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Prologue



Djibouti, 15 January 2013

Dear Waris Dirie

My name is Safa Nour and I am seven years old. I acted in your film, do you remember? I come from Djibouti and I have two brothers, Amir and Nour, and my Maman and my Papa.

All the people in Balbala know me because of your film. That makes me proud.

Papa says that we are doing much better now, we have things to eat and even light. The others don’t have that. And I go to school, that is great! Everyone there knows who you are as well, and that I acted in your film.

Papa always says we are also famous now.

How are you? I am well, but sometimes I am also very sad because I am all alone. When we play on the street, the children run away and curse and say bad things. They say I stink, but that’s not true at all. Maman and Papa also argue because of me and Maman cries a lot, Safa is a disgrace, she is not circumcised! And Papa gets very cross.

If I was circumcised too, then the others would play with me, but I am also scared because it hurts a lot. So I also don’t want it. I don’t know, what do you say?

[image: image]

Safa, our little Desert Flower.

The children at school are much nicer, but not in the beginning. Do you know, the other children have important parents and they come from many faraway countries. I am the only one from Balbala and we are not rich, so they were mean and because of my niqab too.

Then Mme Dourani talked to Maman and now I always go to school without my niqab, and I like that better too.

My best friend is called Diane Pearl and she comes from America. Her father is a diplomat, I don’t know what that means, what is that Waris? Diane lives in the most beautiful house in the whole of Djibouti and she is eight already. Diane is not very good at French, that’s why she is in my class. We get on really well and everyone knows she is my friend, Diane is also tall and now the other children aren’t mean any more.

A few days ago people came to see us with cameras and microphones and they talked to everyone and asked Maman and Papa lots of things. They also gave me a picture of you and I look at it when I am sad, that’s why I am writing to you.

You are the most beautiful woman and the strongest. You are so great!

When I grow up I want to be just like you.

When will you come and visit me?

Are you coming back to Djibouti?

That would be lovely.

I love you,







Safa

With help from Fardouza
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Safa with her best friend Diane in school.

I reread the words of this little girl from Balbala, a suburb of Djibouti City. I had received plenty of moving letters from women – from victims who wrote to ask my Desert Flower Foundation for help; from wealthy and respected women offering me their support; and from frightened women begging me to free them from their misery. But I had never received a letter like this from such a young girl.

I sat in my hotel room in Brussels, going over and over Safa’s words. They were like a snare around my heart. What kind of trouble must this little girl be suffering – at just seven years old – to make her seek help to write such an unusually long and grown-up letter? On the one hand happy to be unharmed, and on the other ignored, shunned and lonely …

‘Safa wrote this letter with our team in Balbala for you. I had to make her a solemn promise that I would give it to you in person,’ said my assistant and manager, Joanna, interrupting the emotional merry-go-round in my head.

I wanted to see the videos of her village and her family.

‘Safa says you conducted interviews there? I’d like to see everything you’ve got.’

‘No problem, I have everything here,’ Joanna reassured me. ‘As soon as we get back to the hotel I’ll bring it all up to your room.’

I folded the letter carefully and put it into the inside pocket of my jacket, close to my heart, which it had just touched so deeply.


1

The message

My throat feels constricted and I gasp for air. My hands start to tremble and perspire, fumbling the arms of the grey leather chair. I need something to cling to. I want to get out of here. I don’t want to look. These images have appeared in front of my eyes all too often before. I know I won’t be able to look away this time, either. I can feel the blood pulsing in my temples, as if my head is about to explode at any minute. I am terrified. The darkened hall seems to be getting smaller and narrower by the second. But I am trapped: trapped in yesterday.

Then there is a shrill cry. It echoes through the conference room – it goes right through me. A little girl’s face, distorted with pain, appears before my eyes. There is blood everywhere. A twig is broken off a thorn bush; rough, bony, furrowed hands snap the razor-sharp thorns from the gnarled branch. The face of an old witch. Destructive, dogged, ugly, with eyes so cold they send a shiver down my spine. Two hands grasp the little girl’s legs and wrench them apart.

Unflinching and determined, the hands belong to the child’s mother.

