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The richest ten percent of the world's population
own 85% of global wealth, or 3000 times
the wealth of those in the bottom ten percent.
I dedicate this book to all the underprivileged
children of this world.
The Author
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Hello Samira,

How are you? I'm ﬁne. It's just that last week we started
doing vectors in maths and I'm not very good at it, so I'm
taking after-school lessons. It's torture, because the weather
is really nice outside and I'd rather go be with my friends.
They meet in the school yard every day. Mark is there, too,
and I can't be.You see, Mark asked me to go to the movies
with him the other day, but my mum said no, even though
I said I was going with Sara and Maya. School comes ﬁrst,
says my mum. This sucks.
But anyway, Mark is such a cutie. He's cuter than Andrew, whom I'm still friends with even though he wants
me to be his girlfriend. Sara told me Andrew and Mark
had argued over me. As you see, things are going on in the
love department... Maybe that's why I'm having problems
with vectors. What's the deal with school anyway? I really
don't see what I'll be needing vectors and geography and
literature for in life, since I don't plan to study any of this!
The only thing I don't regret doing is sociology, because
that's how I got in touch with you.
What my dad says, though, is that I'll only have the
chance to travel if I get a good job, and to have that you
need a good education. He says this is the best investment
you can make. Dad's been away non-stop lately. It is
mostly work related, but last weekend he went to Madrid
with his basketball buddies. Mum was kind of annoyed
when he told her nobody would be taking family with
them this time. And then things were tense between them
for a few days, because he hadn't been answering the
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phone. How stupid. Parents sure know how to complicate
things...
Well, now Mum has decided she wants to do aerobics
and she spends two hours a day in a gym. It's totally
ridiculous. Who'd want to work out like that? At school,
the other girls and I write excuse notes for each other for
PE classes, so we can chat instead.
And you, how have you been? It's been a while since your
last letter. I hope you get back to me sooner this time.
Take care,
Emma
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Dear Emma,

I'm well, thank you. I can see your life is quite
interesting and you can be happy to have a mum like that.
My mum prefers if I help her collect and sell cans. She
thinks it doesn't matter if I go to school. Sometimes she's
happy I go because she knows I am having a good time
there, but otherwise she prefers me to be with her.
She does not trust my teacher, and there are soldiers
walking by the school every day.
The other day, my older sister went missing for the whole
day until my grandma found her in the evening. The next
day she told me to avoid soldiers if I saw them. I don't
know why, but I'll rather do as she says.
My grandma is very old, but also very wise. The other
day I heard it, when she said to my mum that my dad was
not coming back, because otherwise he'd have returned
already. I don't know where he went, Mum just said he
had to go because of a job and that he'd come back to take
us with him. If he can find us, I think to myself. I miss
him, too. When he was with us, Mum was not so afraid
and she let my sister and me spend more time outside the
tent. My mum says she writes to him all the time.
Whenever we move, she lets him know where we are.
We have been in this refugy camp for several months,
and it's quite nice. Nobody makes noise or fights at night,
and there are not many explosions. In the afternoons it is
more difficult to get water, because more people queue up
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and sometimes water runs out. But our grandma has very
clever ideas. She has exchanged her dried herbs for a
bucket of water three times.
When we still lived in our village, Grandma helped other
people in the village with her herbs if they injured
theirselves or if they took ill. Now she only has a small
garden inside the tent. She grows some herbs there, but
a lot less than before. I think this is why she doesn't let
anyone come to our tent. I would also like to help people.
I think I could be a doctor. In our refugy camp there is a
white male doctor and a young female doctor. She is like
us and speaks our language more and more fluently. And
she is so kind. The other day when
I had a stomach ache, she gave me
something to drink, and I felt better
soon. I didn't tell anybody that I ate
this red fruit I found on the ground.
We didn't get lunch and the berry
looked so sweet...
I have to go now. English lesson is
over for this week.
Best regards,
Samira
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Hi Samira,
I can see your mum misses your dad, too. Me, I'm ﬁne
with being able to spend my time surﬁng the net and chatting with Mark without her paying attention. Mark's great,
by the way.You should meet him. I'm still having problems
with maths, but I'll manage. If the teacher calls on me, I'll
ﬁgure something out. Giving him a sweet look usually does
the trick.
