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Chapter 1: Before Fajr
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The call to prayer entered the house before the light did.

It came thin at first, as if testing the darkness, then steadier, carrying over corrugated roofs and sleeping courtyards and the narrow lane beyond their door. Meriema woke with it the way she woke with her own name, not startled, not fully conscious, but answered. For a moment she remained under the sheet listening. The muezzin's voice rose over the neighborhood, and from farther off, softened by distance, another mosque replied. Between them the dawn had not yet broken. The room was still a room of shadows.

Beside the wall, Sami breathed through his mouth, one arm flung over his face. He had kicked his blanket toward his feet in the night. On the other side of the thin partition, she could already hear her mother moving: the careful sound of a metal cup set down on cement, the hush of fabric, the lid of the water jug lifted and replaced.

Meriema sat up and wrapped her shawl around her shoulders. The air before sunrise always carried a brief mercy in Dire Dawa. By noon the heat would lean on the walls and the road would give back dust. But at this hour the floor was cool beneath her feet, and the darkness held its breath.

She performed wudu from the basin in the corner, the water cold enough to sharpen her awake. When she spread the prayer mat, its edge brushed against the hem of Sami's school trousers hanging from a nail. She moved them aside without thinking. The cloth was worn smooth at the knees.

Her mother was already praying in the front room when Meriema entered, the lamp turned low, her body bowed in a stillness that made the room feel larger than it was. The house was only two small rooms and a cooking area no bigger than a passage, but before fajr, when everyone in the lane was quiet and the town had not fully claimed the day, it seemed to gather itself inward. Even the patched walls looked gentler in that light.

Meriema stood beside her mother and joined the prayer.

Later, when she would remember home from elsewhere, it would not be the shape of the house that came first but this: the weave of the mat beneath her forehead, the faint scent of coffee not yet roasted but already imagined, her mother's sleeve brushing her own when they turned their heads in salaam, and through the window, almost hidden under the last fading line of the azan, a distant thread of Orthodox mezmur drifting from a church deeper into the waking city.

Dire Dawa never belonged to one sound alone. Even in prayer, one life reached into another.

Amina folded her prayer garment carefully and hung it on its peg. She did everything that way, with the same quiet exactness, as though neatness itself might keep misfortune from multiplying. In the half-light, her face looked younger until she turned and the lines beside her mouth appeared again.

"You woke before me today," she said.

Meriema smiled faintly. "You were making enough noise for the whole neighborhood."

Amina clicked her tongue. "Liar."

But her mouth softened. She tied her scarf tighter and reached for the small tray where the green coffee beans waited in a shallow bowl.

"I'll do it," Meriema said.

"You worked all day yesterday."

"And today will come whether I sit or stand."

Amina gave her the bowl anyway.

In the cooking space, Meriema crouched by the charcoal stove and coaxed the coals back to life. Smoke rose thin and blue before thickening, carrying that dry, dark smell that belonged to all mornings of her childhood. She poured the beans into the pan and began to stir. Soon they clicked and rolled against the metal, pale green turning gold, gold turning brown. When the aroma lifted, rich and bitter and almost sweet, it moved through the house and out into the lane as if announcing them to the day.

Her mother set out the tiny cups though there were only two of them awake.

"For who?" Meriema asked. "The angels?"

"For your uncle if he stops by."

"He stops by only when he smells coffee."

"So he has wisdom."

Meriema smiled again, but her hands kept moving over the pan. Outside, a donkey brayed. Somewhere nearby a door opened with a scrape. A woman coughed deep in her chest. Then came the first low murmur of neighbors greeting one another through walls and over fences, voices still rough with sleep. Dawn in the neighborhood was never sudden. It gathered by layers: prayer, smoke, footsteps, brooms against packed earth, the mutter of radios, the first impatient honk from the main road.

Amina took the pan from her before the beans burned and tipped them into the mortar. She began to pound them in a rhythm her wrists knew better than rest.

"You should eat before the market," Meriema said.

"You say this every day."

"And every day you ignore me."

"It has not killed me yet."

"Not yet."

Amina gave her a look over the rim of the mortar. "Talk less. Bring the water."

