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    To the women who think they get seconds,
and find it becomes the best.

      

    

To the women who think they get seconds, 

and find it becomes the best.
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Well
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Crocodiles shaped my life. I hate crocodiles, but my earliest memories are of crocodiles on the river. Some call our river the Nile, but we of Egypt call it the Aur, or the Black River, because in times of flood, it filled the valley with life-giving soil. This soil helped our fields grow more grains than any other land we knew.

When I was less than three years old, Father and Mother took my brother Nesu and me to the riverbank. Mother took a basket full of food. I remember the bright blue cloth she brought from the basket to lay our food on.

I played next to the river close to my family, digging in the sand. I remember a gray-green log floated to the shore. Curious, I toddled toward it.

Mother screamed behind me.

Something strange happened. The log opened up. Big teeth filled the insides.

Father snatched me up and ran away as the jaws slammed shut on the empty air where I had stood. Nesu told me later a crocodile almost got me that day.

Mother screamed again and called me her baby, then berated me as she scrambled to gather our lunch up and hurried toward home.

Mother never went with the family to the river again, and kept me home as long as she could. She was terrified of the crocodiles.

Father had brought Mother to a small home near the river when they married. Together, they farmed a small plot of land that fed and provided them with enough extra to trade for other necessities.

Life was tough for them, but my brother and I knew our parents loved us. We never felt less than the others in our part of Memphis, probably because we all lived in the same conditions.

Mother panicked when a neighbor child younger than me went missing. The child had strayed too close to the river and a crocodile ate it. 

Mother pulled Nesu and I close to her and wailed.

“Never go close to the river. Do you understand, Nesu?”  

Nesu nodded. “Yes, Mother.”

“And you, Hagar. Do you understand you must stay away from the crocodiles?”

Tears filled my eyes at the loss of my little playmate, and because Mother was so upset. “Yes, Mother. I will stay away from those mean crocodiles.”

Nesu secretly took me to the river as we grew older, however. He would always remind me to watch for the floating logs. “You never know which ones will be crocodiles,” he would warn.

Mother asked us if we went near the river when we returned, but we always told her we had stayed far away. She did not need to know.

Memphis was a big city, built by those who discovered Egypt long ago. Father told me our ancestor, Egyptus, had brought her family here before the tower at Babel and the language changes. He said we speak the language of the Fathers. I doubted it, for I have seen our language change in the years I have lived.

Mother sent me to the well for water when I grew big enough to carry an urn. We did not drink from the Aur, for the dirt and silt in it made it undrinkable. Sadly for me, I was not tall then like I am now. Boys in our part of town thought it funny to push me over and spill my water. Sometimes I had to dip water five times before they allowed me to pass and take the water back to Mother.

I refused to complain or cry. I had watched other girls cry, and the boys never stopped bullying them. When they pushed me over, I would retrieve my urn and return to wait my turn at the well. 

One day, Nesu saw the boys push me over.

“Why have you not told me about this?” he asked as he joined me at the well. “Mother sent me to find you since you have been gone so long. She thinks you have been playing near the well, rather than getting her water.”

“I would never do that,” I cried. “Those bullies think it is funny to watch a girl trudge back and forth to get water and never get it home to their Mother.” I poured more water into my urn.

“And you never told me? Why?” Nesu helped balance the urn on my shoulder.

I frowned and lifted my free shoulder. “It is my problem. If I cry, they will never stop bullying.” I walked away from the well toward the boys.

Nesu padded beside me. “There are other ways to get past them. You need not walk past them every time.”

“That is the way home,” I pointed out. “To go another way would take longer.”

“And returning for water takes less time?” Nesu asked.

We neared the boys and Nesu glared at them. “Leave my sister alone.”

The boys jeered and taunted him, but they did not push me over. Relieved, I took the water to my mother.

After that, I turned away from them, walking a longer path to return to our home. Sometimes Nesu would come with me to warn away the bullies when Mother needed the water quickly.

In the weeks after I began walking along the longer path, I watched the boys who loved to persecute us while waiting for my turn at the well. Girls had banded together, waiting for each other to walk past them in groups. It became more difficult to cause problems with them. Sometimes, the girl on the outside edge would have her water pushed off her shoulder, but the girls chastised the boys intensely.

On the days Nesu could not accompany me to the well, I waited for my friends to fill their urns and walked with them a longer way. It became a pleasant time for me to go to the well, for I could visit with friends and walk home with them. I enjoyed this time with them. 