How are your granny's herbs? I mentioned something
about her growing them to my mum and she was really interested. You see, Mum has tried all kinds of tranquillisers,
and has recently discovered yoga, but nothing seems to
work. I think she's getting more and more worried about
what Dad is doing – they actually spend less time together
than they used to, and they don't laugh as much as before.
They used to watch ﬁlms after Buddy and I had gone to
bed, and every now and then we'd hear them laugh and
whisper.
Now Mum just stares into the TV screen by herself and
when I ask her what she's watching, she usually doesn't
even know. Dad has started to come home later, and goes
straight to bed. He never takes her to dinner or to the theatre anymore, like in the old days when our granny would
come babysit Buddy and me. Anyway, Mum would be
happy to know about herbs that are effective tranquillisers. If your grandma would know, that is...
On a lighter note, I've discovered a new café close to
school. Actually it was Tina, an older girl I met in drama
class recently, who took me there.Yes, I decided to take the
drama class, because almost all cool guys and girls from
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our school do it. Besides, I want to get rid of stage fright.
It's been okay so far, since we haven't done any real acting or public speaking yet. We've only been getting to know
one another... Do you ever have insecurity issues? I do,
sometimes... Oh, and what are boys in your school like?
You've never said anything.
I also wanted to say you're really good at English.
There's a small spelling mistake or two, but I hope these
letters will help us get rid of them for good. This was a
good idea that our teachers came up with, wasn't it? To
pair us up like this.
By the way, I'm sending you my photo. My hair is a little
longer now, but I'm still this chubby...
Be good and keep in touch!
Emma
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Dearest Emma,
Thank you for the compliment about my spelling.
Learning a foreign language and literature is even
enjoyable more because of our correspondence. And you
know, I make fewer mistakes in English than in my native
language!
Thank you for your photo. You hair looks very nice – is it
naturally this blond? And what do you mean by “chubby”?
I looked at the photo and have no idea what you mean.
You look very pretty, you know.
I asked my grandma about an herb that would help your
mum and she mentioned ajwain. I don't know if you know
it – we usually use it as a spice. Well, it has a flavour
similar to thyme, and you probably know that one.
Grandma also says you are lucky because you have fields
of chamomile. Grandma's words, not mine.
Chamomile calms you down, too, she says. If your mum
makes hot tea and tries to think positively, her problems
will slowly disappear, she said.
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She asked me about you, you know. My grandma is
much more interested in my school than Mum. Mum
prefers if I stay close to her. She doesn't trust anybody.
My sister spends all her time with her and it looks like
she is fine with that, but I'm interested in other things.
I have a great time at school! I learn so many new things
and our teacher is really kind – just like that new doctor.
You asked about boys in our school. We have classes
separately, boys one day, girls the next, so we don't even
see each other. The only boy I see every day is the one who
lives in a tent next to ours. But I don't know his name.
You would say he's a “cutie”.
I checked in the dictionary about what insecurity means
– you asked me if I had insecurity issues. I have to admit
I hadn't thought about it until you asked me... I don't
know if this is connected, but when I went out of our tent
the other day, the boy from the next tent over said hi to me,
and I hid back in our tent.
How are you? I hope your parents are better. By the way,
who's “Buddy”?
Kind regards,
Samira
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Hey Samira,
Thanks for complimenting me on my looks.You know, it's
totally cool now for girls to have long hair and be skinny.
We kind of compete who has prettier and longer hair, and
taking care of your body is a must. Tina told me she makes
herself vomit after having a meal, so she doesn't get fat. I
tried, but I can't do it... That's why I'm trying a little
harder in PE classes – besides, I ﬁgured out this makes
them less boring. I'd also like to see a photo of you – you
think you could send me one?
Thanks also for your grandma's advice. When I told my
mum about chamomile, she thought it was so silly that
she just burst into tears. Well, she's constantly in tears
these days. I just have no clue what's wrong with her. She's
quit aerobics and yoga and she makes herself chamomile
tea every evening. After drinking it, she falls asleep with
the television on. It often stays on until I wake up in the
morning and turn it off.
