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IN THE BEGINNING
The man slowly pushes the woman in the wheelchair across the crumbled lava rock. He redoubles the force in his arms from time to time to keep the wheelchair moving. He bends his knees and his lower back to amass more strength. Occasionally he stops to catch his breath.
There are others on the street, this path they are on, the porous charcoal-gray-black path, remains from one of the most recent eruptions, more than ten years ago. Around us are makeshift houses built on the now hardened and long-since-cooled lava. But I seem to be the only one paying any attention to this man struggling to push the woman in the wheelchair.
It was during a stop in Goma, on the way to find Mary of Kivu, in the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of Congo, the place of 5 million war-related deaths and 500,000 women raped, numbers so round and so vague that we know no one has really been counting.
I distinctly recall the sound of walking on the lava path, the crunch, the coarseness of the gravel under my shoes, the feeling of it giving way and the more solid ground breaking through at uneven intervals.
The woman in the wheelchair is dressed in a blue and gold African wax print dress with a matching head wrap. The man pushing the wheelchair wears an oversized light blue dress shirt, untucked, and dress pants that look as worn as his nondescript black-gray shoes.
The wheelchair, a simpler version than is produced in this part of the world, gets stuck in a particularly gravelly part of the path, and the man struggles even more to push it. The woman laughs an openmouthed, happy-funny laugh and her eyes laugh along. She grips the armrests more firmly as the man—who, like her, could be forty or sixty, you can never tell here—leans down to apply more force. As he does, his legs slip on the lava gravel and he falls to his knees, his hands still on the grips on the back of the wheelchair. With that, the wheelchair slightly tilts its front wheels up. A wheelchair wheelie. Now he laughs too and her laugh intensifies.
The man, still smiling, gets to his feet to make another go at it, and as he does the woman turns her head slightly to the left and up so she can meet his eyes.
Their eyes engage for a few seconds, about as long as such outward displays of affection are considered acceptable here.
I had rarely seen moments like this between men and women in the heart of the conflicts in Africa, where I write and work. That is, until I found Mary. Or better to say it this way: until Mary found me.



ONE
It was Sam, agent for my books and editor of my magazine articles, who suggested I write an article about Mary of Kivu. He sent me links to two websites. One website showed naïf-style paintings of an African woman who appeared saint-like, healing and consoling villagers. On the paintings there were stenciled letters that said, in French and Swahili:
Mary of Kivu eats here.
Mary shops here.
Mary works here.
Mary studied here.
It was unlikely that Mary was present in so many places in the region given the ongoing conflict and how difficult travel is, but that was not the point.
On the other website there was a single photograph of the real-life Mary. In that picture, she was looking away from the camera and was slightly out of focus; perhaps she had just glared at the photographer and was turning away. The impression was a bit like a Bigfoot photo: you doubted it was real. Your eyes tried to make the photo clearer, tried to will it into focus. But to no avail.
 
*==*==*
‘Keith, you should check it out. Try to find out more about her.’
It was one of those moments when mobile phone reception from New York to Kigali, Rwanda, which I used as base for traveling into eastern Congo, was exceptionally good; we could have been talking from down the street.
‘Waste of time,’ I told Sam.
‘Might make for an interesting chapter between Mai Mai warlords and ex-genocidaires.’
‘I’ve got plenty of backstory for the Congo book. I’ve been stuck in enough villages and military bases, getting it even when I don’t want it. I’ve heard colonels swear they’ve seen women cured of cancer by the touch of a pastor’s hands. Or that they’ve seen decomposing bodies come back to life. At first it’s interesting. After a while only hardcore anthropologists care.’
‘Maybe. But the big women’s rights NGOs are posting her picture and I heard that the Vatican is sending someone to investigate. This one’s getting around. No one’s been able to interview her.’
‘Okay. You want to call Ian at The New Yorker and ask if they’d be interested? If I got something good,’ I said.
‘Yeah. Bonne chance. Keep an open mind.’
 
*==*==*
The information Sam had was that Mary’s village was on the north side of Lake Kivu, the Congolese side, some six or seven hours drive from Kigali, in the part of Congo where the conflict was active. He knew I would go; this is what I do.
Crossing the border into the Democratic Republic of Congo from Rwanda is always an event. The paved road ends on the Rwandan side and the river of potholes and muddy roads starts on the Congolese side. The metal bar that is lifted for cars and trucks to pass is painted with neatly delineated stripes on the Rwandan side; on the Congolese side it is rusting and seems never to have been painted. The Rwandan soldiers are alert; they look like they would give chase. They scrutinize me and then they hand my documents back as if they have truly looked me over.
The Congolese soldiers give looks of indifference, or of anemia.
As I pass my passport to the Congolese border official, he waits a nearly discrete moment before he says, in French: What do you have for me? In spite of the chaos around us, the Congolese guards wear pressed uniforms, and take their version of protocol (which for some includes the expectation of the small favor, so as not to call it a bribe) seriously.
There are now two officials looking at my passport; there have not been many Americans, or mzungus of that matter, crossing here recently. La violence, they say. First they ask me for fifty dollars, then they reduce this to thirty dollars. Initially they will not take my hundred dollar bill. Then they won’t take my Rwandan francs. Then they decide they need to see my vaccination card. Still they are reluctant. I show them my press card. More indifference.
At last I bring out a copy of my book on Joseph Kony and the Lord’s Resistance Army. I have copies both in French and English; my picture is on the back cover.
‘I’m a writer, a journalist,’ I say again in French. ‘Here is my most recent book.’
This gets their attention.
‘Lord’s Resistance Army … They are horrible. That Kony. He is the worst,’ one of the officials says.
As if there could be a contest, an Olympic event of mad men in Africa. Who invented bush wives first? Who is fastest at traumatizing twelve-year-old boys to become cold-blooded soldiers? Just what is the smallest child who can carry a semiautomatic weapon? Exactly what does it take to terrorize a village so that the residents don’t dare return to claim the property that their families have farmed for centuries.
‘Yes, Kony is evil,’ I say. ‘Very, very bad. I interviewed some of his commanders. They are frightening men.’
This gets movement.
I hear them telling their co-workers that I have written a book on the Lord’s Resistance Army and that I have interviewed Kony’s top men.
Then there is the familiar sound of the stamp coming down on the passport page, as if the exaggerated noise were an obligatory part of the process. There is the slow sliding of the passport to me through the window and the hanging onto it for just a few seconds longer than necessary. I have learned in these exchanges never to insist, nor to be in a hurry.
As I stepped into Congo, I thought for a moment of what my previous Congolese driver, who was ridiculously overqualified to be a driver, told me about these border crossings. He said that since the Great War (meaning the Great African War of the late 1990s), he now breathes a huge sigh of relief every time he comes to the Rwandan side. He told me: ‘The Rwandans, they know how to manage things, to run a country and a military. They do not ask questions. They just follow orders and it works. Eh, but we, the Congolese, we know how to live and how to think. And how to argue. But we do not take orders. And so, mon ami, this is what you get.’
With my passport in hand, I was back on the road with my new driver, going to find Mary of Kivu. That meant stopping at the hospital, the one where the celebrities come to hug the women and then step back into their air-conditioned cars. The one that receives and repairs the destroyed bodies of women that the Great African War has produced.
I have a way of approaching these moments, and these interviews. I write down the details. I write them down in my head first and later I put them on paper.
I pay attention to the white lines painted around the rocks that ring each tree on the walkway to the hospital’s main entrance. Or I might, as I had on a previous visit, observe the trousers the male orderly is wearing and wonder where the elegant but slightly excessively shiny polyester fabric came from. I complement the orderly on his trousers and he tells me that he bought them from a seamstress at the market. And I find time to go to the market and find her. On the way I stop to smell the smoked fish surrounded by flies.
I will find out that the old sewing machine the woman uses came from a missionary who was here a few years ago, and that this same mzungu woman came down with a difficult case of malaria and had to leave Congo. Then the Congolese seamstress will tell me that the missionary woman, who lives in a small town in Canada, sends her postcards, and the seamstress will tell me that she would like to write her back but the post office rarely works for outgoing mail and she doesn’t have enough money for the postage. Then this woman will tell me about the pig farm that her husband has, but how he can’t work as much as he used to because he was wounded and got an infected leg the last time the Mai Mai came through, and that the wound on his leg from the deep panga cut wouldn’t heal and then the doctors taught them to use the sugar wound treatment.
I will ask about this sugar treatment, which I learn online is a new low-cost way to treat wounds, and I will include this in my article or a book chapter, and suddenly I have another element to my story. More importantly, in these details I have created a firewall between myself and the scope of human tragedy here—a firewall I need to continue doing this for a living.
And when I arrive at the hospital, I hope, above all, that they do not introduce me to the other mzungus. They are here to save these poor women, to raise money in 10k runs and to feel that they have done their part for social injustice. Or they spend more time on their blogs posting photos of this beautiful land than they do actually accomplishing anything and thus justifying their hardship pay. Or they have become so adrenaline-fazed from this work that they can function in no other place and in no other job. And they have become even more cynical than I am. Or they are running from something in their own lives, or perhaps looking for something in these women—fellow abused women to make sense of abuse they themselves suffered.
I must believe it all, believe that these intentions and motives are justifiable and that real improvement is possible, that lives can be saved. And I must, at the same time, believe none of it. It becomes easier to start with an assumption of mistrust. I assume they do the same of me. They’re right to distrust my motives; I assume, therefore, I am right to distrust theirs.
 
