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Prologue



Djibouti, 15 January 2013

Dear Waris Dirie

My name is Safa Nour and I am seven years old. I acted in your film, do you remember? I come from Djibouti and I have two brothers, Amir and Nour, and my Maman and my Papa.

All the people in Balbala know me because of your film. That makes me proud.

Papa says that we are doing much better now, we have things to eat and even light. The others don’t have that. And I go to school, that is great! Everyone there knows who you are as well, and that I acted in your film.

Papa always says we are also famous now.

How are you? I am well, but sometimes I am also very sad because I am all alone. When we play on the street, the children run away and curse and say bad things. They say I stink, but that’s not true at all. Maman and Papa also argue because of me and Maman cries a lot, Safa is a disgrace, she is not circumcised! And Papa gets very cross.

If I was circumcised too, then the others would play with me, but I am also scared because it hurts a lot. So I also don’t want it. I don’t know, what do you say?
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Safa, our little Desert Flower.

The children at school are much nicer, but not in the beginning. Do you know, the other children have important parents and they come from many faraway countries. I am the only one from Balbala and we are not rich, so they were mean and because of my niqab too.

Then Mme Dourani talked to Maman and now I always go to school without my niqab, and I like that better too.

My best friend is called Diane Pearl and she comes from America. Her father is a diplomat, I don’t know what that means, what is that Waris? Diane lives in the most beautiful house in the whole of Djibouti and she is eight already. Diane is not very good at French, that’s why she is in my class. We get on really well and everyone knows she is my friend, Diane is also tall and now the other children aren’t mean any more.

A few days ago people came to see us with cameras and microphones and they talked to everyone and asked Maman and Papa lots of things. They also gave me a picture of you and I look at it when I am sad, that’s why I am writing to you.

You are the most beautiful woman and the strongest. You are so great!

When I grow up I want to be just like you.

When will you come and visit me?

Are you coming back to Djibouti?

That would be lovely.

I love you,







Safa

With help from Fardouza
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Safa with her best friend Diane in school.

I reread the words of this little girl from Balbala, a suburb of Djibouti City. I had received plenty of moving letters from women – from victims who wrote to ask my Desert Flower Foundation for help; from wealthy and respected women offering me their support; and from frightened women begging me to free them from their misery. But I had never received a letter like this from such a young girl.

I sat in my hotel room in Brussels, going over and over Safa’s words. They were like a snare around my heart. What kind of trouble must this little girl be suffering – at just seven years old – to make her seek help to write such an unusually long and grown-up letter? On the one hand happy to be unharmed, and on the other ignored, shunned and lonely …

‘Safa wrote this letter with our team in Balbala for you. I had to make her a solemn promise that I would give it to you in person,’ said my assistant and manager, Joanna, interrupting the emotional merry-go-round in my head.

I wanted to see the videos of her village and her family.

‘Safa says you conducted interviews there? I’d like to see everything you’ve got.’

‘No problem, I have everything here,’ Joanna reassured me. ‘As soon as we get back to the hotel I’ll bring it all up to your room.’

I folded the letter carefully and put it into the inside pocket of my jacket, close to my heart, which it had just touched so deeply.
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