Dad is in a different country every week, so they hardly
see each other. Even when he calls he only wants to talk to
me and Buddy – oh right, “Buddy” is my brother, Alex. He's
four and he's a good lad. Now and then when there's noone else around, he bugs me to play with him, but otherwise he's okay. Well, except the other day when he embarrassed me so badly I could have just died. My mum, Alex
and I were exiting a shop near our school where some
boys, including Mark and Andrew, were hanging about.
Then Alex started jumping around me, yelling: “Emma, play
donkey, play donkey! Hee-haw, hee-haw!” Mum burst into
laughter when she saw how embarrassed I was, and
Buddy thought it was him that was so terribly funny, so
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he jumped and yelled even more. There were howls of
laughter from the boys. I must have blushed beet red.
At home Alex and I often play this game of me being his
donkey and carrying him around piggyback. He thinks it's
hilarious.
It's been a few days since this happened and I'm still
not comfortable walking past Mark and his mates, because his mates always start making donkey noises (“Heehaw, hee-haw!”), so I guess it's going to take a while before I stop going red. I haven't set foot in that café near
school since. And we haven't been emailing lately, Mark
and I... That little devil.
Hey, that's fantastic about your neighbour! You have to
at least ﬁnd out his name. He obviously likes you if he said
hi, don't you think? Come on, be a brave girl and say hi to
him. I'll keep my ﬁngers crossed...
Hugs and kisses,
Emma
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Hello Emma,
I'm afraid our correspondence will slowly come to an
end. Our teacher is leaving. I heard that they are sending
her to a different refugee camp, a bigger one. So we don't
know if we'll still have school here at all. I certainly hope
so. But there have been fewer children at school in the
recent weeks, because the explosions have started again
at night. They sound like they are coming from a far
distance, but you never know. If they come closer, the
whole camp will move, including us...
Maybe it will be better this way, because now not only my
mum and sister are gloomy, but also Grandma, as well.
While she was exchanging her herbs for water with some
man in front of the tent the other day, his daughter – she
was just a little girl, I saw her from a distance when I was
returning from school – stole all the herbs. As her father
was giving water to Grandma, the girl jumped into our
tent and ran out of it with Grandma's herbs. Grandma
was devastated. Not so much because all the herbs were
gone, but because people are so poor that they are forced
to steal. Our God doesn't allow this and most of our
neighbours are very good people...
Thank you for your encouraging words about my
neighbour, but I'm afraid they don't work. He said
something to me when we were queueing for water –
because we had no more herbs, we had to wait for water
again – but I turned away. I don't know why, but I get a
little uncomfortable when a boy talks to me. Maybe it is
because of Mum and sister, who always avoid men.
Oh, that's right, my father wrote to us! He met someone
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who will help him travel to another continent, to a better
world. I think it is your continent. When he finds a job
there, he will be able to send us money and help us so we
can travel there, as well. We probably won't be able to go
home for a long time, at least that's what Mum and
Grandma say...
Dear Emma, if you don't receive a next letter, this means
I won't be able to write to you. But I will try to write you
as soon as I can. Think about us – we need positive
thoughts right now. And one more thing: Be good to your
little brother, because it sounds like he adores you.
Best wishes to you and your family,
Samira
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Dearest Samira,
I was totally shocked by your letter. I can't even begin to
imagine the world you live in – refugee camp, explosions,
fear... I really feel bad about anyone having to live like that,
while everything is great here. The sky is clear and the sun
is shining, and if it's not we open an umbrella. It seems
like you don't even have umbrellas there.
While I moan and groan about vectors – by the way, I
passed the test with ﬂying colours now, thanks to my
grumpy tutor! – and about a guy I fancy, you're living a
harsh life in which school is a ray of light. If it weren't for
your letters, I could never imagine this was possible. They
are a real eye-opener, your letters, you know. I hope you
and your family are all right, and that you can go back to
school. Don't forget, you want to become a doctor!
Get back to me when you can, okay? You might not even
get this letter...
It seems almost inappropriate, writing about myself, but
let me tell it anyhow – I need to tell it to someone and
you're my dearest friend. My mum and dad got a divorce.
Dad moved in with a colleague from work fairly close to
where we live – he says it's to be close to me and Alex –
but to tell you the truth, I don't really care where he lives.