When Mother asked about the time it took, I told her we waited for each other to avoid the bully boys. With nostrils flaring and breathing heavily, she wanted to rush to the well and berate them. 

“No, Mother,” I cried, stopping her at the door. “We have it under control. The boys have not disturbed our water collection for more than a week. Now they stand and make ugly sounds as we pass by them.”

“Because you are beautiful girls,” Mother said. “But I need the water faster. Is there another way you can hurry?”

“I will try, Mother.”

I really tried to get the water and return home faster, but it was not as easy as she thought it would be. I still had to wait for the other girls or walk the long way. Neither would take me home any faster.

Mother finally sighed and reconciled herself to a longer wait. Sometimes she sent me earlier, if she needed water faster. But she never went to the well for herself.

***
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“Hagar, you must be careful today,” Nesu said as I lifted my empty urn to my shoulder.

“Why? Those boys gave up pushing the water from our shoulders years ago.” I gave an impatient huff. My friends waited for me.

“Can you mess up your hair, put mud on your face? Something to make you less beautiful?” His insistence puzzled me.

“Why should I?”

“Pharaoh’s men are searching through the city for women to take to the palace.”

“Why would that be terrible?” I rocked on my feet, eager to leave for the well.

“Women disappear inside the palace and never return. I am not ready to lose you to the men of the palace yet.”

I thought of Bau, the boy who hung around the well, wanting to carry my water with a little blush. I would not want to appear looking ugly, neither did I desire to be taken by Pharaoh’s men. I shuddered at the thought. I had heard stories of young women going missing and never seen on the streets again.

I flinched again as Nesu mussed my hair and painted mud on my face. I did not like to look untidy and ugly.

“Slump your shoulders,” Nesu suggested.

“Do you really believe I have to worry? I am young, barely a woman.”

“Old enough for the men of the palace to want to have their way with you,” Nesu warned.

I slumped.

“Can you limp?”

I nodded and set the urn on my shoulder. It was difficult to carry it slumping and limping. “This is hard,” I whined.

“It will be harder for you if Pharaoh’s men take you,” Nesu growled. “I will walk with you some of the way, but Father needs me in the fields.”

“Go to the fields with Father,” I said. “I will do as you say. With this mud on my face, no one will think of me as a beauty.”

“Do not depend on the mud. Even I can see you are beautiful through the mud. Be sure to limp and slump. Let your mouth fall slack.”

“Like the girl who is mad?” 

She came to the well sometimes while the other girls were there. Some girls said cruel and unkind things to her. I tried to befriend her, remembering how it felt to have the boys be so unkind. She would have nothing to do with me and backed away when I tried to approach her. It saddened me.

“Yes, like her. Pharaoh’s men will not take her.”

I let my mouth sag. “Like this?”

“Yes,” Nesu said. “Can you drool a bit as well?”

“Drool? I am not a child.” I wrinkled my nose.

“But it will save you.”

I shook my head. “You are certain?”

“I am not certain of anything when I think of Pharaoh’s men taking our women. I only know I do not want them to take you from us.”

I set my urn on the ground and embraced my brother. “Thank you for caring.”

“I must go help Father. He will not be happy with me for leaving him alone in the field for so long. But I had to warn you. Be careful.” 

I watched Nesu trot down the path toward our field. Father had not eaten or slept well in the last few days. He snapped at us at the smallest provocation. I heard him moan when he thought no one was near. Something was happening. I had become cautious in his presence as concern wrapped my gut. I hoped Nesu and Father would have a decent harvest.

I lifted my urn back to my shoulder and remembered to slump. That meant I had to use a hand to steady the urn. When I stretched tall, it balanced with ease on my shoulder. 

I limped, slumped, and let my mouth hang slack, struggling to walk down the path toward the well. I hoped the other girls had brothers or fathers to warn them.

When I finally arrived at the well, the others were just leaving.

“Why are you so slow?” Mehi asked. “And why the mud?”

“Did you not hear? Pharaoh’s men are searching for women.”

“Not again,” Sitra cried.

“They were here yesterday after you left,” Mehi said, glancing about the square.

The girls scattered toward home, turning this way and that like a flock of birds, avoiding a net. Only Nena stayed near the well.

“There they are,” Nena yelped. “How do I avoid them?”

Big men dressed in Pharaoh’s colors marched into the square in a tight squad. They frowned and turned toward us.

Nena shrunk behind the well, trying to hide from them.

“Slump. Limp. Muss you hair,” I squeaked through a dry throat.