She will destroy her tiny daughter’s life for ever. How could she do something so cruel to her own child, her own flesh and blood? Why doesn’t she snatch up her little girl and run away with her? After all, she has already lost one daughter, who bled to death as a result of the murderess’s cutting and stitching. And now? Will this girl survive?

Later, when her grown-up daughter asks her why this was done to her, she will say it was the will of Allah. That the tradition of her people demanded it. That it was the only way for her to be a good, faithful, pure wife. That they would otherwise never have been able to find a husband who would pay a decent bride-price for her. That it was done for her own safety. That it had always been done in her tribe, and always would be. That being a woman entails suffering and submission.

I know all that.

A tremendous rage builds up inside me. Tears of anger and despair well up in my eyes and stream down my face. There is only one thought in my mind: This has to stop. This has to stop once and for all.

The lights went up in the auditorium of the Berlaymont building in Brussels. I hurriedly wiped the tears from my cheeks and looked around. I was at an international conference against female genital mutilation, having been invited by the Vice-President of the European Commission.

The savage circumcision scene from the film Desert Flower had opened the conference. EU commissioners, ministers, legislators, representatives of various non-profit organisations and journalists were looking at the screen beyond me with shocked expressions. They were all familiar with my 1998 book of the same name, where I wrote about the mutilation that was done to me as a five-year-old, and how I ran away from home. Many of those present had read it, and a few had also seen the film, which was released in cinemas in 2009. All the same, the horror was written large on each of their faces. In the audience sat several top politicians from Europe and Africa, as well as high-ranking EU officials and representatives of important non-governmental organisations. They all had it in their power to protect hundreds of thousands of girls from genital mutilation. To look after the victims. To make their lives worthwhile again.

It was a puzzle to me why they weren’t doing it. Why they didn’t just do the work they were being paid for.

They watched in silence as I made my way to the lectern, trying to collect myself, to push to the back of my mind the gruesome scene that had shaped me and my life.

‘Here. Waris.’ From her seat in the front row, Joanna passed me a tissue.

My assistant, manager and right-hand woman – and so much more. In the course of the years we had spent together fighting female genital mutilation, or FGM as it is known internationally, she had become my closest confidante and most faithful friend.

Joanna knew what the images in the circumcision scene did to me. I had seen Desert Flower dozens of times, at premières and presentations all over the world. I even had a hand in making the film, and had been in favour of shooting the mutilation in the most extreme way we could. Of course, it was impossible to depict the true horror and brutality of the procedure which around three million girls worldwide suffer every year, when their clitoris and their inner and outer labia are hacked away with a dirty razor blade while they are fully conscious, and the bloody remains of the labia sown together.

The screams of the little girl playing me on the cinema screen gave me a flashback to that pain every time I heard them. Countless times after viewing the scene, Joanna had hugged me and done her best to comfort me. This time, too, she was looking deep into my eyes from the front row, nodding to give me courage as she had so often done before.

A few hours before my presentation, I had met the Vice-President of the European Commission, who was also the commissioner for the Department of Justice, Fundamental Rights and Citizenship, in her office.

‘Waris, I’m so glad you’ve come back to Brussels!’ Viviane Reding greeted me with a warm smile.

Her blue eyes sparkled through elegant, rimless glasses. ‘Together we’ll bring this issue into the public eye: people need to hear all about it,’ Reding went on determinedly, folding her arms.

For a moment I was speechless. And then I snorted: ‘Bring it into the public eye?’ When the Vice-President didn’t react, I snapped.

‘Since 1996, I’ve been doing nothing but informing people about FGM. I’ve given speeches to the UN in New York, to the European Union here in Brussels, to the African Union in Addis Ababa, and to governments all over the world. I’ve appeared on dozens of talk shows, given countless interviews, and bared my soul – sacrificing my own privacy in order to open people’s eyes.’ I had started to raise my voice, and now it began to waver. ‘I’ve been a special envoy for the UN and the African Union, and I started the Desert Flower Foundation. For years I’ve put every last drop of energy into the fight against genital mutilation all over the world. And you’re still trying to talk to me about how best to bring this issue into the public eye?’