*==*==*
The route to Mary’s village takes us first on the unmarked lake road, the one that winds along the tiny fingers and coves and hills that surround the lake. There are patches of red earth being tilled, or sometimes eroding, along with the never-ending green fields, hills, and trees.
I see women tilling undulated plots of land while a man looks on—one man supervising ten or fifteen women. Beyond them are terraced hills that create a patchwork carpet of various shades of green. Then we see the unroasted, pallid coffee beans drying on white tarps in front of small warehouses built out of cinderblocks. The lake comes into view again, through patches of trees and bushes, framed as perfectly as it is in the photos in the blogs of aid workers.
I roll down the window. It is quiet outside. We are the only ones making noise. The air feels fertile and the temperature is spring-like today, as it is much of the year.
Further ahead, I see the edge of the lake again, and long, thin boats, laden with large white sacks of foodstuffs coming in, or coffee or rare Earth minerals going out. The small houses near the road have cement walls and red tile roofs. The poorer ones are made out of mud bricks. Occasionally, in the distance, the clouds and haze clear just enough to reveal the tops of the volcanoes to the north of us. It is breathtaking scenery no matter how many times I have seen it.
Then there is another clearing with rows of simple wooden poles about two meters tall covered with tarps. Men and women sit on rocks or stand, sorting coffee beans. Although I have seen this many times, my driver explains the coffee production process. I think he wants me to know how much work it is to bring that cup of coffee to my table. When we slow down around a curve, I can make out rows of jute sacks filled with the red-colored beans, and I see men arriving on bicycles with the sacks tied on them. And yes, I am forced to think of how many people and how much work it takes to get a single cup to our table.
From a distance, assuming you don’t stop to ask questions and you don’t read the human rights reports or my articles or books, and you don’t know what has happened to Mary of Kivu and all the women like her, it looks like the place that Starbucks wants you to imagine that your coffee comes from.
There is nothing you see as you drive the winding roads around Lake Kivu that announces mass rape and continental war. Except perhaps the occasional white transport vehicle with the UN logo and the blue-helmeted men of various brown colors of skin. And the faces of women, which show a weariness that is heavier than in most other parts of Africa. The men mostly look down at the ground and rarely into your eyes. Except a few who are exactly the men you don’t want looking into your eyes. Mary, I would come to find out, knew much about such men.