Mum now drinks litres of chamomile tea, although I guess
she's a little bit relieved to know, at least. I guess not
knowing was even more painful to her...
As soon as I read your letter I gave Alex a hug – I did
say nasty things about him. He's a sweet little thing and
I'm now spending even more time playing with him. As I
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walked past Mark and his mates the other day, and they
started making fun of me (you know: “Hee-haw!”), I turned
around and said I was not embarrassed about playing
with my little brother and that they should be ashamed of
themselves to think anything was wrong with that. Now
they just say hi when I walk by. And Mark emailed me
again... ☺
Enough about me. Again, I hope you and your family are
going to be all right, and I hope you get this letter and get
back to me. And don't forget to send your new address if
you move for real!
Love – from me and my mum!
Emma
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Dear Samira,
I'm giving it another try. I hope this time my letter
reaches you or that someone will redirect it to you if you're
no longer in that refugee camp. I really miss your words,
also because without them I have no idea what's happening to you. I think I know now what it feels like to be anxious like my mum was when Dad was always away...
Yeah, our family is kind of scattered right now. Alex likes
to spend time with the old man and I don't, although he
comes to pick us up every other weekend. He does make
an effort and takes us shopping – oh, and that Tanya of his
is always with him, I just can't stand her! – or buys us
what we want, or takes us to the zoo, or picnicking, or
camping. It's usually Alex who decides where to go, because to tell you the truth, I don't really care. I'd rather
just stay at home. So I never say anything when Dad asks:
“Where to this time, guys?” Oh well, parents.
Sometimes I wish I weren't even born. I just don't get it
how two people can fall out this badly after having spent
years together enjoying themselves. At what point does it
all turn upside down? This Tanya deﬁnitely has something
to do with it, always all neat, hugging my little brother like
she wants to be his mum. Yuck, it makes me sick just to
think of her!
I usually get the old man to buy me what I want, so now
I have such a collection of clothes and makeup that the
girls at school are becoming jealous. And I totally enjoy it!
If I have to live without a dad, I can at least have his
money. ☺
Oh, Mark! About a month ago – gee, already? – we started
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dating. I was all head over heels. But only after a few days
he started to seem not that great. There's hardly anything
he won't do for me, and he doesn't hang out with his mates
anymore. Seriously, he's got all mushy, and I think he's not
as popular as he used to be. So I'm thinking of breaking
up with him. I'll see. I'll give him a day or two...
Look at me, rambling on about myself again. I'm sorry!
It must be because I don't even know what's happening to
you. I asked my sociology teacher if she knew anything,
because she had been in touch with your English teacher,
but she said that they had never communicated directly.
She also said that I would have to contact the embassy or
something for any info. So let's post this one ﬁrst and keep
our ﬁngers crossed that you get it.
Your friend,
Emma
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Hello Emma,

I finally received your letters! I knew I wouldn't be able to
write for a while, that's why I mentioned what was going
on in that refugee camp. I think they closed the camp
months ago. I got your letters from the father of the girl
I mentioned once – the one who stole Grandma's herbs.
He and the girl stayed in the camp longer than we.
A day after I had given my letter for you to the teacher,
planes started flying over the camp and bombarding it.
My mum, grandma, sister and I fled with the first group
of refugees, who went towards the northern border by
themselves.
The father of this girl – he is now with us – said that our
group was the lucky one. He and his little girl had run
away from the camp just one day later than we, and he
lost her. When they were running through a poppy field,
a jeep caught up with them and a man pulled the girl up.
Her dad tried to jump on the car, but they started shooting
in his direction. The jeep disappeared, and he found the
girl – who was only five years old – in the evening,
murdered, at the end of the poppy field. Her dress was
lying next to her and in a pocket he found your letters for
me. He didn't know where to go, anyway, so he followed
the tracks of a group in which he thought we were, and
he found us.
If I think about how I got these two letters, I'd rather
I had never received them. It is really very bad here and
hope is the only thing that makes us go on. Hope that
we are getting closer to my dad, who is already on your
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continent.
Now we are in the capital city, which is closer to the
northern border. We can cross the border either over a
barbed wire wall or across a huge river. Every night
Grandma and Mum think about which way to choose, but
they don't want to tell my sister or me until we are there.