Meriema set the jebena over the heat. The black clay neck caught a weak gleam from the lamp. When the water began to stir inside, she added the grounds and cardamom, and the smell deepened, filling the room until it settled into their clothes.

Sami emerged then, hair flattened on one side, eyes still narrowed with sleep. He stood in the doorway scratching his arm.

"Is there bread?"

"There is face and there is greeting," Amina said. "Begin with greeting."

He mumbled, "Selam."

"To your mother properly," she said.

He bent to kiss her shoulder, then dropped onto the stool. "Is there bread?"

"There is some." Meriema handed him a piece wrapped from the night before. "Eat slowly."

He tore into it at once.

At sixteen he was all knees and appetite and impatience. In certain angles of his face, especially when he frowned, their father returned so suddenly that Meriema had to look away. Idris had been gone eight years, but some mornings grief still behaved as though it had a right to surprise them.

Sami chewed, then glanced toward his school bag resting against the wall.

"Today they will send me back if I don't pay."

Amina did not stop pouring the first round of coffee into the cups. "They have said that before."

"This time they will."

"They always threaten before exams."

"It is not threatening if they do it."

Meriema saw the stiffness gather in her mother's shoulders. The coffee streamed dark and thin into the first cup, then the second. Amina lifted them with care, as though steady hands could steady the talk too.

"How much?" Meriema asked.

Sami named the amount without looking at either of them.

It was not a large amount in the language of people who had money. Here, in their house, before sunrise, it was large enough to tilt the morning.

Amina set a cup in front of him. "Drink first."

He shook his head. "If I go late, he will mark me absent."

"You will not learn on an empty stomach."

"I can learn hungry."

Amina's mouth tightened. "Do not say that like it is something to be proud of."

The boy said nothing. He kept his eyes fixed on the floor. Shame and anger sat badly on him; he had not yet learned how to hide either.

Meriema tore her own bread into smaller pieces, though she was not hungry. "I'll ask Fadumo if she still needs help with washing at midday."

"You already work enough," Amina said.

"It is only clothes."

"It is never only."

Sami lifted his head. "I can leave school for now."

The words landed harder because he tried to say them lightly.

Amina stared at him. "You will not say that again."

He shrugged, pretending he had not meant anything by it, but Meriema heard what lay under the shrug: fatigue, humiliation, the impatience of a boy made to measure his future in unpaid fees. He was bright enough to know when the teachers spoke differently to boys whose fathers could come into the office and settle accounts with folded notes. He was old enough to notice the shoes of other students, the exercise books bought new instead of reused with the old writing rubbed away.

Their mother's voice came quieter now. "Your father did not die for you to stop at this age."

No one answered. The room seemed to tilt toward Idris's absence and hold there.

Meriema broke the silence. "Go to school. If they ask, tell them we will bring something by afternoon."

Sami looked at her. He wanted to believe her, and that made his face younger.

"You promise?"

She did not like promises. Promises required a future that obeyed.

"I said go."

He nodded.

Amina lowered herself onto the stool with a small sound she tried to hide. Meriema noticed it anyway. Some days the ache in her knees was worse, especially after long hours at the market. The spice sacks had not grown lighter with age.

They drank the first round in silence. Outside, the darkness thinned until the doorway began to show its true edges. A rooster called from somewhere behind the next row of houses. The mezmur came again, clearer now, then faded beneath the noise of a passing minibus from the main road, its engine already impatient, already claiming the day.

By sunrise, Meriema and her mother were walking to the market.

Amina balanced the basket on her hip, and Meriema carried the heavier sack with the cups, charcoal, small stool, folded cloth, and packets of spice wrapped in plastic. The lane opened into a wider road where more people had begun to appear: women sweeping dust from thresholds only for more dust to come, boys carrying bread trays, a man wheeling a cart of tomatoes with one tire soft and wobbling, children in uniforms walking in clumps, their voices rising and falling like birds startled from the same tree.

The air smelled of damp earth where someone had thrown wash water, then of frying oil, then of diesel.

As they turned onto the busier street, the city widened around them. Shop shutters rattled upward. Radios competed from open kiosks. A woman passed with henna-darkened hands and a tray of sambusas balanced on her head. Men called to one another across the road. A line had already formed outside the bakery, and the heat from its ovens breathed into the morning.