TWO
As I stepped into the hospital that day, seeking information about Mary of Kivu, I remembered the previous times I had been here. I remembered passing the wards where women smell of urine and children don’t have the energy to swat flies off of their faces, and wards of bandaged men, some wounded by gunshots, others by pangas—machetes. On one of my previous visits, there were men outside the hospital gates saying they too had been raped. I had heard the hospital staff—the women staff—tell me that this was ludicrous. Later that same visit, I had heard a tall Congolese male nurse tell me, out of earshot of the female staff:
‘I hear mzungu women say that here is the worst place on Earth to be a woman. I ask you: For men to do that kind of thing to women, what do you think is happening to them? To us, the men?’
His tone was not accusatory; rather it was filled with the same resignation I had seen on most of the faces here. I did not respond to his question. I don’t think he had intended for me to.
Today, as I stepped into the office, I smiled and asked the nurse on duty what she knew about Mary of Kivu and if she had any idea where she lived. I have found that if I use French and Swahili and act as though I should be here, the hospital staff and officials of all kinds are usually happy to talk to mzungus, and to give me information they would probably not give out in hospitals and other official establishments in other parts of the world. I do not usually stop to ponder the ethics of this. Then again, after nearly two decades of conflict, giving out the name of a former patient is just as likely to be a humanitarian gesture as it is to be a breach of confidentiality.
I soon had the name of a village and of an international women’s rights organization that had a local office near Mary’s village and that might know how to find her.
I returned to my vehicle and my driver and I opened up a map of the Lake Kivu region. We found the town we guessed was the closest to the village where the woman said that Mary lived.
We were in the Land Cruiser for nearly three hours heading westward, away from the lake. We were on a mostly paved highway. The terrain and vegetation were much like that around the lake, with coffee and tea plantations, tracts of land with long-horned cattle grazing, banana tree farms, and the occasional village.
Finally, we turned off the main highway and entered Mary’s territory. Soon we came to a village where I saw the signs I had seen on the Internet. In French and Swahili, they proclaimed that Mary was from here, that she had shopped here, and therefore, presumably, we would also want to.
We stopped at the market in the village and I saw the naïf paintings I had seen online, the ones in which she is posed like an African Virgin of Guadalupe.
She is painted as a tall, elegant African woman with a long skirt and matching head wrap. At her feet are villagers coming to be healed. She holds one hand up in a saint-like gesture. There is a glowing disk around her head, which I take to be a halo, and around this portrait there is a straw wreath painted, serving to frame Mary’s image in the painting.
I leaned down to hold up one of the paintings and a few minutes later I found that I had paid fifty dollars for one. My driver smiled at me as if I had done the typical mzungu thing, and then he carried the painting back to the car for me.
I continued walking through the market. The smells were familiar—fruit and meat on the edge of going bad and bodies that only had the luxury of bathing once every few days. A group of children, between the ages of four and eight, followed me, calling out mzungu. I turned and chased them for a moment, leaving them giggling uncontrollably. My driver watched this, at first with amusement and then with increasing impatience.
With a few questions to some women working in the market, we learned the location of the office of the international women’s rights organization that had been mentioned to us, one of many organizations in the region that promote women’s income generation and provide support to women who have been raped in the conflict.
The office was on a residential street, and was about twice the size of the houses near it. The name and logo of the organization were painted on the large metal gate. My driver stopped at the gate and honked and a nearly sleeping guard with eyes yellowed by malaria came out to our car. My driver explained that we were looking for Mary of Kivu and that we had been told that their organization could tell us how to find her. I held up my press card and my passport and the guard pretended to look at them and then he opened the gate to let our car pass. He mumbled in French that I should go to the reception area at the end of the driveway.
There was an ample lawn around the building, which was essentially a larger version of the houses nearby: white stucco walls, red tile roofs, and large porches or overhangs. African women, and a few men, were coming and going from the reception area; others were climbing or descending the outside stairs that led to the second floor.
At the reception, an African woman with the eager look of a tour guide greeted me in French. I introduced myself, gave her my business card, and asked her if she might be able to help me find Mary of Kivu.
‘You are not the only mzungu who wants to meet her,’ the woman said, smiling.
As she said this, I noted a woman, a mzungu, with shoulder-length light brown hair walking down a nearby corridor.
‘May I introduce you to her?’ she asked, in the formal style that such things are often done here.
‘Thanks, I’ll introduce myself,’ I said in French.
The mzungu woman was talking with another African woman. Behind them I could see a meeting room filled with at least a dozen African women, some with young children, all waiting in silence.
‘Hi, I’m sorry to interrupt. I’m a journalist, Keith Masterson. I work and report in the region and I’ve been asked by my editor to do an interview with Mary of Kivu. Your colleague thought you might have an idea of where I could find her.’
I held out a business card. The woman, who was about my age, early thirties, and had pale, soft green eyes and was dressed in khaki, capri pants and a sleeveless African wax print blouse, turned and looked up at me, at first skeptical and then extended her hand. Her face softened. I could not easily place her in my mzungu categories. I would need more time for that.
‘Hi, good to meet you. I’m Isabelle Pelleux. I work at our Europe regional office.’
There was an accent to her English. She turned and looked at the women behind her in the meeting room and then turned back to me as if she had forgotten something and just remembered it.
‘You wrote that book on the Lord’s Resistance Army, didn’t you?’ she asked.
‘Yes I did.’
She nodded.
‘I’m about to interview a group of women from around here about their experiences, and about what they know about Mary of Kivu. Maybe I can share with you some ideas when I’m done.’
‘Great. I’d really appreciate it.’
I looked at the ground and then back up at her.
‘Hey, um, I’m guessing you don’t usually have men participate in these interviews, but do you think it would be okay if I sat in on it? I mean, we’d tell them who I am and why I’m here. Could be important to have their perspective in my story. I wouldn’t use any names, of course.’
‘I don’t know,’ she said. Her accent, which I guessed was French, was slightly stronger as she said this.
‘How about this? We ask them if they’d be open to it and if they show any hesitation, I won’t participate.’
She pondered this.
‘Okay. But if they do agree to let you sit in, I ask the questions and I stop it if anything seems uncomfortable to them.’
‘Yeah, absolutely. Thanks. I’ll just get my bag and be right back. I want to get a notebook.’
When I came back from the jeep with my notebook, Isabelle was inside the meeting room with the women. The African woman she had been talking to in the hallway was acting as translator. I walked in.
‘Nina furaha sana kukutana na wewe,’ I said smiling, greeting the women in Swahili.
‘Karibu sana,’ they greeted me in return with big smiles.
The translator smiled as well. Isabelle looked on skeptically.
I asked the translator to explain who I was and to ask the women if it would be okay if I participated in the interview.
‘It is okay. They say it is important for this to be known.’
 