During the day, rebels come to the city and ask, especially
children, where our parents are and what they do and if
we plan to leave the country. My sister and I haven't met
them by ourselves yet, but other people have told us how
rebels have caught their children. They beat the children
even if they don't know anything, so it doesn't really
matter if you tell them anything or not – you get beaten in
any case. Well, maybe they at least leave other members of
your family alone. So I think it is better that my sister and
I don't know anything.
Dear Emma, I don't know where I'm going to be
tomorrow, so I can't send you my address, but I'll write to
you as soon as we settle somewhere.
And another thing: Don't feel bad about writing me
about things that are going on in your life. These things
help me imagine a different world with different problems.
I just wish our world had problems from your world. So
please don't stop writing about them.
I'll be in touch,
Samira
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Hi Emma,
I can finally write again. Days seem incredibly long here,
but if you want to send a letter, months go by before you
can actually do it. Mark must be history for you, and
you've probably become a real theatre actress by now!
I still dream that one day I'll be a doctor.
Just a few days ago, a group of doctors came to the
refugee camp where we are staying now, among them our
doctor from our last camp. I was so happy to see her! She
remembered me, too, and made me that drink. She told me
it was just a vitamin tonic which does not have any
significant effect on your body. But it has an influence on
your mind because people who need help that the doctors
sometimes can't give, believe they have taken a medicine
when they drink this tonic, and feel better. Interesting,
isn't it? This doctor speaks our language fluently now.
She invited me to join her in her office when there are
no serious cases, so she can teach me simple things like
how to bandage a limb or treat old wounds.
I need some way to escape from my family. There is no
school here, so I hope the doctor's clinic will be a
replacement for it. I know I should be there for my family,
but sometimes it is just too difficult. When my mum,
grandma, sister and I were travelling across the border –
you remember I told you about the barbed wire and a huge
river at the border? – Mum and Grandma chose the river.
We can't swim, but Mum found out that fishing boats
would occasionally cross the river. And if you know “the
right person” on “the right fishing boat”, you can arrange
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to be taken across. So Mum found “the right person”. He
introduced himself as Abel. After he had taken from us
everything we owned – money we earned by selling cans
and the herbs which Grandma grew in the capital – he also
grabbed my sister. He said that he would keep her until
Mum sent the rest of the money for a ticket across the river.
The price he told us when he met us was two times higher
than the price we had heard from other people. But we
didn't let him take my sister. We started pushing him and
hitting him with our fists. Mum almost went crazy, Grandma
screamed, it was horrible. Then Abel pointed at me like he
wanted to say he could keep me instead of my sister.
At that moment my mum – she was paralysed, I've never
seen her like that – stepped towards him, took his hand so
that he let my sister go, and took him to the cabin on the
boat. When they returned, he took us across the river, but
Mum had to go to that dirty cabin a few times more
during the ride.
We have never talked about this and it has been several
months since it happened. Now Mum is going to have a
baby. She feels it is going to be a boy, and I know she is
going to be a good mum to him. I probably wouldn't be.
But Grandma says I always think about everything too
much. I say there's nothing wrong with that, but then she
always just tells me to be “cautiously clever”. “Just enough
to not do myself any harm,” she says. She's wise, my
grandma, isn't she?
Best regards,
Samira
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Dearest Samira,
I was so happy to get your letters! What's inside them
is horrifying, but at least I know that you didn't get hurt
physically.
I am really sorry about the girl who stole your grandma's
herbs, and about your mum. I couldn't help my self not to
tell my mum about these two letters. She was really upset.
She burst into tears again, and it's been a year since I last
saw those on her cheeks. Yes, it's been almost a year.
Mark's been gone from my life for a long time. He in fact
moved to another city with his family. I quit the drama
class because everyone there was so very “cool” that it was
making me sick. Now I'm in a journalism class, where we
publish a school newspaper and do reports for the school
radio. The other day I wrote a story about a girl from a
refugee camp – don't worry, her name was not Samira ☺ –
which attracted a lot of attention, especially from teachers
and parents. I was even nominated for a school award for
special achievements, which gets presented at the end of
the school year.
Mum is very proud of me, and so is Dad. They are talking
now. Tanya left my dad and Mum met Andrew's dad – remember the Andrew I told you about? They spend incredible amounts of time together. And Alex is quite a big lad
now. Well, he's as old as the girl on the poppy ﬁeld. Just
awful...