I limped to the well and dropped the bucket down. With shaky hands I pulled it up as the pounding of feet warned me Pharaoh’s men were close, filling the space near the well.

“We seek beautiful women for the palace,” the leader announced. “Turn so we can see you.” 

I kept pulling on the rope. Would the mud and my slobber be enough to protect me from these men? What would Mother do if they take me?

“All of you,” he snapped. 

Were there others here? I thought they had all run.

I slowly turned and flinched when I saw Sitra standing among them with her lips trembling, held by one of the men. I shook my head slightly, not wanting their attention on me. I let my mouth sag and drool slid past my lips. Normally, I would be aghast, but today I allowed it.

I clutched my urn to my chest and gawked at the leader’s feet. I hoped to look smaller.

My gaze darted to the right and the left. Other young women I did not know fidgeted with their dresses, tears streaming down their faces, with lips mumbling prayers.

I would consider praying, but I did not trust Elkenah and would not pray to Sobek, the crocodile god. I shuddered at the thought. Not after my close encounter with a crocodile as a child.

The leader walked along the line of young women. When he got to me, he lifted my chin with his leather wrapped whip. 

My eyes bulged and I moaned. I allowed more drool to slide from my mouth onto his whip.

He pulled it back with a curse, setting me off balance so I struggled to stand erect, and stomped to the next young woman, wiping my drool from his hand.

He took three more young women I did not know. I was among those left behind. I sighed as they tromped away.

The other girls hugged and jumped together as they celebrated their freedom. 

“Why did they not take me?” Nena complained. “I am more beautiful than Sitra.”

“Be grateful they passed you by,” I said. “You do not know what happens to those who disappear within the walls of the palace.”

“Their mothers can no longer force them to get water,” Nena grumbled.

“Are you certain? I would rather get my mother water than face the unknown of the palace. I fear what they would do to me there.” I clutched my urn to my chest and limped away.

“Why do you continue to pretend you are ugly?” Nena asked, walking beside me. “Pharaoh’s men are gone.”

“They may have moved on, but I do not trust them.” 

My hip hurt from limping when I finally opened the door to our home.

Mother looked up from her cleaning and glared at me. “Why are you covered in mud? You know better than to go out looking like that,” she growled.

“Pharaoh’s men were searching for young women to take to the palace.” I set the urn on the floor and rubbed my hip. “Nesu insisted I look ugly. He painted me with this mud.”

“And they left you alone?” she asked, moving in closer and touching the mud on my face.

I closed my eyes and huffed out my breath through my nose. “They took Sitra and three others. I drooled on the leader’s hand. He would have nothing to do with me.”

Mother gasped, then grinned at me. “Smart girl. What would I do if they took you?”

Many times after that I saw Pharaoh’s men tramping through the city, searching for young women to take to the palace.. I would immediately begin slumping, limping, and drooling. For a time, it worked.
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Sorrow
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Father finally admitted to his concerns one evening after the fall harvest. “The price of grains has dropped. I did not harvest enough grain from our small farm to bring enough coins for us to live on for the next year. I do not know how we will live.”

“We will find a way,” Mother said. “I can make baskets and sheets of papyrus to sell. I have seen papyrus used as sails on boats that ply up and down the Aur.”

“I provide for my family,” Father growled. But he dropped his head into his hands. “But with the price of grain dropping, I do not see how I can continue to farm.”

I stared at my beloved father. He could do anything. I had seen it. He often told us we could do anything we wanted if we tried hard enough. Yet, now he sat with his head in his hands, dejected.

Although I had grown too big to sit on his lap months earlier, I crawled into his lap and draped my arms across his neck. “You can do this, Father,” I whispered.

His arms surrounded me as he sobbed into my shoulder. “I do not know how.”

I peered up at Mother, searching for answers. Her face had crumpled like Father’s. She leapt to her feet and walked with jerky steps to the table and poured herself a cup of wine.

Nesu shook his head. His gaze dropped to the ground.

“What will we do?” Father moaned. “If I do not have enough coins, the tax collector will take our home. Where would we live then?” He rocked back and forth, clutching me in his arms. I stared at Nesu in fear.

“Perhaps,” Nesu rasped. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Perhaps we can do something else?”

Father glared at Nesu, then leaned forward. I feared he would hit my brother, so I clung to his neck. Father slumped back in his seat. 

“What could we do? Are you old enough and big enough to do the work of a man?” Father sneered.

