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The Gift Child

The new toga was scratching Kormi. Mareema had made it for her, especially for to-day. It  was lovely, she knew, but it made her afraid to move. 

"Would you like a drink of water?" asked Obidika.

She must be important to-day. Water was never allowed between meals. No matter how hot the weather was. And it could be hot, here, in the desert. 

Obidika had not waited for her reply. Already he was pouring the precious liquid from the large stone jug into a small clay tumbler.

"They're coming," Olib shouted. He rushed through the opening in the tent. His face glistened with sweat.

Kormi was trembling so much she could hardly hold the cup to her lips.

"Drink,"  said Obidika. His voice was sharp. Kormi had never heard him sound cross before. But she guessed he was nervous too. 

They watched as the hill people came towards them . The women's gowns, so much richer and  more colourful than their own, flapped in the wind. The men looked awkward in their long leggings. The horses were slipping on the sand.

"Those are really my people," thought Kormi. "Perhaps even my brothers and sisters are with them."          

"Are you ready?" asked Obidika. "Remember, if you hadn't been there they would have attacked by now. They need our water." 

The hill people were now just a few yards in front of them. Kormi stared. They looked so strange. Their skin was so pale.

I must have looked like that once, thought Kormi. She could see her sun-baked arm.

The hill people talked amongst themselves. A tall man nodded to the girl in the dark pink gown.

"Karik-to-kall, Kormi," she said. "Basm ent alake." 

Suddenly Kormi remembered. There was another time, when she lived in the shade of leafy trees, and when a woman she called mother and a man she called father had looked after her and loved her, and spoken to her with similar words.

She had been very young the last time she used words such as these. 

"Who are you?" she asked, remembering a little awkwardly words from the language she had just heard.

"I am your cousin, Nashreen," said the girl in pink. "Don't you remember me? I was about as big as you are now when you were given."

Kormi looked again at the older girl. Yes! Now she remembered. The brook where they used to swim and splash each other. And making hats to shade against the sun from the leaves of the umbaya tree. And oh, the sweetness of the umbaya fruit.

"We have brought you  supplies of umbaya fruits," said Nashreen. "Do you remember the umbaya trees?"

"So, you can't play in the brook now?" said Kormi.

"There is no brook, " said Nashreen. "There hasn't been for many years."

Obidika was watching them. He must have understood the word "brook". He looked uncomfortable.            

Kormi shifted her weight from one foot to the other. This was what it was all about. And somehow she had to make her cousin understand that the desert people could not give their water away. They had hardly enough for themselves.

"Here, take," said Nashreen. She unclipped a knife from her belt and took one of the yellow umbayas from the bag on her back. She cut a slice and bit into it. She cut another  and handed it to Kormi.

Kormi took a bite. Oh yes. This was it! That taste. She had almost forgotten it, like she had almost forgotten her life on the hills. But now it was almost as if she had never left the green slopes.

Nashreen laughed as Kormi enjoyed the fruit. The juice ran down the younger girl's chin. But she didn't care. Just one more bite, she wanted. Then another and another. It was so different from the dried salted meats the desert people ate.

"There are plenty more where those came from," said Nashreen. "Or there will be if we could guarantee a water supply."     

Obidika was staring at Kormi. 

"Offer him some," whispered Nashreen. She cut another slice and gave it to Kormi. Kormi carried it slowly over to Obidika. 

"My people offer you umbaya fruit," she said. 

Obidika slowly took a slice of the yellow fruit. He sniffed it suspiciously and then put it in his mouth. Kormi watched anxiously as he chewed. 

"It is good," he murmured at last. 

"Tell him there are plenty more of those," cried Nashreen. "Tell him our engineers will help the desert people construct more wells. We won't steal their water. We'll help them find more."

Kormi translated quickly into the language of the people who took care of her.

 Nashreen looked at the other hill people. She smiled. They seemed to relax a little. She nodded. They at once set to, unloading the carts and handing over the umbaya fruits to the desert people who had gathered around Obidika's tent.

Kormi had to translate back and forth between Nashreen and Obidika. Then Obidika sent for others - the chief engineer and the Keeper of the Waters. Nashreen, too, called others of her people. Kormi had to explain over and over again something that only a hill liver or a desert dweller would understand.

It was agreed at last. The hill people would send their best engineers and a proportion of all the umbaya fruits which grew each year. The desert people would allow in return as much water as the hill people needed. And if there was not enough for both, then the engineers from both tribes would work together on finding more. 

At last, the hill people set off home. Obidika put an arm around Kormi's shoulder. 

"You have fulfilled your promise, Gift Child," he said. "You have saved us from attack and attacking. There was, after all, no threat."      

Kormi smiled to herself. She could still taste the sweet juice of the umbaya. She was glad there would be very many more in the next years.

 








997 words
 "In Papua New Guinea, when warring tribes of head-hunters made peace, they each exchanged a child. The children would grow up with the others' tribe and, if in the future, conflict threatened between the tribes again, those children would be sent to negotiate. Such a child was called a "Peace Child." This legend represents the important role we believe young people can play in changing the world." Quote from www.peacechild.org  
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