bear to tell anyone. Not my family and not you. I couldn’t.”

“How did you get back to the compound?”

“The elder helped me,” Mika said. “I went to him when I realized I was pregnant.”

“The elder?” My mother spoke to the shock we all felt. For the elder to invite Shaban to our home was outrageous, but for him to help Mika get back to Shaban was unconscionable.

“When we told him you were missing, the elder acted bewildered, like the rest of us,” my mother said.

“I don’t blame him. Mika’s father would have killed him had he admitted to it,” my father said. “I also would have killed him.”

That made sense, but it didn’t justify his actions. “Oh, Mika. I thought I would never see you again.”

“I felt the same.”

“Little Rada, she’s so beautiful.” I turned to the baby in my mother’s arms.

“I know.” Mika’s eyes landed on me. “You look great too.” She smiled. Then, in a way only the dearest of friends can feel joy for another, she said, “I hope you are back in school and getting a great education.”

“I am.” I had so much to tell her about things I’d learned, the friends I’d made. “I want to go to university so I can work at a women’s hospital—treating them, delivering babies, and helping other women.”

“You will,” Mika said with an easygoing manner.
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Back at our house, Mika and I helped my mother and aunt prepare an impromptu celebratory dinner. Two hours after we’d arrived home, we sat down to rice and roasted lamb, black bean salad, baked sweet potatoes, and homemade bread. Pineapple-and-lemon cake and grapefruit juice rounded out the meal.

After the dinner dishes had been cleared and my father, brothers, and Sultan and his wife had left for their rooms, my aunt stood. “Mika, I think it’s time to show you the house, so you’ll know where things are.”

“I want Mika and the baby to share the room with me.”

“Are you sure?” Aunt Nadine asked.

“I think it’s a fantastic idea,” my mother agreed.

Mika was ecstatic.

“That settles it,” my aunt said.

We waited until Mika put the baby to sleep in a small crib my aunt had dug out from somewhere, as if she were expecting a girl with a baby to show up at her house at any moment.

We showed Mika the bathroom, where to get towels and a change of clothing, and the box where the dry goods were kept next to the kitchen. When the sewing shop light came on, Mika’s eyes grew large.

“All this?” She walked around the shop, touching scarves and finished dresses dangling from clothes hangers. “You made these here?”

“Yes.” My aunt moved closer to Mika, standing in the middle of the shop. “There are several women—and my sister and I—who come each morning and work here.”

“Could you teach me?” Mika faced my aunt, her face full of hope and anticipation. “I would love to learn.”

“Of course we will teach you,” my mother said.

“Mika, you don’t want to go to school with me?” From the moment I saw her in the courthouse, I assumed it would be like the old days—Mika and me walking to and from school together. Gossiping about boys.

“I have a child now, and this is my kind of school.” Mika must have noticed my disappointment. “Rada, you’ll finish school and work at a hospital to help women, while I dress all the women like you.” Mika flashed a brilliant smile—one I hadn’t seen for a long time.

It was decided. Mika would start her apprenticeship the following morning.

When we finished giving Mika the tour of the house, the four of us went back to the kitchen. With tea thermos and large mugs in hand, my mother and Nadine took two stools to the courtyard.

“You could join us for tea if you’d like,” Nadine offered.

“Is it okay if Mika and I go on the roof?” I asked instead.

“I wondered how long it would take you—the two of you—to climb on the roof.” My mother smiled.

“It took her much longer than it took me,” Aunt Nadine said.

Mika and I listened as my aunt told the story of her roof climbing to watch the waves and imagine a life away from the village. “That’s how I connected with Sultan’s father.”

“Your grandmother always claimed that if Nadine hadn’t gone up on that roof, she wouldn’t have met up with the man who violated her.” My mother’s tone grew serious.

“So that’s why you hated the roof?”

“And the fact that you’re so much like your aunt, doing exactly the opposite of what you are told.” My mother let out a booming laugh.

In my earliest memory on the roof of our kitchen in Marka, I was seven years old. I’d often wondered what drew me to that spot even before I developed the longing to leave Marka. From the first day I climbed up there, I was filled with an overwhelming sense of belonging. A place where I fit in. Some nights, I would wake up before the morning prayer, climb up in my nightdress, and just sit there, soaking in the moment until the call for the morning prayer from the masjid sent me running down to get ready before my mother noticed I was up there. “It all makes sense now,” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me about Aunt Nadine?”

“If I’d told you the need to be there was embedded in your bones, I was afraid you’d have moved up there.” My mother chuckled.

She was probably right.

“Go ahead.” Nadine waved us on. “Don’t let us hold you up.”

I took Mika by the hand, and we headed for the roof of Nadine’s kitchen. The roof creaked as we walked on to the other end, closer to the back of the house.