Mother and I lifted our eyebrows and grimaced.

“Perhaps not old enough.” Nesu’s jaw jutted out imperceptibly. “But I have worked beside you for the last three years. I can do the work of a man.”

“Not enough to save us,” Father said, shoving me off his lap and standing.

I stumbled into the corner and huddled there, watching the men I loved.

Nesu held firm with his fists clenched by his side. “It was not my fault, or yours, that the buyers have reduced the price they pay for grain. We can eat our grain if they will not buy it.”

Father took a threatening step toward Nesu.

“Father, no!” I cried.

He turned and swung his fist in my direction. I ducked and stepped back enough to avoid his fist, shocked that he would consider hitting Nesu or me.

“This is between me and your brother,” he growled.

I dared not say anything else and returned to the corner of the small room. Mother tipped her glass back and drained her wine. The evening became stranger by the moment.

“How will we pay the taxes on our land if we eat our grain? How will we pay the taxes on our home? Pharaoh demands payment .”

“We can do something else, perhaps farm ...”

“Farming takes all the hours of the day if we are to have enough to keep us alive,” Father roared. “How can we farm and do something else?”

He glared at Nesu for many long moments before plopping back into his chair and grabbing and pulling fists full of his hair.

Nesu swallowed thickly. “I heard Tebu lost his helpers ...”

“Tebu?” Father asked.

“The boatman. He hauls grain and other things up and down the Aur in his boat. Oba and Ti left him, thinking they could do better,” Nesu rubbed the back of his neck. “We can ask him for the job.”

“You would have me work for another? A boatman?” Father snorted.

“It would pay. I have heard Tebu say he needs help.”

“And what makes you think he would hire me? What’s more, what makes you think he will hire you? You are but a boy.” Father wrinkled his nose.

Nesu bit his lower lip. “Because I spoke to him today. He says we can begin in the morning.”

“But you cannot swim,” Mother blurted from the corner where she cowered.

“I do not need to swim,” Nesu said. “I need to stand on the boat. I need to unload the cargo. Why should I swim?”

“What if you fall in?” I asked under my breath.

Nesu turned to me. “I will grab onto the edge of the boat and pull myself in. Besides,” he turned to Mother, “I can swim. I taught myself to swim when I was little.”

Mother squeezed her eyes shut. 

“I knew you could swim,” Father said. “I have seen you in the river with the other boys. But that did not give you the right to talk to Tebu for me.” He spoke through clenched teeth.

“I did not agree that you would join Tebu in the morning. I only said I would be there, and perhaps my father would join me.”

“What gave you the right to share our problems with others?” Father growled, jumping from his chair and advancing toward Nesu.

Nesu did not move. “I said nothing about our problems. Everyone knows the price of grain is down. Tebu came to me, asking if I knew anyone who could help him. There is much grain to transport this year, and he needs help.”

“So you thought you would leave me and go help Tebu?”

“We harvested all our grain. I can work for Tebu during the day and help you in the evening.”

“There will be nothing to help with,” Father said, deflating like the stomach of a pig. “I sold the farm today. It is Heru’s problem now.”

My breath caught.

“You sold the farm?” Mother rushed from her corner to confront Father. “How could you do that without talking to me about it? Where will we live?”

“Heru spoke with me about it last week. Today he brought me a bag of coins. He does not want our hovel.” Father peered at our small home and huffed. “Just our farm. You know he tries every year to purchase it from me to expand his land.”.

Mother dropped into her chair and rocked back and forth. “What will we do?” she moaned.

What will we do? How can I help?

“You will do as you suggested. You will gather the papyrus reeds and make sheets of papyrus to sell at the market,” Father said with a growl. “We will need more than Nesu and I will make working on Tebu’s barge.”

“I can help with that,” I said. “I can cut papyrus reeds.”

“You will stay away from the river,” Mother snapped. “I will not lose you to a crocodile.”

“A crocodile will not eat me. I know how to watch for crocodiles. I am old enough to know how to be safe near the river,” I argued. “You will need me to help watch for the crocodiles and carry the loads of reeds if we are to make enough papyrus to sell.”

“But — but ...” Mother stuttered.

“Hagar is right,” Father said. “If you are to make enough papyrus to sell, you will need her help.”

He stalked over to take Nesu’s hand. “What time do we begin?”

“At sunrise.”

***
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It was not unusual for our family to rise before dawn. Farmers rose early to be on the land in the cool of the morning. But this morning we were awake and up earlier than that. My fear of the unknown had wormed its way into my stomach.