Meriema loved this hour even when she was tired enough to resent it. The town did not hide itself. Poverty was there, yes, in cracked sandals and patched sleeves and boys selling tissues at intersections. But so was life in all its stubborn noise. No one disappeared quietly here. Every errand crossed another person's path. Every sorrow had to make room for greetings.

At the market, they laid out their things in the corner they always used, where the smell of coffee could drift toward the lane without being swallowed by the butcher's stall. Amina arranged the spice mounds in shallow dishes: berbere red as rust, turmeric bright as cloth in sunlight, cumin the color of dry bark. Meriema shook out the tablecloth and smoothed it flat.

Soon the first customers came.

An old woman bought only a handful of roasted barley and stayed to complain about her daughter-in-law. A young man asked for coffee and lingered longer than the price required, glancing at Meriema each time she bent to lift the kettle. Amina noticed and sent him away with so cold a look that Meriema had to turn aside to keep from laughing.

By midmorning the sun had hardened. The shade over their stall held, but the road beyond it shimmered. Sweat gathered at the back of Meriema's neck. She moved between serving cups, measuring spice, collecting coins, greeting neighbors, and answering questions she had answered a hundred times before.

"How is your mother's leg today?"

"And Sami, does he still chase books like a man chased by dogs?"

"Your uncle said he saw Yusuf near the garage. He is becoming a proper mechanic now."

At Yusuf's name, something small and private shifted inside her, then settled again. She had known him since they were children too young to understand why boys were told to sit apart from girls once they became noticed. He had grown into a quiet man with oil under his nails and a way of listening that made speech feel less foolish. Lately, when he came by the market, he never stayed long. But his absences had begun to feel shaped, as if they, too, meant something.

Near noon, when the market was loudest and everyone spoke as though speech were a kind of shade, Fadumo from the fabric stall came carrying her tea glass.

"Your coffee saved my life," she announced before sitting uninvited on the stool beside Amina. "Or at least my temper."

"That is more difficult," Amina said.

Fadumo laughed. She was a broad-faced woman with quick eyes and a scarf always slipping back from her hair. She worked harder than anyone and still found time to know everyone's troubles before they admitted them themselves.

She turned to Meriema. "You look tired."

"So does everybody."

"Not like you. Like someone who thinks too much before dawn."

Meriema shrugged and rinsed cups in the basin.

Fadumo sipped her coffee and lowered her voice only slightly, which for her was still not low. "Did you hear about Halima's niece?"

Amina did not look up. "If it is bad news, let it wait until after business."

"It is not bad. It is work."

Amina's hands paused over the spice packets. "What work?"

Fadumo glanced toward Meriema, then back to Amina. "Gulf work. The girl went two years ago. Now they have repaired the house roof. They bought a refrigerator. Even sent the little one to private school."

Amina made a sound that could have meant anything.

"There is a woman coming this evening," Fadumo continued. "A recruiter, but not one of those liars from the bus station. She is known to people. She arranges papers. Contracts. Decent salaries. Families, mostly."

Meriema kept washing the same cup long after it was clean.

Fadumo leaned closer. "These days, what choice do young women have? They sit at home and grow older. Or they go and come back with something in their hands."

Amina's mouth thinned. "My daughter is not leaving her country to scrub strangers' floors."

Fadumo did not flinch. "No one says what they will do until the rent is due."

"It is not rent."

"You know what I mean."

"I know too well what people mean."

Fadumo sighed. "I did not come to fight you, Amina. I only said the woman will be in the lane after maghrib. Listening costs nothing."

"Nothing costs nothing," Amina said.

But there was no anger in it now. Only tiredness.

Fadumo finished her coffee and stood. Before leaving, she touched Meriema lightly on the shoulder. "If you want to hear, come. If you don't, stay home. Eshi."

Meriema nodded without trusting herself to speak.

When the woman had gone, Amina busied herself with the cups again, though there were still clean ones stacked beside her.

"People talk too much," she said.

"Yes."

"That woman would marry off her own shadow if she thought it could earn money."

Meriema smiled faintly. "Maybe the shadow would refuse."

Amina snorted, but the sound faded quickly. "Do not put these ideas in your heart."