*==*==*
There were twelve in total. Several had babies or young children with them, two of whom were sleeping, wrapped on tight with their cheeks pressed to their mothers’ backs. The women were dressed in the Technicolor hues of the batik fabric I had seen in the market. Some had matching blouses and skirts; others wore T-shirts or faded polo shirts over their batik skirts. I watched as one of the small children squirmed in its mother’s arms until the mother placed it on the floor. A moment later, the baby was peeing on the floor and began to cry. The mother did not notice the urine at first, and when she did she treated it as nothing more than water. She picked up the baby, and held her to her chest, oblivious to the urine dripping off of her baby’s leg.
Another child, this one a toddler, kept staring at me with a frightened look; this was probably one of the few times he had seen mzungus. I smiled at him and gradually he stopped looking scared and teetered in my direction. Standing on wobbly legs, he leaned against my knee and then stopped there, looking up at me, gripping my knee and occasionally reaching out to my moving pen. I kept one eye on him and one on the group and would reach out my hand to steady him when he seemed about to fall.
As the women spoke, I had the feeling that I was hearing stories, stories especially tailored for mzungus, stories that were no less true but had been altered by each telling to mzungus.
There were stories of husbands who used violence, or who drank away their meager earnings from picking and processing coffee. Husbands who maintained second families. Stories of women who made money in microfinance projects and whose husbands went to spend even more money in bars. Several women nodded their heads at this. And there were stories of magic potions that could make wandering husbands return home. More women nodded their heads at this and uttered laughs and subtle vocalizations.
There were stories of rape, stories that nearly almost always started with: ‘That day, when the soldiers came.’ Then came the part that I can never understand: the husbands and families and villages that expel the women after they are raped. Isabelle asked why.
The list was long. The reasons were not judged by any of the women as being absurd or unfair; the motives were merely affirmed. It simply was so.
If we are allowed to stay in our villages, all the women in the village will miscarry.
They say a man got sick and almost died the night his wife came home after being a bush wife.
They say there will be drought.
There will be famine.
The children in the village will get sick and die or be born missing an arm or a leg.
The government road will not come through the village.
God will not shine his light upon us.
They say we are a shame to our families, that we brought it on ourselves, that we betrayed our husbands.
Our husbands cannot look at us anymore.
We cannot care for our husbands if they get sick. We cannot touch them.
They will make us pay back the bride price. Our husband’s family will say that they paid for us for nothing.
Neither Isabelle nor I gave any reaction to these responses, although I thought I detected a combination of shock and rage in her eyes.
Isabelle was silent for a moment and in the lapse between her questions the women began laughing amongst themselves and saying many more words than the translator was translating. I could see in Isabelle’s look that all of this was overwhelming for her—the children, the women, their stories.
And then they seemed to notice Isabelle, noticed her beyond the whiteness of her skin, beyond her role as someone important in her organization—noticed her as a woman. The translator looked shy as she translated their questions. At first she started each sentence saying: ‘They want to know.’ And then she simply said to Isabelle: ‘Did you …?’ or ‘Are you …?’
Do you have children?
Isabelle shook her head.
‘No, not yet. I’m not sure if I want to have children.’
Do you have a husband? Doesn’t he want children from you?
Isabelle shook her head again.
No husband? Why not?
‘I was almost married,’ Isabelle said. ‘I mean, yes, we were like married, living together.’
Isabelle stopped and let the translator catch up. The women were perplexed.
‘But it didn’t work out,’ Isabelle continued.
The women stared at Isabelle as if they needed some kind of explanation. In this part of the world, for a marriage not to work out there must be something horrible, something Isabelle did, or perhaps she was barren, or worse. I couldn’t tell if Isabelle knew this; it seemed that she did not.
Was he violent toward you? they asked.
Again, Isabelle was silent. They were staring at her, waiting.
‘No. It’s just that he was interested in different things than I was. He didn’t respect my work, and that I have to travel for work. And he cannot take care of me. He can barely take care of himself. I can’t imagine him caring for a child, let alone for me if I were to get sick or really need him to take care of me—all the things I want in a partner.’
She said this rapid-fire in French; I could see a slight desperation in the translator’s eyes.
Did his family pay many cows or goats for you?
‘We don’t really do that where I come from. Sometimes he may give you a gold ring.’
Did you go back to your father’s house when you left him?
‘No, I didn’t. I live by myself.’
Isabelle paused for a moment. She was slowly getting better at responding when they needed an explanation.
‘That’s what we do where I am from.’
At this they all nodded and one of them spoke.
God makes all men the same.
They laughed and Isabelle laughed back. And then they looked at me.
‘What do you think of that, Mr. Masterson?’ Isabelle said.
The women laughed as this was translated.
I shrugged.
‘I’m not married either,’ I said. ‘I travel far too much. But when I do get married, I think I’ll know how to take care of my wife and respect her. I hope I will. That’s what my mother taught me to do. And since I am a good son, I always listen to her.’
I smiled and they laughed. They did not need to know more about me; they did not need to know the real me. We were all giving performances.
The small boy leaning against my knee looked up at the women laughing and he too smiled. When there was silence again, Isabelle continued.
‘What do you know about Mary?’
Several of the women began talking at the same time. It was approaching dusk when they finished. I scribbled furiously the entire time.
She told me to go to my house right away because I would find my husband having sex with my young sister. She told me get my children and leave him. She was right.
She touched my mother’s head. My mother had been sick in the head for years, and after Mary touched her she was well.
She cured that child. Right in front of me.
They all nodded at these accounts. Some said: ‘Hallelujah’
Then one said: ‘And she kept the baby. And she loves it. That is unbelievable. Incredible. Only a saint could do that. After what happened.’
They all became silent after that. I wished I could have asked questions but I wanted to honor my deal with Isabelle. I wished that she had asked more about Mary’s baby and what had happened. I was sure it was going to disappoint me, that it was going to be something based on superstition, something that would seem silly in Western eyes. Still, I wanted to hear what they said.
 
*==*==*
As the interview ended, I led the small boy who had been leaning on my knee back to his mother and I nodded at the women, and shook the hands of those who came up to me. Isabelle was already outside with the translator and some other African women from the NGO.
‘Thanks, really, for letting me sit in on this. I hope that wasn’t too awkward,’ I said to Isabelle, as I stepped out of the room.
‘Not for them. Maybe for me,’ she said, with a somewhat forced smile.
‘Hey, another question before I take off,’ I said. ‘Does your organization have a guesthouse around here that they recommend?’
‘Yeah, there’s a simple one, but it’s decent. Have your driver talk to Sophie in the reception. She can give you directions. It’s the same one I’m staying in.’
 
*==*==*
The guesthouse was simple but clean, with a small garden out back with white plastic tables and chairs. The rooms were off of two corridors, as orderly as a convent; the only decorative touch was the African wax print cloth used for the curtains and bedspreads. Plus the electricity was on when I checked in, which was a good sign.
As I signed the guest register, I told the woman at the front desk that I would be staying three nights at the most. I was sure I would be gone by then—interview in hand, hoax revealed. The story, even if interesting, would take no more than a day or two to gather, and I would return, with relief, to the Rwandan side of the border. I had no idea that I would be here much longer than I expected, and that I would come to know the guesthouse staff by name, and meet their children. And that they would come to know things about me.



THREE
The next morning I saw Isabelle at breakfast and sat down at the same table. Her hair was pulled up and she was wearing a longish, Indian-style blouse over jeans.
‘How did you get involved in this work?’ she asked. ‘I mean, become interested in this region and the conflicts?’
I smiled; this was a standard opening for conversations among mzungus in the heart of darkness. I usually preferred this conversation over a bottle of beer at the end of a day, not at the beginning of one, or I avoided it altogether.
‘I’d have to blame my father,’ I said. ‘He’s a photojournalist, chased wars and conflicts, all the ones of the 1980s and 1990s. You’ve probably seen his work. He won the Pulitzer for a series of photos he took in the Balkans. There is a famous one he took of a young woman who was kept as a sex slave.’
I paused, letting her acknowledge if she knew the photo I was talking about; I had had this conversation before with other mzungus.
‘No, I mean, well, maybe I have seen it, but I don’t recall,’ she said.
‘Anyway,’ I said, continuing, ‘I did a master’s in anthropology, studying conflict and religion in Africa, how traditional rituals and religious beliefs are manipulated in conflicts. Studied French and Swahili. Spent some time here, and in Rwanda and in Burundi. An article I wrote led to a contract for a book on the Lord’s Resistance Army. I spent about a year in Uganda and in the Sudan researching that book. Now I’m writing a book on rituals and the roots of the Congolese conflict.’
‘Will you show me your father’s pictures sometime?’ she asked.
‘Sure. I’ve got some on my laptop. And you? How did you end of up here?’
‘I can blame my parents as well. My mother was a political refugee from Chile during the Pinochet years. I grew up hearing stories of what they did to women, to the political prisoners, that is.’
Her voice lapsed into a slightly Spanish-inflected accent as she said this, or maybe it was just my imagination. But I am almost sure her ‘i’s sounded like Spanish ‘i’s.
‘And then we lived in Asia and I saw, you know, the ways girls and women are treated. I did a master’s in gender studies focusing on women in Africa and Asia. Then I got a job with our NGO. I wanted to make a difference.’
She paused; she must have seen the cynicism in my eyes or she had read it in my book.
‘I think we can do some good here,’ she continued. ‘I hope that we can. But at the same time there is so much bullshit. The fundraising, those stories we have to write to individual donors so they feel they are saving a particular woman. The celebrities who come for ten minutes and then leave. Some of it makes sense and we have to do it, but sometimes, well, you know what I’m talking about. There is only so much we can do for the women.’
I think she could see in my eyes that I was relieved to know she wasn’t a doe-eyed optimist.
‘And then so much we cannot do,’ she continued.
She said she had meetings at her office but that she could meet me in the afternoon to go together to Mary’s house. I thought my chances of getting an interview with Mary of Kivu were better if I was with a woman, particularly one from a women’s rights organization. We fixed a time to meet.
 