I had spoken bravely to my mother the night before, but crocodiles crowded my dreams, all with wide mouths, waiting to eat me.

Mother prepared food for us to eat and some to take with us for later, but my stomach roiled and I could not eat. She looked at me and lowered her eyebrows, although she said nothing to me.

We bid Father and Nesu goodbye near the Aur and walked in opposite directions. They turned south while we moved north toward the papyrus islands.

As we neared the water, I searched the shore and the water for crocodiles, especially for the log-like shapes of the hungry animals hiding in the water. Mother’s eyes flicked up and down the riverbank as her feet dragged through the sand.

I hurried to walk beside her. We both carried large baskets with our knives in our belts. I kept my hand near my knife, ready to protect us from a crocodile.

After ensuring no crocodiles hid nearby, we set our baskets on the ground at a large island of papyrus. Mother swiftly cut the papyrus while I carried it to the baskets. Within an hour, we had more than we could carry in our baskets, all the time watching for the crocodiles grunting and growling from the surrounding river. Mother and I lifted our baskets and hurried toward home.

As we left the river bank, a low growl chilled my blood. A crocodile. Mother pushed me. “Run!”

We ran away from the riverbank as fast as we could and still hold on to all our papyrus. I heard the lumbering of a crocodile behind us and ran faster.

When at last we could no longer hear the crocodile behind us, we stopped and dropped our baskets. I placed my hands on my knees, gulping in huge breaths, trying to refill my lungs. Papyrus reeds scattered on the surrounding ground, but we did not care.

The crocodile roared, and I looked back to see it waddling back into the water. He could have eaten me in one bite!

Mother squealed and ran a few steps away.

“He is in the water now,” I soothed. “We can gather up our papyrus before we go home.”

I noticed a scattered path of papyrus between the river and us. Did I dare go back for it?

“We worked too hard for this papyrus,” I muttered. “I am going back for all those reeds we dropped.”

“But the crocodile,” Mother yelped.

“Tell me if he comes out of the river.” I marched back toward the river, my eyes sweeping back and forth along the riverbank, searching for crocodiles. Near the river, I bent and gathered the papyrus reeds we had dropped. As I gathered the reeds, I backed toward Mother, always watching for a crocodile to lumber from the water in my direction. I knew how fast they could travel. It would be difficult to outrun one if I had a late start.

Mother gasped as I neared her. “That big one is looking this way.”

“We must look tasty to him.” My macabre joke did not make her laugh.

I dumped the papyrus reeds into our baskets and grabbed mine up. “We should go.”

Mother lifted her basket into her arms and tramped past me, faster than she usually walked. I had to hurry to keep up.

At home, we dumped the papyrus into a great pile before we went inside to get water. When we returned to our pile, it had grown and now other women squatted around the pile.

“We see you are going to sell papyrus sheets or woven baskets,” Tali said, pulling her long, dark hair back behind her. “Your escape from the crocodile frightened me, and I watched from far away. My son gathers papyrus for me.”

“And you put yours with mine?” Mother asked.

“We all did,” Tali said, gesturing to the other three women. “We thought many hands would lighten the load.”

“Why would you do that?” Mother bent her head to the side, not understanding.

We could make more sheets of papyrus with all this, but we would also share the income from it.Would it be enough to supplement Father’s and Nesu’s work on the boat?

“We saw Heru on your land late last night, striding through the fields as if he owned it,” Samira growled. Her green eyes glinted in the sunshine.

“He does,” Mother groaned, pushing a stray strand of her dark hair behind her ear.

“As we suspected when we saw you and Hagar walking toward the river with your men this morning,” Nubit said. Tall and slender, she had folded herself to sit next to the pile of papyrus.

Mother was a private woman, at least she was when I knew her last. She harrumphed. “So?”

“So we decided you must need some help. Besides, we could all use extra coins. Many hands make the job easier,” Anta replied from beneath her straw hat that protected her pale face.

“And share in the coins?” Mother crossed her arms.

As I wondered. What will they say?

“What did you plan to do with your papyrus?” Tali asked.

“Sheets of papyrus, large ones. The river men are using papyrus for sails. Thought we would get more coins for the larger sheets,” Mother said, rolling her lips inward.

“Oh, I like that idea,” Anta said, her voice bright.

“If we all work together, we can make it bigger,” Tali suggested. “And we can use the outer portions of the reeds to make baskets and other things to sell.”