When Reding was able to look me in the eye again, I went on more quietly, but with even more determination, ‘I am not here to raise awareness. I am here to stamp out FGM, this crime against little girls, once and for all – with your help. There’s been more than enough talk already. I want to see action now. From the European Union, and from all the governments in Europe.’

In 2006, soon after the publication of my third book, Desert Children, I had appeared before the EU Cabinet to present the worrying findings from my Desert Flower Foundation’s research on the continuing spread of FGM in Europe. My team and I had even put together a catalogue of suggested measures, which I set out to Europe’s decision-makers. And which of these concrete ideas and suggestions had even been partially implemented?

None of them.

Meanwhile, millions of girls and women continued to be cut – girls and women who either die a miserable death from an infection, or have to live with terrible pain.

‘How are you going to protect young girls from being destroyed for ever? And how are you planning to help people who are already victims?’ I pressed her.

Reding’s office door swung open. She quickly pulled herself together, threw up her arms and embraced the visitor. ‘Waris, my dear, may I introduce you to the First Lady of Burkina Faso, Chantal Compaoré? Her government has had more success in the fight against FGM than any other in Africa.’

There was a storm of camera flashes, and microphones everywhere. Three film crews and two photographers were bobbing and weaving frantically around the popular First Lady, who was swathed in colourful robes. That brought my conversation with the Vice-President to an end – but my fighting spirit had been reawakened.

Many years ago I realised that politicians from several countries were using me as a token. A single photo with Waris Dirie and an emotionally phrased caption would give credence to the action they were supposedly taking on FGM. I had been in demand as a ‘star guest’ at international conferences for years. Each time, I was allowed to present my demands, and then put on a nice smile as I posed for group pictures with presidents and ministers. There was just one thing I wasn’t allowed to do: come back later and ask which of those demands had actually been put into action, or what specific steps they were taking to support my fight against FGM.

Recently I had started accepting only a very few invitations from politicians, preferring to concentrate on the work of the Desert Flower Foundation. I had spent a long time mulling over whether I should really take part in the European Commission’s conference. But the hope that this time I might finally be able to negotiate rigorous sanctions had finally led me to Brussels.

*

As I reached the lectern, I placed my hand over my left jacket pocket, where I had put Safa’s letter. How true to life her portrayal of me, the little Waris, had been in the film, when she was just three years old! And so far, she had been spared the cruel act of circumcision. At least, that was what she said in her letter. But was my little desert flower in danger of being cut, in spite of our agreement?

I tried to put my thoughts in order, and took several deep breaths

‘Vice-President, commissioners and representatives,’ I began. The eyes of around a hundred experts and interested listeners were on me. ‘In January 2006, here in this building, I presented the Council of Ministers with the results of two years’ research, financed by my Desert Flower Foundation without any kind of public funding. I brought not just my manifesto, but also a list of measures that all governments could take to fight FGM. And I showed how we can help the victims in a respectful manner. All the ministers and EU commissioners were impressed; they applauded; they promised me they would put these demands into action. And what has happened since then?’

I looked around. There was an awkward silence in the hall.

‘Nothing.

‘Now you have invited me here again, to discuss what measures the EU and the governments of Europe can take against FGM. It’s as though everything we discussed in 2006 has been forgotten. And so I have brought my manifesto again, together with all my demands, which are also on my foundation’s website. I would like to urge you once more to read them carefully, and implement these measures at long last!’

I held the papers above my head insistently, so that even the people in the back rows could see them.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, all of you’ – I pointed my finger at the rows in the hall – ‘every single one of you has it in your power! Paediatricians, gynaecologists, midwives, teachers, asylum support workers, social workers, youth workers, police officers, public prosecutors and judges right across Europe must be informed and trained. This is the only way for all of us to work together and put a stop to this crime once and for all. The measures I have suggested are as simple as they are effective. Don’t you want to protect these innocent girls? Do you really not want to help the victims?’

The silence in the room was oppressive and liberating at once. I had finally voiced the frustration that had been weighing on my heart for years. I seized the moment and carried on speaking.