*==*==*
I started my day with an interview with the priest at the Catholic church in the village. I had asked my driver to gather some information and identify potential sources, and he suggested we start here.
‘They say he knows Mary and that he knows what you have to do to get an interview with her,’ my driver said.
It was a fairly simple church by Catholic standards—basic cinderblock walls with whitewash around the base of the few trees and a simple, white plaster virgin out front.
The receptionist led me down a hallway to the priest’s office. The floor was polished linoleum tile and there were gaps covered with screens in the cinderblocks that served as windows. There were several portraits of Mary of Nazarene and wooden crosses on the walls.
The priest’s office was equally simple, with a large window framed by embroidered curtains and a dark wooden desk. Behind the desk were gray metal bookshelves filled with books, most in English.
The priest rose to shake my hand. He was an elegant-looking African man, just the slightest grey around his temples; by his accent I guessed he must have been Anglophone East African.
‘Hello, Father … ’ I began, realizing my driver had not given me his name.
‘Father Ningonwe,’ he said. ‘You must be the mzungu journalist they mentioned.’
‘Keith Masterson. A pleasure to meet you. I … ’
‘Yes, I recognize your name. I have seen some of your articles. You have a famous book, I think.’
‘I guess you know that I’m trying to interview Mary of Kivu.’
‘Yes, yes, I know. Everyone wants to find out more about Mary of Kivu,’ he said.
‘I was hoping … ’
‘You know,’ he continued, interrupting me, ‘if she were European, they would already have sent someone from the Vatican to conduct an investigation as to whether these were truly miracles. And what action the Church should take. But we get far fewer of such visits here than in Latin America or say, the Philippines. I have sent my request, but they say they are still deciding.’
He paused to look at me and then continued.
‘We don’t have many African saints. If it were to come to that. And most of the ones we do have are North African. If you stretch it, you can probably count a dozen or two at the most. That’s not many in the history of the Roman Catholic Church. Then again, not surprising.’
I wasn’t sure where this was headed but I decided to wait before I asked him directly if he could help me get to Mary.
‘How long have you been in this parish?’ I asked.
‘Since the first round of the conflict. Right after the genocide and when the conflict came this direction. I thought I would work in Rwanda. I thought I would have a parish there. But they told me I was needed in Congo. This is where they need us now.’
He looked at me again.
‘Which you know much about.’
I nodded. I had written the paragraphs countless times of how eastern Congo became inflamed after the Rwandan genocide in 1994. About the leaders of the Rwandan genocide, Hutus, who headed into eastern Congo, now the Democratic Republic of Congo, when the Tutsis and moderate Hutus, under the Rwandan Patriotic Front, took over the country. Tens of thousands of Hutus fled, as refugees, worried they would face reprisals from the Tutsis. Some of the Hutus stayed armed inside Congo, threatening to return to Rwanda. The Rwandan government, which as my previous Congolese driver had said, knows how to run an army, entered Congo to pursue the genocidaires. This incursion inspired nearly every other country in the region to send troops into some portion of Congo, all with their own motives, in the period known here, but nearly unknown to most of the rest of the world, as the Great African War. Numerous bands of armed groups, including the Mai Mai, sprang up to defend their communities in the face of the inept Congolese military (and sometimes to defend their villages from the Congolese military). And although Rwandan troops withdrew long ago, the Rwandan government has sporadically supported some of the militias in an effort to defend Congolese Tutsis or to attack the ex-genocidaires, or both. These armed groups continue to operate, fueled in no small part by the vast mineral wealth in the region. They sometimes pillage villages and rape women.
I kept that summary paragraph on my computer, ready to insert as necessary in an article. Most mzungus looked hopelessly lost when I tried to explain. In terms of lives lost, it is the deadliest war in the world in the past twenty years, yet few mzungus know even the most basic facts about it.
‘She won’t see you, you know,’ he finally said.
‘No?’
‘She doesn’t talk about herself and about what she does.’
I nodded again.
‘Do you think it’s true?’ I asked.
‘The miracles? I don’t know that it matters what I believe. The people here believe. And we shall see what the Vatican says.’
He leaned back and interlaced his fingers as if he were about to retreat into silence and reflection, or give me priestly advice after a confession.
‘How do you get to see her if you want her help?’ I asked.
‘Honestly, I don’t know what it takes to get Mary to receive you and talk to you. I know that it’s mostly women that she receives. Although I’ve heard of a few men being received too. I’ve not heard of her receiving a mzungu, though. And I know that she turns away requests for interviews.’
‘So how does she decide which ones she’ll see?’
‘Are you in need of a miracle, Mr. Masterson? Of healing? Forgiveness, maybe?’
I smiled and shrugged. ‘Not that I know of,’ I said.
‘Well, then,’ he said and pushed his chair back slowly and stood up. ‘Good luck.’
‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I wish you luck as well. Certainly this region deserves its share of saints.’
‘Yes, I suppose we do,’ he said. ‘Although I’m not sure they’ve done you that much good in the West.’
 