“Let’s sit here,” I said, brushing off a spot. Mika sat to my left, leaving Sara’s space between us. The same spot she used to sit before the kidnapping. It was instinctive. Our physical bodies remembered, even if our minds knew she was not coming to sit with us. Sara was always between us, especially on our way to and from the school, but also on the water, riding the waves, and sitting on the roof.

“I miss Sara so much.”

“I do too,” Mika said.

“I think about her all the time. I wonder if in her final steps to that market, she knew what she was doing.”

“I don’t think she did.” Mika inhaled and took in the salty air. “I don’t think she knew she was going to die, either.”

“I know.”

“The way she asked Jordan to hold her broach because she didn’t want it to get dirty told me she thought she would be coming back after running an errand at the market.”

We were quiet for a long time until Mika broke the silence. “You remember how we dreamed of escaping Marka?”

“Now, we’re here.”

A breeze blew from the ocean in the distance, the waters of our childhood. The sight of the waves as they rose above the boulders and hugged in midair before crashing down with a loud thunder filled me with pleasure and pain, all at the same time.

“I think your idea to have a child without getting married has been granted.” I laughed.

“I was a child then,” she said. “This is not as easy as I thought it would be. Now I feel sorry Little Rada won’t experience the love of a father like we did.”

Mika was right. We had lofty dreams that became unimaginable horrors.

“I love my child, but sometimes I wish I didn’t have a daughter.”

“Why?” I adjusted my seat without taking Sara’s space between us.

“Rada, this is not a world for a girl. Especially one without a father.” She swallowed loudly enough for me to hear her gulp the sorrow that threatened to engulf us. When she spoke again, her voice shook. “Imagine Little Rada going through what we went through.” She reached for my hand and squeezed it. “The thought makes me shiver to the bone.”

“We have to make sure she doesn’t.”

I was determined to ensure a bright future for Mika’s daughter. I believed my own words. There was a power in womanhood. Both Mika and I had been rescued by women. We didn’t only survive; we were beginning to thrive thanks to the women around us. “There are more women like Anisa, Xalwa, Nadine, and my mother than there are like Nora. It’s our job to create a better world for the Little Radas of this country.” It was a lofty promise, but I intended to keep it.

“Somalia is a big country.” Mika stared ahead, away from me. Then she softened. “One Little Rada at a time, and we might accomplish our goals.”

“One little girl at a time,” I agreed. “There are so many women who needed saving, yet Nora wanted to die with Shaban. Her devotion to him always astounded me.”

“She didn’t want to die with him as much as she had nothing to live for,” Mika said.

“She was a strong woman. She’d traveled thousands of miles for something she was passionate about. But Shaban didn’t deserve her loyalty.”

“Her parents have forsaken her, and her government refused to repatriate her,” Mika explained. “Shaban was the only one left on her side.”

“I haven’t thought about it like that.” That almost made me feel sorry for her. Almost. “She’s a woman, and as such, she failed to realize who her allies were.”

“That’s the tragedy,” Mika said. “Do you want to watch Shaban and Manny be executed?”

Part of me wanted to go and see him wilt with fear, as Issa had done, stripped from all power. It might have been rewarding to laugh in his face as he tugged at the rope around his neck. But what would be the benefit? I hated Issa because it was his action that brought us to Shaban. Yet I’d gained no peace from watching him die. “I don’t care to go.” I turned to Mika. “Do you?”

“No,” she said. She didn’t need to explain.

I nodded.

We were quiet for a long time. Then I remembered Nadine’s words: “Our journey to wholeness comes from breathing through our losses.” The need to breathe came instinctively. Inhaling, I took in the air coming off the water. The touch caressed my skin and cooled the shattered pieces of my old self. Exhaling, I breathed out the losses that should have never been. I leaned on Mika’s shoulder.

Under the night sky, the full moon reflected the rising waves and formed long, shiny curves like diamond bars. The image promised to push me forward in the long journey toward harmony of the one unified me. In that moment, I thought of a promise that Mika, Sara, and I had made to each other on my parents’ roof: “I will visit you no matter where you are,” we’d said to each other. In that memory, I felt Sara’s presence for the first time since I’d learned of her death.

I lifted my head and looked at Mika’s serene face. “Thank you for coming back to me. You came at the perfect moment. I am the happiest I’ve been in years. I am back in school. My family is complete. My father is alive and planning to go back to the village with my mother to rebuild his business. And you are here.”

“Thank you for waiting for me,” Mika said.

“Thank you,” I said again.

It was close to midnight when Mika and I descended. I made a quiet, determined promise to myself: No matter the challenge, no matter the loss, no matter the mayhem or suffering, I would never again be denied education or the community of women to hold me up.

Never.
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