‘Why do you keep holding conferences if you don’t do anything afterwards? The point of these events is not to help you get re-elected; it’s to help little girls like the one you’ve just seen in the film. Safa’s family is originally from Somalia, just like me. Her life seemed to be laid out for her. But then she got a part in my film, and her life changed. The film role protected Safa from the genital mutilation her parents were planning. She’s seven years old now and goes to school regularly, which means she has a chance to choose what she does with her life. But one Safa is not enough: we need a million Safas – in Africa, Asia and Europe – and we can only save them with your help. Only with your help can we give these innocent girls a life worth living. I therefore implore you to do something.’

*

‘Well done, Waris!’

In the corridor outside the conference room, Joanna hugged me tightly. I didn’t say anything; I was too much in turmoil, drained and tired and stunned by it all.

‘I shouldn’t have shown that scene,’ I sighed when we were in the taxi. ‘It stirs everything up again too much, every time. And the moment is so true to life that for a second, even I believe the images are real.’

Joanna gave me a sympathetic look. We had often talked about how the film took me back to my childhood. Back to the Somali desert, under an endless sky; that, to me, was the most beautiful place on earth. We had often gone hungry, and hardly ever had enough water to drink. But in spite of that I had been happy. I knew no fear, even though many dangers were lurking in the arid landscape. My parents had taught me to be alert and I knew my way around the desert. If I hadn’t, I would never have been able to cross it alone at the age of just thirteen, to escape my father’s plan to marry me to an old man. I loved my home – and my mother, whom I trusted blindly. At least until that horrific, blood-soaked day when I was five.

‘Waris, showing that scene was the right thing to do,’ Joanna replied. ‘Remember why you insisted that the circumcision scene mustn’t be left out of the film? It was there to open people’s eyes. Your instinct was right. Plus,’ she went on, ‘the film protected that little girl, Safa.’ I touched my jacket pocket to make sure that Safa’s letter was still there.

Joanna took a deep breath and quoted ‘Whoever saves a single life earns as much merit as if he had saved the entire world. The Talmud.’ My eyes filled with tears. Before Joanna could see them, I wrapped my arms around her tightly and kissed her on the cheek. Then I let my tears fall.

[image: image]

Soulmates Joanna and Waris.

When we got to the hotel, I took off my jacket and fished the small sheet of folded, yellowing paper out of the inside pocket. I fell on to the huge, soft bed. I could hardly wait to scan the lines little Safa had written once more. As if she had read my mind, Joanna opened the laptop that she had set up on the desk in my room the day before.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

‘I want to find the most recent photos from Djibouti that our representative there sent for you. There are some videos as well.’

Joanna set a box of material on my bedside table and put a DVD into the laptop. ‘Waris, I’m dog-tired. I’m going to go to my room and call my son in Vienna before I go to sleep. I hope you’ll be OK without me, but if you need anything else, give me a call.’

When she had pulled the door closed behind her, a smile spread over my face. Joanna, my soulmate, who had given me her support and advice as a manager and a friend for eleven years – I was hugely grateful to have her at my side. She was always ready to listen to my concerns, and always understanding when I made impulsive decisions, which were often quite inconvenient. Joanna grew up in Danzig, under Communism, but because her parents had rebelled against the regime, her family was poor and disadvantaged and Joanna had a difficult childhood. As a young woman she left Poland and went to university in Austria, where she also found a job. When she arrived, she didn’t speak a word of German and had to survive by doing casual work until she learned the language. But she completed her degree, and soon became a successful businesswoman. Joanna’s story reminded me of my time in London, when my relatives in the Somali Embassy treated me like a servant. When they left and I refused to go back with them, there followed a terrible period when I was living on the streets, unable to speak a word of English, when the only job I could get was as a cleaner at McDonald’s.

Joanna knew what it was to be in a foreign country where she didn’t speak the language, to get by without any help, overcome difficulties and never give up. These experiences bound us together without a doubt.

Sunk in thought, I slipped under the bedclothes, put the computer on my lap and started to click through the files. The first picture was of Safa’s family. I immediately recognised the short, skinny man with the scrawny legs and the serious expression as Safa’s father. He had a moustache and was displaying his yellow teeth. A thick vein protruded from his forehead. His vest was only half tucked into his washed-out trousers, the top button of which was missing. Next to him stood Safa’s mother, a plump woman in a red hijab printed with white flowers, as so many Somali women wear. Her almond-shaped eyes gazed apprehensively into the camera, and she was wearing a faint smile. In her hands she held a package that I had sent to Djibouti a few weeks previously. It contained small pieces of jewellery made by a designer friend of mine, which I had sent as presents for the women of the family.