*==*==*
I met Isabelle back at her organization at the agreed hour. She was sitting outside on one of the chairs under an overhang, talking with two African women. They were looking at some documents together and nodding their heads. She excused herself and walked toward me.
‘Find out anything?’ she asked.
‘Not really. Except that she doesn’t give interviews.’
‘Well, let’s try,’ she said, her voice energetic.
‘Shall we take my car?’ I asked.
‘Sure. I assume you won’t mind waiting if she agrees to see me,’ she said.
‘No, not at all,’ I said opening the door to the jeep for her. ‘And I hope you won’t mind waiting for me if she agrees to see me.’
‘I somehow doubt she’ll see a man, from what I’ve heard, and a journalist at that.’
‘You never know,’ I said, smiling.
She did not return the smile, but I noticed that her face was soft even when serious; there was a girlish quality about it. She had high cheekbones and a noble nose, and she had a slightly lopsided smile that was perhaps the only asymmetrical part of her face.
‘I heard she asks women, well, mostly women, to bring a letter or to write her a letter explaining their need,’ Isabelle said.
‘Do you have one?’ I asked.
‘No, but I could probably make up something if I had to.’
Again, she was serious.
‘How often do you come to the region?’ I asked.
‘This is my first time. I’ve been to East Africa but never here before. You’ve been to Congo and the Lake Kivu region many times, I guess.’
‘Yeah, I’m living here on and off at the moment.’
‘How do you keep a life back home?’
‘You’re assuming that I have a life back home.’
‘I see.’
‘And you? I didn’t ask you where home is.’
‘Geneva.’
‘Are you from there?’
‘Yes, more or less. My father is Swiss, my mother is Chilean, I think I told you. My father is a diplomat. We were posted in Latin America several times and once in Asia, and then we moved to Geneva when my sisters and I were older.’
She glanced at me; I felt I was being assessed.
‘You must be pleased with your book on the Lord’s Resistance Army. It did well, no? I saw several reviews. Mostly good ones. Even the negative ones criticize you for things I thought were important to include. You know, the bullshit side of our international aid work.’
‘Yeah, it, um, lets me make a living doing this.’
Now she looked away from me and down to the ground; it was as if she hid her eyes from time to time, as if they needed to be shielded from the light occasionally, or from direct gazes. Perhaps it meant that I was staring too intently.
‘I don’t think she’ll see you,’ she said. ‘I’m fine to have you come along but I think that since she knows our organization, and knows about our work with women, the economic empowerment, the health services and all, that she will likely see me.’
‘Yeah, of course. If I don’t get to see her, I’ll interview some other people and you can share with me what you feel comfortable sharing.’
‘Yes. Okay.’
A few minutes later, we passed through a hilly area of coffee plantations and then came into a large expanse of tea cultivation, with rows of vivid green tea bushes. I saw a sign with the name of the tea company.
As we passed them, I remembered why I find tea plantations relaxing. They are orderly, with the smallest of trails between rows of bushes, trails that seem to invite you to take a solitary walk. Workers usually pick in small numbers so the fields never seem crowded. And from a distance, with their tiny variations, the leaves look as if they would be soft to the touch.
‘That’s where Joseph works, her husband. I am told he’s the manager of that tea estate,’ my driver said.
After we passed the tea estate, there was another village, one with well-constructed houses, painted cinder blocks with recently constructed zinc roofs; most were one-story and looked to have two or three bedrooms inside. There was a small Catholic church and a market with fruits and vegetables on display. Then as we rounded a curve in the road, I knew we had arrived.
There were several hundred people in front of the house. On one side of the road, there was a line, mostly of women dressed in the usual bright color African waxprint wrappers. The smaller number of men were dressed as if going to church, in baggy dress shirts and slacks that sat high on their waists. Some wore mismatched blazers. Some of the women were standing, but most were sitting on the ground. There were some women reclining, and at least a few elderly women and men were on makeshift stretchers; I guessed they had been carried there. A few younger men were carrying plastic containers with drinks and women and children were selling different kinds of food.
Just outside the compound of the house there was an area cordoned off with a tent-like roof sheltering some simple tables.
My driver looked back to Isabelle and me and pointed.
‘That is where people present their letters and stories and needs. They’ll tell you what to do,’ he said.
Isabelle and I looked at each other and stepped out of the jeep. We walked over to the tent. There was a serious-looking woman sitting on a white plastic chair behind a folding table that sat toward the back of the tent. She was apparently reading letters. She seemed to be a gatekeeper.
‘Hello. I’m Isabelle Pelleux, with the organization that … ’
‘Hmm,’ the woman said with the dismissive air of a government bureaucrat, giving only a quick glance up at us.
‘I’m Keith Masterson. I’m a journalist. I’ve written several books about the conflict here and, well, we’re very interested in Mary’s story and would be very pleased … ’
‘She won’t see you,’ the woman said firmly in French, finally looking up at us.
‘Is it possible to show her our business cards and at least ask her? We can wait,’ I said.
‘With all of them waiting?’ the woman said, pointing to the line.
‘We’re not here for the same reason,’ Isabelle said, using just the slightest condescending tone.
‘Of course,’ I said in a more conciliatory tone. ‘We understand how busy Mary is. How busy you all are with your important work. If you could just ask her. We can come back later. Or if she just has time to talk to one of us, then Ms. Pelleux can go with her.’
The woman was silent for a moment; I think she hoped we would leave.
‘Eh, between sessions I will tell her,’ the woman said finally, in the same dismissive voice, and then held out her hand for our business cards.
‘But I tell you again, she will not see either of you. And a journalist, I know she won’t. You are wasting your time.’
The woman left the tent and walked in the direction of the main house and we waited. There were more letters delivered to another woman who came to occupy the table, and then names were called and more women went inside. I heard cases pleaded in Swahili and in French. I took notes on two of them. I looked at my mobile phone many times; on and off it had a signal. I felt eyes on me, and on us.
I could tell that Isabelle did not want to talk. And I was back at work, noting details and thinking about how to get interesting interviews with the women in line.
Finally, after nearly an hour, the woman who first received us came back to the tent.
‘You two come,’ she said to us.
We were both surprised and quickly followed her. She led us to one side of the house, where there was a small porch area with about six chairs. It felt like the backstage of a performance space, the kind of place I’d waited to interview Mai Mai warlords. It always amazed me how, in the middle of the bush, they could set up a human perimeter around themselves—projecting an aura of the big, big man, even if all they lorded over was a handful of malnourished, stoned young men with secondhand guns.
Mary came out. She looked young; I would have guessed early twenties. But her face had a weight or somberness that suggested she was older than that. She had an elegant, almost sculptural nose and forehead, both dramatized by her headwrap. Her impeccable African wax print dress was in blues and greens and looked as if it had just been ironed. She was as tall and striking as the naïf paintings portrayed her. There were two women trailing her like chiefs of staff, both holding folders that evidently contained letters and lists of names.
Isabelle and I both instinctively stood up. I worked to keep myself from jumping up and pleading my case.
I saw one of the assistants look at Isabelle and I heard her say, between words in Swahili, the name of the NGO. Mary nodded in understanding and she looked at Isabelle, who gave her the slightest smile. The assistant did not show Mary my card. I was already looking off in the distance, readying myself for the inevitable no.
And then I heard Mary say the word mtu, man in Swahili.
Mary and her assistants walked back into the house.
A few minutes later, the dismissive woman from the front entrance came back out.
‘She will see Mr. Keith. Tomorrow. Come early in the morning.’
I looked up, startled, and saw how surprised Isabelle looked.
‘Why not me?’ Isabelle said in rapid-fire French.
‘She says Mr. Keith needs her help.’
This time I started to wrinkle my eyebrows but made myself nod.
‘I’ll be back tomorrow morning. Asante sana,’ I said.
Without saying anything else, Isabelle and I walked out through the yard, past the line, and to the jeep.
‘I have no idea what that means,’ I said to Isabelle, as we got back in the jeep.
‘Me neither,’ she said, giving a slightly strained smile. ‘I hope you’ll tell me what you learn.’
‘Absolutely.’
‘What do you think she meant by saying that you need Mary’s help?’
‘I have no idea.’
We were both silent during the nearly hour drive back to the guesthouse.
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I was not sure if Isabelle was displeased by what had happened, or if she simply did not want to talk on our return journey from Mary’s house to our guesthouse. In the silence, as the sun set and the inside of the jeep became dark, I thought about the last time I had been around someone like Mary, someone who could supposedly heal and see things that the rest of us could not. That made me think about Sienna and the way things had ended.
Sienna and I were both studying for master’s degrees in anthropology at the University of North Carolina. We met during our first semester. At the end of our first year, we were in Brazil doing field work together. As part of the trip, a group of fellow graduate students went to an Umbanda ceremony, a ritual of one of the African-Brazilian religions, in Fortaleza, in the northeast of Brazil. An American colleague of one of our professors was friends with the pai-de-santo, the leader of the ceremony—the one who channels the spirits.
The pai-de-santo was drinking cachaça when we arrived and was smoking a strong-smelling cigar. He welcomed us with the few words of English he knew. As we greeted him, his helpers—the drummers—arrived and sat next to him. It was a hot night and the house was small and the windows were closed.
Soon the worshippers settled into their places, men on one side and women on the other, all of us standing. There were at least thirty-five of us in total. I moved to the men’s side and leaned with my back against the wall. I started to cross my arms but was told that this was not allowed. We were to leave them open to receive the spirits that might come into us.
The lights were dimmed and the drumming started, the heavy cigar smoke lingering in the hot air. For a few minutes there was no sound but the drumming, and it felt to me as if there was not enough air for all of us in this small room.
Then the pai-de-santo began spinning, his eyes tightly closed, and started muttering words that made no sense to me either in Portuguese or English. His voice sounded as if he had inhaled helium, and was nothing like his pre-trance voice.
Continuing to spin, he raised a hand and twirled a few times more, until his palm came crashing down on the forehead of one of the worshippers. A few seconds later this worshipper began spinning and muttering unintelligible words. The other worshippers held out their arms so the person did not crash into a wall.
This continued a few times and I found myself aligning my head so it was exactly behind the head of a person standing in front of me, trying to reduce the chance that the pai-de-santo would find me. I was not sure what I would do if his hand came crashing down on my forehead.
On one particular go around, the pai-de-santo held his hand near the forehead of the man in front of me. And then, although I could swear his eyes were closed, the pai-de-santo passed his hand around the head of the man in front of me and brought it crashing down exactly in the middle of my forehead.
As I felt the pain on the back of my head from being pushed against the brick wall, I looked up and saw Sienna watching me from the woman’s side of the room. Her eyes were wide open, as if she were worried that I might start spinning and speaking in tongues. I saw concern in her eyes and then I saw her smile. It was a warm and engulfing smile, and it was absolutely transparent in expressing what she felt for me.
I broke up with her the week after we got back to university.
 