I remained still beside my mother, waiting to see how she would accept this invasion of her privacy. Her head wobbled back and forth and she ran her hands through her hair.

“Can your sons help get the reeds or protect us from the crocodiles while we gather them?” She huffed out a breath. “Those creatures scare me.”

“Me, too,” the other women chorused.

“If there are more of us out there gathering the reeds, we can have someone watching while the rest of us gather. We can get more each time,” Nubit said. “My son is good with his bow. He will go with us.”

“And my son is good with his spear,” Anta added.

“I cannot ask Nesu to help,” Mother said. “He and Erfan work now for Tebu on his barge.”

“Your family must take care of its needs. We understand,” Tali said, sharing a comforting look with Mother. “Heru may take our land next. We must all be prepared.”

Mother ducked her head. Tali was right. Although we should have seen it coming, we had not. Tali and the others would be better prepared.

I took my knife and cut off the dark green outer parts of the papyrus reeds. The women sitting around the pile of papyrus did the same, quickly cutting away the thick, heavy greenery. We sliced the light green center into thin strips and dropped them in the tall, broad urn I brought from the house.

The women stayed, chattering with Mother and slicing up the papyrus. When the centers were all soaking in tall, broad urns, we took the outer dark green strips and wove them into baskets, fishing pots, hats, and other useful items. Mother and I had woven papyrus for our home for years, although we had not done it for sale before.

“We can take these to the market in the morning,” Tali said. “And the next day, return to the river for more papyrus.”

The women agreed. We would work together and make coins to help all our families.

***
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Mother and I worked together with our friends for more than a year, weaving objects from the outer, dark green part of the papyrus plant and making large sheets of the thin papyrus used both by sail makers and scribes. Our papyrus sheets were the finest quality, and they paid us the highest prices for them. 

With our share of the coins, Mother and I purchased many of our needs. Nesu and Father no longer needed to work so hard on the barge. However, the men enjoyed the work and were working to save enough coins to purchase a barge of their own.

One day, we tromped out to the river with the other women to cut more papyrus. The sons of Nubit and Anta, boys who were becoming men, traveled with us each week to guard us as we cut and carried our gigantic baskets full of the papyrus reed back to our home.

Tebu’s barge, made of papyrus and loaded with an enormous pile of grain, floated near us as I cut papyrus. I glanced up to watch my brother float past as I often did. I wanted to wave, but knew it would embarrass him. 

Tebu’s little daughter walked along the top of the grain that day. Her white shift stood out against the golden grain and the blue of the sky. She seldom joined her father on the barge, but she had ridden on top of the grain often enough that she was stable and her footing was sure.

The barge jolted suddenly. It must have hit something, probably the huge grandfather crocodile that liked to roam in that part of the Aur River. Tebu shouted out as his little daughter lost her balance and tumbled down the hill of grain. She screamed and scrabbled to maintain her balance.

Nesu raced to stop her, but she tumbled into the water. My heart pounded and my breath caught as he did not hesitate, leaping into the water after the little girl. He swam out to her and pulled her close. 

My habit of watching for crocodiles did not stop as I watched Nesu pull Tebu’s little daughter to the barge. Grandfather Crocodile emerged from behind the boat. 

I gasped. Intent on the two in the water, he swam toward them. I put my fist in my mouth, fearing a scream would frighten mother. But she and the other women saw the crocodile as well, for they all shouted to Nesu to get out of the water.

I ran to the edge of the river, screaming at him. “Out of the water. The crocodile!” 

Mother and the other women joined me, calling to him, trying to get his attention. My heart pounded in my ears as I screamed at Nesu, begging him to climb into the barge. My jaw hurt from clenching between my screams.

Perhaps he did not understand our words. He confidently handed the girl up to Father, then waved at us. I wanted to swim out to him and shake him. “Can you not see Grandfather Crocodile coming your way?”

I spun around, searching for a rock to throw at the beast. There were none.

Suddenly, Father saw the crocodile and shouted, pointing behind Nesu. From a distance, I could not see Father clearly, but his fear was unmistakable.

Time stands still in my memory. Nesu reached for the edge of the barge to pull himself out of the water. The enormous crocodile swam closer to him, catching him by the waist. Nesu hit at the crocodile’s head with his fists, trying to make him let go.

Father and Tebu grabbed the long poles they used to pole the barge up and down the river and beat at the crocodile, but he would not let go.

Nesu’s scream still haunts me. We women on the riverbank howled. I closed my eyes, not wanting to
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