Basma

My body is beyond exhaustion as I snap the gloves off and slip them back into the box, irritated by the smug line on the side. 50 single-use surgical gloves. These particular ones are on their last legs; they have been used perhaps eight or nine times today. I leave the sanctuary of the little store room, and it surprises me how little my ears are affected by the noises from the wards. I won’t describe them. It’s been perhaps the hardest thing I’ve ever done, to stay here all this time. To stay and watch, and stop when I know there is nothing more I can do. I keep my eyes averted as I walk through the ward. It used to be hard, not to stop and help, but I’ve learnt to keep to my shifts. A sleep-deprived zombie is of no use to anyone, as Jasper frequently commented when he saw me during my first few days here. I near the end of the ward and my eyes move to my new friend, the little girl huddled in the corner. She hasn’t seen me yet; her eyes are focused on the battered little book in her lap, though they don’t move from left to right. 


“Basma! How is your brother’s, uh-” She looks up sharply and gives a tentative smile as I gesture at my stomach, feeling slightly foolish.
 “Son appendice,” She tells me. I nod appreciatively. “I’m not sure. He was taken to another ward but my mother told me to stay here.” 

My French has improved enormously since I arrived in Chad, but my medical vocabulary is still limited. I could talk about malaria in French for days, but as my little friend’s brother is the only victim of appendicitis in my wards the vast majority of French terms associated with it are unknown to me. She looks up expectantly as I glance at my watch; recently I’ve developed the bad habit of calculating how many hours of sleep I’ll get that night if I go to bed now, or skip dinner later. It’ll be six tonight if I’m lucky. I return my eyes to her thin little face and make up my mind, then slowly, achingly, sit down next to her on the dusty floor. Communication between Basma and me has been limited, but it’s amazing how much you can understand through hand signals and bits of broken languages. 
Basma

“You want me to read you?” I ask in French, giving a slightly embarrassed smile as she corrects me. 

“Yes, please. This is a new one. Mama said it’s about a very beautiful woman who was put to sleep by a witch.”
“Ah, you’ve got to watch those witches. You’d think some of the princesses would learn…” I mutter to myself in English. The blank look I receive in return prompts a few hazy translations before she gets the message. 

“You really need to stop talking English here. People don’t like it when they don’t know what you’re saying.” I look up abruptly, not for the first time surprised by Basma’s blunt observations. I’m unsure of what to say. 
“Yes, it’s just – it’s hard to be away from your own country for so long.” I stumble slightly over the words, then laugh. “Sometimes I think I’m forgetting how to speak English, and if that happens soon I won’t be able to speak any language properly,”

“I could teach you better French. You have a very bad accent.” 

“Really that bad?”

“Yes! Awful. And your…when you say things like I talk, I run, you use the wrong endings all the time.”
“I think you mean ‘grammar’. That’s the English, anyway.” 

“Will you read the story now?” 

“Of course.”

“And - Matt…”

“Hmm?” 

“If – if I teach you to speak my language better, will you teach me to read?” Basma looks down at her hands. She’s embarrassed, and I realise why. All around us the staff and volunteers are 
Basma

pushed to their limits to care for the sick. If I give up my time, even my free time, to teach and be taught, we’ll both feel guilty. 

“You know, it will help other people too if you can read,” I pat her awkwardly on the arm, wanting to show encouragement but not sure how. “Then when you’re really good you’ll be able to read to the other sick children.” She looks up, a small smile on her lips.

“I’d like that.”

“Then let’s begin.”

****

“My friend, the doctor over there, says your brother will be able to have his operation tomorrow. There’s a long queue.” 
“Thank you. Can we read first today?”

Over the last few days Basma and I have struggled together in that dusty little corner of 
Ward 3, stumbling through verbs and conditional tenses, and later through castles and princes and magical wardrobes. 

She’s the most patient teacher I’ve ever had. Already I can feel myself getting better, making fewer mistakes. Basma also seems to be close to the ideal pupil. I’ve lectured a couple of times at the local university at home, but the yawning, tousle-haired students have nothing on her, I think proudly. I get the feeling she’s not a natural, but her enthusiasm makes up for her mistakes, and mine too.
“The end.”

“Well done!”

“Yes, I always remember the last two words.” I smile. 
“Right, you’re the teacher now. You know how lots of your people’s names have meanings behind them – well, I wanted to know what your name meant.” 

Basma

She tells me, but it’s not a word I’ve learnt. “Can you, uh, show me -” 

“Matt? I know you’re off duty but we’ve just had a whole new wave of people with acute malaria.” Jasper appears, looking harassed.
“Of course, I’ll be right there.” I give Basma an apologetic look, but I can see she understands. She smiles and waves goodnight.

It’s hard treating distressed people on a good day, but when I feel as though I could fall asleep on my feet there’s nothing I’d rather do less. The thought of people like Basma keeps me going, though. People who need me, need us. We give drugs, we give drips, we comfort and we try to stay awake, and somewhere in the middle of it all I look over to the little dusty corner of Ward 3, and Basma isn’t there. In the same way that small problems seem magnified when you wake in the middle of the night, so does Basma’s absence. But I can’t stop, I barely have time to think, and by the time I can go to bed I’ve subconsciously put it to the back of my head. 
Morning light comes quickly, and I return to the ward still in a haze of sleep. The sight of a little girl curled up on a bed jogs my memory and I look to Basma’s corner. To my relief she’s there. 

“Good morning!” I make a mental list of things to fetch and order and people to see as I hurry up to her so I can say a quick hello before my shift starts. Yet her eyes are dark as she looks up at me and my rapid train of thought abruptly slows, falters. Something is wrong. 
“Basma…”

“My brother. He – he is dead.”

Ah. I suddenly realise that that possibility has been at the back of my head since yesterday, though I didn’t acknowledge it. I don’t know what to say. For the first time in a long while, words fail me. This is my job - I should be able to think of something to say that will help! 
“I’m so sorry.” That’s it. 
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“It’s not your fault.” To my surprise, a small smile appears on her lips. A second later, two thin arms are wrapped tightly round my waist. “Thank you.”

“You’re going? Now?”

“I have to see my mother. Then we’ll go home. For…for the funeral.” 

“You’re so brave.” I am truly astounded by her ability to keep herself together. I have seen so many deaths, so many crying, broken people. But not this one. Hope sparks in her eyes, and I wonder if that’s what’s fuelling the smile that still graces her face. “Thank you, too. You are a very good teacher. I’m sorry we never finished that story.”
“Me too. Also, I didn’t tell you.”

“Tell me what?”

“My name. It means – something you do when you are happy, or hopeful, or content. I think you know -?” The smile appears for one last time on her face, and it clicks. Of course. She wouldn’t suit any other name. I can feel hers mirrored on my face as she lets go and walks away. 
I slip outside for a minute, and as I do the rain starts. Big, fat drops fall on my head and shoulders, and I laugh. Because there is hope, and it feels so good. 

Yes, it feels good to be alive.  

This story was inspired by the work of Médecins Sans Frontières.
PAGE  
- 1 -