*==*==*
‘Why, Keith?’ Sienna had asked me.
‘I can’t really tell you. I just know it’s not going to … ’
‘What is it? I’m not right? We’re not right? The moment’s not right? What is it?’
Her voice went from sadness to warmth to accusation.
‘I don’t know.’
‘You don’t know or you don’t want to tell me because you think you’ll hurt me more?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Keith, I’d rather know the truth and be hurt than not know and hurt for even longer.’
‘It’s just not working.’
‘Right.’
‘I just don’t want this now. It’s too much … ’
‘Right.’
‘I have to go. I’m sorry. Really, I am.’
‘Right.’
But it was not over.
 
*==*==*
When Isabelle and I arrived at the guesthouse, I made an excuse to be on my own.
‘Hey, uh, I’m going to go into town to use Internet. It’s really slow in the guesthouse and I need to respond to a few e-mails, send some documents,’ I said.
I didn’t invite her to accompany me. Although I was intrigued by the conversation of the morning, I was not, for the moment, in the mood for more.
‘Okay, I’m going to stay here. I’m exhausted,’ she said.
When I arrived at the Internet café, I got a password from the clerk and plugged the modem cable into my laptop. The café was painted a dark blue inside, which gave it the feel of a jazz club, and as darkness fell it seemed that the only light was that coming from the computers.
First I sent a message to Sam that I had apparently managed to get an interview with Mary.
‘Keep expectations low,’ I wrote, ‘but I’m trying.’
Seconds later, he shot back: ‘Ian says send him what you have as soon as you can. The New Yorker is interested.’
Then I saw a message from my mother. The title said: ‘News about your father.’
I don’t know what I expected. They had so little contact with each other—none really. Usually I was the one who informed the other about something major in their lives. I couldn’t imagine what my father would be in touch with my mother about.
My Dearest Keith –
I can’t recall this week which country you’re in. I tried your mobile and it says you’re out of area. This is not news I wanted to give you by e-mail but I thought you should know. I heard via your uncle Randall that your father was diagnosed yesterday with esophageal cancer. They don’t know yet if it’s metastasized but they think it’s Stage III, which means it’s all the way through the esophageal tissue and in the surrounding lymph nodes. The doctors are still studying the best course of action—chemo or radiation or both, or even surgery. He’s probably had the symptoms for some time but took it to be a cough or gastric reflux. And, just like Lyndon, he waited far too long to get it looked at. Randall says your father finally stopped smoking but I guess not soon enough. I’m so sorry to hear about this, sorry for you. Call me when you can. I hope you’re well and I hope you can reach your father. If I can help in any way, let me know. Will sends his love.
With all my love—Mom
Here was the pai-de-santo again. Here was the hand reaching around the person I was hiding behind and finding my head and smashing it against the wall.
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At breakfast the next morning, Isabelle could tell from my silence and the tense look on my face that something was bothering me. When she asked what it was, I told her about my father.
‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, and then she was quiet for a moment. ‘Will you go see him?’
I looked out the window of the guesthouse to the road that passed nearby.
‘He hasn’t been much of a father. He and my mother divorced years ago. After his Pulitzer he became an asshole. Or maybe he already was and that’s just when I realized it.’
She asked for another cup of coffee and gave me a look that told me she wanted to know more and that she had time to listen.
‘I think the first time I started to figure him out, I was maybe in third grade. That was when he and my mom split up. He came home during the day, which wasn’t normal for him. He was in his usual work uniform of khaki pants, a light blue Oxford shirt that hadn’t been ironed, and his old brown leather jacket. I saw that he had a cut on his face and a bruise around his eye that he kept touching. I asked him what happened.
‘He told me it was nothing, just a brief altercation.
‘Then I saw my mother standing in the doorway to the living room. She worked at a nearby art gallery then, and was home most afternoons when I was younger. She just stood there in the doorway with her arms crossed.’
As I described this to Isabelle, I could see that version of my mother, circa 1985: she had long brown hair, shampoo-commercial-shiny-straight cut, wearing jeans and a black sweater.
‘It took me a little while but then I understood. My father had been taking a picture when it happened. The person who got mad at him had pushed the camera into his face and left a bruise and mark in the shape of the viewfinder.
 ‘So my mother asked him what he had been taking pictures of. I couldn’t understand why she was so mad at him. Then, a few weeks later, I heard doors slamming. I was in my room and I hear my mom yelling at him.
“Where are the pictures?!” she yelled at him. And he told her to calm down, that there’s no picture, that there’s no one else.
‘I didn’t know what she meant, right? So he told her: “Louise, please calm down. There’s no picture. There’s no one … ” And she yelled that he was lying and then my dad was yelling: “Louise, please don’t open those.”
‘Then there were more doors slamming. My father was not there for breakfast the next morning. When I asked where he was, my mother said that he had to travel again for work. He never came back.’
I paused and felt Isabelle looking at me.
‘Are you in touch with him? I mean has he been involved in your life?’ she asked.
‘Not much, really. My mother found a job in Arizona, at a gallery there, and so we moved and after that I saw him much less. I would see him in New York once a year.’
‘And your mother?’
‘She was angry for a long time, like two years. She would try not to show it to me, or take it out on me. She’d apologize and say it wasn’t my fault and then when she started to talk about how horrible my father was, she’d stop and get this look.’
Isabelle looked intently at me.
‘She’d smile, or force herself to smile. “This isn’t for us to talk about, honey. He’s your father. It’s between him and me.” Then she’d be quiet for hours or days. It was just the two of us in the house for those couple of years and she could go for a day saying just a few words to me.’
Isabelle nodded.
‘And now, how is she? How is she taking this?’
‘She’s beyond it. She met Will, my stepfather, two or three years after we moved to Arizona. He’s really a nice guy, and he’s good to her. And since then she got her smile back and I got my mother back.’
I looked out the window.
‘When he became famous because of that photo in the Balkans, I started to find out more about him. Women he was with in different countries. My mom was looking for pictures of all those women. She was taking the film out of his cameras.’
Isabelle continued to look at me, shaking her head.
‘Sorry, that’s more than you needed to know.’
‘That’s fine,’ she said.
‘I always swore I’d be nothing like him.’
 