Meriema looked down at her wet hands, at the small crescent of coffee grounds caught beneath one nail. "I didn't say anything."

"You do not need to. A mother sees what sits in silence."

For a moment Meriema thought of the school fee, the roof that let in water in kiremt, the price of oil, the way her mother rose from stools now with effort she tried to hide. She thought too of the white-uniformed nursing students she still sometimes saw near the clinic, moving in pairs, talking over their books. Once she had imagined herself among them so vividly that she had chosen a handwriting style for notes she had not yet written. That girl seemed both foolish and dear to her now, like someone from a family story.

"I said nothing," she repeated, softer.

Amina tied off the paper packet and placed it with the others. "Good. Then keep saying nothing."

The afternoon dragged hot and bright. By the time they packed up, the basket felt heavier with empty cups than it had with full ones in the morning. On the walk home, Sami's school stood along the way, and Meriema went inside to speak with the clerk while Amina waited under the acacia tree outside the gate.

The clerk knew her. He had known her since she came years ago to collect Sami when he was too small to walk home alone.

"There is still some time," he said, not unkindly. "But please, sister, these things cannot wait forever."

"I know."

"He is a good student."

"I know."

She placed what money she had managed to gather into his hand. Not enough. Enough to postpone shame by a few days.

When she came back through the gate, Amina read the answer in her face and asked nothing.

By evening the heat loosened. The sky above the lane softened from white to dust-rose, then toward blue again. Children played with a punctured ball between the houses. Someone nearby roasted onions. Somewhere else a radio crackled with news no one fully trusted. Meriema fetched water, washed the cups, and swept the front of the house while the day thinned toward maghrib.

When the call to prayer came, it drew the neighborhood inward again. Men crossed the lane toward the mosque. Women lowered their voices. Smoke from cooking fires thickened and lifted. After prayer, a tired peace settled over the houses, the kind that came not from rest but from accepting there was no more to be done before night.

Inside, Amina sat longer than usual on the mat after folding her hands from du'a. The room was dim; the lamp had not yet been lit. Meriema, standing near the doorway, heard it then: not speech, not fully, but the thin uneven sound of her mother trying not to cry.

She stood still.

Amina did not weep loudly. She had never been a loud woman in grief. Even when Idris died, her first tears had come in silence, one hand pressed so hard to her mouth that afterward the teeth marks remained in the skin. Now the sound was smaller than that, almost no sound at all. A breath caught. Released. Caught again.

Meriema looked away toward the lane, giving her mother the privacy of not being seen. Outside, footsteps passed. Someone laughed. A pot lid clanged against cement. Life continued with the ordinary cruelty of continuing.

After a while Amina spoke without lifting her head. "Did Fadumo tell you the woman is coming?"

"Yes."

A long pause.

"Many girls go," Amina said.

Meriema did not answer.

"Some come back with money. Some come back sick. Some come back different." She finally lifted her face. In the low light her eyes looked older than the rest of her. "Some do not come back when they said they would."

Meriema moved farther into the room and sat opposite her on the mat.

"I know."

"I did not raise you for strangers."

"No mother does."

Amina gave a broken little laugh at that. "Your tongue has become sharp."

"It was always sharp. You just had more strength to argue with it."

For a second, that almost made them both smile. Then the smile went, and the room held only the truth between them.

From outside came women's voices gathering near Fadumo's house, more than usual for that hour. Curious voices. Appraising voices. The sound of chairs being dragged into place. A car door closing.

Amina heard it too.

She looked toward the window, then back at Meriema. "We are not people who run after every rumor."

"No."

"We are not desperate."

Meriema lowered her eyes.

In the lane, someone called out a greeting to a newcomer. Another woman laughed and said, "Come in, come in, tell us everything."

Amina's fingers worried the edge of her scarf. "Listening is not agreeing."

Meriema said nothing.

A few breaths passed. Then Amina, still not looking at her, said quietly, "If you want to hear, go hear. But do not let them fill your head with gold."

The voices outside rose again, close enough now that a few words carried through the window. Salary. Contract. Family in Dubai. Good people. Payment each month.

Meriema sat very still.

In the fading light, the house seemed to wait with her.

At last she rose and reached
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