[image: image]

Safa’s family, grandma Fatouma with baby cousin, brothers Amir and Nour, father Idriss, mother Fozia and auntie Soraya.

In front of their parents stood Safa’s brothers Amir and Nour, who at first glance anyone would think were twins. Nour, the smaller of the two, was wearing a blue and white Star Wars T-shirt that was much too big for him, with CLONE TROOPER written on it. He was looking into the camera with a heart-warming shyness. Amir was wearing a ripped blue T-shirt with Arabic writing on it. Unlike his brother, he had a fierce expression on his face. And in the middle stood little Safa, beaming, just as I remembered her. She was holding a present from me – a little pink make-up box – with both hands. And from the necklace around her throat dangled the lucky charm that I had given her. It was the hand of Fatima, which was supposed to protect the little girl from evil.

I’m so glad she’s wearing the lucky charm, I thought. I couldn’t explain it, but looking at this group photo sent a cold shiver down my spine. Was it the old woman I didn’t recognise who was affecting me like this? Was it her hostile gaze and the large, bony hands clutching the little body of a baby girl, who couldn’t have been more than a year old? The longer I stared at the picture, the clearer it became: something wasn’t right here. But what did this family have to hide?

I scoured all the other photos of Safa. The sweet girl with the big round eyes and the tousled black hair seemed cheerful and carefree in every shot. The other members of her family, by contrast, had scepticism and mistrust written all over their faces. But maybe I was mistaken; maybe they had just been frightened by the camera flash. The video waiting on my laptop would tell me for sure. Excitedly, I clicked on the ‘play’ symbol to start it.

Slowly, wobbling a little, the camera panned over the pale brown desert landscape. The light glistened on the African horizon I knew so well, where Djibouti borders Somalia. The dull but stubborn pain in my heart came back every time I saw images like this. I had been leading a good, comfortable life in Europe for so long that it had become a second homeland for me, but my real home is the African desert. The older I get, the greater my longing for it. My parents had named me well: Waris means ‘desert flower’. An abrupt change of shot interrupted my thoughts. Pink, turquoise, green: a huge collection of brightly painted corrugated-iron shacks now filled the screen. Fortresses of poverty, which offered people little more than a roof over their heads, shone in every colour. Unmade tracks snaked through the village between mountains of rubbish, stones, rubble and grey dust. The camera zoomed in on a rusty corrugated-iron fence that at some point had been painted blue. A small, shabby wooden door hung crookedly on makeshift hinges. From a ledge, a bored-looking little black and white goat was watching some children playing noisily in the dust by the fence. With a creak, the wooden door opened and a little girl came out, waving to the camera with a cheerful smile.

It was Safa, wearing an ankle-length dress patterned with pink and yellow flowers. Coloured beads bounced at the ends of her plaits. Yellow, red, blue and green, they shone in the sun like flowers in a spring meadow. Again my eyes were drawn straight to the glittering necklace she was wearing. The protective hand of Fatima lay in the hollow of her throat. I had to smile to myself when I spotted the gap in her otherwise gleaming white grin: it looked like Safa was starting to lose her milk teeth. The girl ran giggling towards a corrugated-iron shack, where a little broom was propped against the wall.

‘I always make everything clean!’ she cried proudly in French, one of the two Djibouti languages, snatching up the old straw broom and sweeping the sandy floor enthusiastically, until she could hardly be seen in the cloud of dust she was stirring up.

‘Safa, you’re getting all dirty! We don’t have enough water for me to keep washing you all the time.’ Safa’s mother sounded annoyed as she came into shot. When she spotted the camera, she laughed sheepishly.

The next shot showed the inside of the hut where Safa and her family lived. Its two tiny rooms, with their rough corrugated-iron walls and holed cardboard roof, were home to seven adults and five children. Safa and her mother sat down on one of the hut’s two makeshift beds.

‘How do people react to the fact that Safa is not circumcised?’ I heard our representative ask from off camera.