*==*==*
My driver and I made the now familiar drive. The line outside Mary’s house was as long as it had been the day before. I went to the table again but this time a different woman was doing the gatekeeping.
‘Hi, I’m Keith Masterson. I’m a journalist. I was here yesterday and the woman who was here arranged for Mary to see me today, for an interview.’
The woman looked up at me briefly.
‘You have to tell your story. We read them and Mary chooses who she sees. It helps if you have extra support. Letters from the priest or a pastor about your problem.’
‘I’m a journalist. I don’t have a story to tell her. I came to interview her. I want to know her story.’
‘That’s not how it works. You have to tell her your story.’
‘My story?’
‘Yes. Your problem. What you need her help with. If she has accepted you it is because you need help. She must know what it is.’
I worked to control my frustration.
‘Can you just go talk to the other staff who were here yesterday? They will tell you that Mary herself said she would see me.’
The woman looked at me again; I recognized the bureaucratic style. Without a word she left another woman in charge and walked to Mary’s house.
A few minutes later, the first woman who received me came back to the tent.
‘Mary will see you on Tuesday.’
‘Tuesday? That’s four days from now. That’s a long time to wait to see her. I … ’
The woman glared at me and then looked toward the women, men and children in the long line. She seemed to focus her eyes on an area where there were four or five people on stretchers.
‘Would you say your needs are greater than these here waiting?’ she said.
That question again. I breathed deeply. Rarely did warlords or gun smugglers leave me waiting so long.
‘No, of course not,’ I said. ‘I will come back next Tuesday.’
‘Ask for Mary’s sister. She will introduce you to Mary.’
As I began to leave, I heard the sound of ululating voices and women singing, coming from the direction of the house. The women were dressed in matching reds, oranges, and yellows, all wearing headwraps of the same color. I leaned back toward my driver, looking at him expectantly.
‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘We can do nothing but wait.’
As we walked away, the women continued to sing and shout.
‘What happened? What are they singing?’ I asked my driver.
‘They are singing that our sister Mary has healed another.’
 
*==*==*
I had other stories I was working on; I had notes to write up and edit and send to Sam. A few weeks earlier I had managed to get an interview with one of the most notorious Mai Mai warlords in South Kivu, one responsible for some of the worst atrocities in the region—atrocities I had trouble even describing in the article.
I heard from the man’s teachers and parents that he had been a model student going into secondary school—calm, obedient. Then the girl he liked and swore he would marry began going out with a young soldier, a new recruit in the Congolese armed forces, which had established a presence in town, supposedly to keep it safe from invading Rwandan troops. The once calm boy became possessed, his parents said. He ran away for hours at a time and began drinking and getting into fights at school over the smallest provocation. In his wanderings in the bush, he came across a cell of Mai Mai fighters and they took him in.
He wouldn’t tell me about their rituals, about what they did to him in the bush, or what he did in the bush. I learned about his atrocities from others in the village. He devised the cruelest of plans against Congolese soldiers, particularly ones they found by themselves, and against the households that were known to feed or offer a room for the soldiers. It was estimated that one out of every three women and girls in the village were raped in a two-week rampage that he led.
At the time I interviewed him, he was part of the official Congolese armed forces. One of the ways the Congolese government tried to end the worst atrocities by groups like the Mai Mai was to invite their combatants to become part of the official army. We met once at his barracks and a second time in his house outside the base. He had married another woman, a girl really, not more than seventeen, one that he had first taken by force as a bush wife when he was still with the Mai Mai. But he swore that he was still in love with the girl from his school.
Instead of an interview, it seemed he wanted my advice about his love life. Being mzungu, he thought I knew all things about how to win over women. He told me that he would leave his current wife in an instant if his first love would have him. She was now married to a military officer.
‘Do you think she’ll have me now?’ he said. ‘Now that I have a uniform just like him?’
He cleaned his fingernails with a knife as he asked this; I could see that two of his fingernails were missing.
He had commanded his men to rape schoolgirls, dragging them out in the middle of class and making the rest of the village watch. I had trouble even writing down what he and his men had done to the women and girls and to the soldiers they caught. He had taken a girl from the town to be his sex slave in the bush. And now he wondered if his childhood sweetheart would have him back.
The interview was part of one of my chapters on the motivations of the Mai Mai and other armed groups. As I looked at my notes again, I thought: Maybe Mary was right. Maybe I did need help. My father was likely dying of cancer, and I had these stories in my head. Sienna was very far away, and there were things we still had to resolve. Of course I needed help.
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