‘All the girls are circumcised here,’ Safa’s mother answered in Somali, our shared mother tongue, as she swatted at the flies that were settling on her little daughter’s face. ‘They are all circumcised apart from Safa,’ she stressed again.

Wasn’t she pleased that her daughter had been spared because of her film role and the resulting agreement, the interviewer asked.

‘Yes, my husband and I signed this contract where we guaranteed not to have Safa circumcised,’ the Somali woman replied. ‘But to be honest I am not convinced that it was the right decision. The circumcision ritual is part of our tradition. We will never find a husband for Safa if she is not circumcised. She will never belong to our society like the other girls. So I am sure that one day we will have our daughter circumcised anyway.’

I couldn’t breathe. What had that woman just said?

Had I misheard her?

I sat up suddenly and clicked on the stop button, to make sure I hadn’t misunderstood Safa’s mother. Could my Somali have grown as rusty as that after all these years in Europe?

‘So I am sure that one day we will have our daughter circumcised anyway,’ I heard the African woman say again.

With tears in my eyes, I watched as Safa nestled her head anxiously against her mother. The woman who not only wanted to break the contract she had made with my foundation, but was also prepared to sacrifice her child in cold blood for the sake of her reputation and the respect of the people she lived among.

My heart was racing. I was beside myself with disappointment and rage. What had been the point of all the conversations where my colleagues and I had explained to her in detail that circumcising women was a terrible crime – against her, me, all of us? What was the point of the contract that gave Safa’s family financial security, a good education for the children and, with it, a better future? The Desert Flower Foundation had promised to pay for water, food, household goods, medical care and all education costs – but only if Safa was not circumcised.

The stone-cold announcement Safa’s mother had made on camera brought all of this into question. Was circumcising her daughter really more important to this woman than the survival and future of her whole family? Evidently tradition was more powerful than any contract.

I glanced at the little clock on the bedside table. It was already late. All the same, I thought Joanna would understand, so I picked up the phone and dialled her extension. She whispered a sleepy ‘Hello?’ into the receiver.

‘Joanna,’ I said, so loudly that I could feel her jolt awake. ‘I’ve just watched the video. We have to fly to Djibouti straight away and talk to Safa’s parents.’

‘How come? What’s wrong?’

‘In the interview, Safa’s mother talks in Somali about wanting to get her daughter circumcised in spite of our contract. Joanna, we have to help the girl right now, before it’s too late!’

‘I’ll go and check on flights now. There’s no time to lose.’ Before I could say anything, she had hung up.

‘I just hope we’re not too late,’ I said aloud to the empty room; then leapt up and prepared myself for the journey. I knew Joanna: she was sure to have us on the first flight to Djibouti City in the morning.

My suitcase was soon packed; the laptop which, less than half an hour before, had delivered the bad news from Safa’s mother was back in its bag, and I was in bed.

It was pitch-dark in the room. I had pulled the thick, elegant curtains closed to shut out the bright lights of the Brussels streets. I had to try and get a few hours’ sleep before we embarked. But thoughts about Safa were going round and round in my head. Was she all right? Might it already be too late? I tossed and turned in the soft bed until I finally fell asleep.

I can feel the heat of the sun on my skin. The water reflects the warm rays, which are making the surface of the sea sparkle a bright turquoise. The endless expanse of the Indian Ocean stretches out before us, and above it the sky is a radiant blue. The small, brightly painted fishing boat bobs on the water; glittering, foaming wavelets form around it before breaking and collapsing.

‘Hey, Waris!’ cries the young boatman, Ahmed. ‘I’ll drop you on the little island out there.’

With his finger he points to a silhouette looming on the horizon, over which a flock of birds is circling. I nod and take a deep breath of sea air.

‘The island is uninhabited,’ Ahmed explains. ‘But there’s an old, tumble-down shack where a fisherman used to live. He built it so he could stay overnight on the island if the sea was too stormy and he couldn’t get back to the harbour with his catch. I’ll take you there.’

Safa is sitting beside me on the boat’s green-painted wooden seat. The wind is playing with her silky black hair, which has a reddish sheen in the sunlight. Her white dress flutters. The toddler from Djibouti’s Balbala slums has turned into a beautiful little girl. Her white teeth gleam in the blazing sun. Beaming with joy, she holds tightly to a bracket on the boat’s rusty roof. We are both squinting to get a better view of the solitary island in the distance. The warm salt water splashes into the boat and swirls around our ankles.

‘Waris, I’ve never been in a boat on the sea. It’s so beautiful here, I’d like to stay here for ever … with you,’ Safa shouts excitedly.

Then she shuts her eyes, as if she is trying to capture the moment. Softly, she starts to hum a song, though the melody is carried away by the wind.

Ahmed slows the engine and lets the boat bob gently towards the long white sandy beach. The beach is surrounded by a coral reef that looks like a huge wall built by an artist. I look around eagerly – and there is the tumbledown shack, standing on a little hill, just as Ahmed described it.

‘I can’t take you to the shore or the boat will get stuck in the sand,’ Ahmed explains. ‘You’ll have to wade the last few metres.’

I climb over the old boat’s rusty railing and jump into the sea. ‘Now you. Don’t worry, the water is lovely and warm,’ I call up to the boat.

Without taking off her white dress, Safa leaps into the turquoise water. She soon surfaces again, spluttering and laughing.

I take her hand. ‘Come on, baby girl, let’s go to the beach.’

When we get to the shore, we pick our way carefully across the baking-hot sand covered in broken shells and dried seaweed.

‘Come on,’ I say, ‘let’s go to the old fisherman’s hut. We can leave our clothes there.’

The furrowed door creaks loudly as I open it. Filled with curiosity, we step inside. The smell of sea and rotten fish greets us. Next to an old wooden table, which has almost rotted away in the heat and the salty sea air, stands a rusty bedstead, with the remains of a yellowing newspaper lying on it. Above the bed hangs a torn fishing-net. Sunlight comes in through the cracks in the planks of the walls. We hurriedly strip down to our bathing suits and run back to the sea. Safa bounds after me exuberantly. Little waves lap at the sand. Seagulls and crows search the shallow water for food.

‘Come on, let’s go further in,’ I say to Safa. ‘Out there, where it’s deeper, we can lie on our backs and let ourselves drift. It’s not difficult, especially not in salt water. The sea will hold us up.’

The warm waves swirl round our legs. When we reach the deeper water I stop.

‘Now just lie flat on your back,’ I tell Safa in a gentle voice. ‘My hand will be under your back the whole time. Don’t be afraid, nothing can happen to you. Trust me.’

Safa does what I tell her without any hesitation. I slip my right hand under her light body and the pretty girl floats like a little water lily.

Safa closes her eyes with a contented smile. ‘I trust you, Waris.’

Her words give me goose-bumps in spite of the heat. I whisper softly into her ear: ‘Sweetheart, I will hold you until you say you don’t need me any more.’

When Safa opens her eyes again, the smile vanishes from her face. ‘Look, Waris, what’s that in the sky behind you?’

I turn around. A storm is brewing. ‘It’s probably going to rain,’ I try to reassure her. ‘But there’s no need to be afraid. Water below us; water above us; water everywhere. It’s a big party for us desert children.’

I have hardly finished speaking when a bolt of lightning flashes across the sky, quickly followed by a rumble of thunder that resounds over the ocean. Safa, who now has the ground under her feet again, opens her eyes wide in fear.

‘I want to go back to the hut,’ she begs. ‘I don’t want to stay in the sea. You can carry on swimming, but I’m getting out now.’

I let her go. While Safa makes her way across the sand to the shack, I swim over to the coral reef I saw from the boat. A stormy wind has blown up, and the waves are much higher than before. But I’m a good swimmer, and I love this kind of challenge. The storm hasn’t quite reached us yet. Breathing deeply, I haul myself up to sit on a jutting rock and look towards the hut. Suddenly my heart begins to race wildly. Safa is not alone.

There is a woman wrapped in a long black robe with her, speaking to her and gesticulating. Who is this person, and where has she come from? Ahmed said the island was uninhabited!

‘Safa! Safa!’ I shout as loudly as I can. I wave both arms. Safa!’

But the howling of the wind, which is now growing stronger, swallows my
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