By the way, you know the Tina I also told you about in
one of my letters? She's that older girl with whom I went
to the café near to school for the ﬁrst time. The one who
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vomited after every meal. Well, Tina recently ran away
from home and no-one knows where she is. She'd always
wanted to be an actress, and with her face and body she
could just as well be a model. So rumours are going
around that she headed for the movie capital. We might
see her on the screen someday, who knows.
I'm just mentioning this because you said you wanted
to read about things going on in “this world”. I realised I
need your letters, too. With everything changing so fast
here and time just ﬂying at an incredible speed, our letters are the only steady thing in my life. I need them badly.
How is your father – do you hear from him?
Love,
Emma
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Dear Emma,
An interesting letter from you, thank you. Especially the
part about your story of a girl from a refugee camp, for which
you will get an award. I can't imagine what this means. You
receive an award for a story? Again, very interesting. And
your friend vomits everything she eats? I think this is ... I
don't know what to say. Here we queue for food and there is
often not enough of it for people in the back.
It's nice that your parents are proud of you. I think the
first time I felt my mum was proud of me was about one
month ago, when a boy in an army shirt came careening
into the camp. He had a dislocated shoulder and the
doctor's clinic was completely full, because there had been
an explosion that day. The first one in five months.
Anyway, the boy had dislocated his shoulder and it hurt so
much that he fainted right in front of our tent. So I put his
shoulder back in the right place – luckily he was
unconscious, otherwise I don't know how I would have
done it – and put some drops of Grandma's herbal tea in
his mouth. Then Mum came by with Abi – that's my new
little brother! – and when she saw all this she just cried
and hugged me. The little soldier woke up and ran out of
the camp all shocked, so I don't know how he is, or if he's
going to hurt anyone. But I can't describe how good I felt
when I was able to help somebody like this.
Mum saw then that I have to continue spending time in
the doctor's clinic, and return to school. She promised she
would help me if there's any opportunity. You can't imagine
how much this means to me. I still start to cry when I
think about it.
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You asked about my father. One day my grandma and
mum had another argument because Grandma said again
that Dad would not come to take us with him, and that he
couldn't help us, or he would have already. That same day
a letter arrived from him. Mum had written to him as
soon as we arrived in this camp, and his reply came only
now. Maybe he actually wrote something that would
confirm Grandma's doubts, but this time Mum didn't read
the letter to us.
She and Grandma haven't been speaking very much
recently, though when something has to be done they work
together perfectly. Mum collects cans with Abi and
exchanges them for water, and Grandma grows her herbs
and makes potions and teas for the whole camp. I think
the doctor's clinic is less busy thanks to these herbs – the
doctor said something about it once. Obviously my wish
to help people is something I inherited.
I almost forgot! You know the boy who lived in the next
tent over at the previous camp – he's here now, too!
I think his name is Ismet, but I'm not sure...
Your friend,
Samira
P.S. I'm sending you a photo of me
and my baby brother – it was taken
right after he was born. The doctor
who was there at the birth brought
her camera, because I told her I
would like to send you a photo of me.
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Hey Samira,
It's great how you have been able to prove to yourself
what you want to be, and that you're training to become
this. It was really upsetting what you said about the child
soldier – hearing about them on the news is one thing,
but... Each letter that comes from you contains a piece
that is just heartbreaking. That's why I'm all the more
happy for you when you write about little moments of victory.
Thanks for the photo! I can't believe how pretty you are.
Those big black eyes of yours and long thick hair that
would make lots of girls here jealous! Your Ismet must be
quite a charmer to be able to get your attention.
You asked once if my hair is naturally this light. Well,
with age it is getting darker, so I dyed it blond for the ﬁrst
time last week. People say it looks good on me and I ﬁgure
that guys like it, too, as they keep ﬂirting with me. But
there's only one for me now – his name is Nick. He asked
me to be his date to the prom and I said yes! And when
people see me in the dress my dad bought for me, everyone
will have their eyes popping out, not just Nick!
Time really ﬂies – proof of it is that our little Alex is in
love for the ﬁrst time. Misha is his friend from school and
Dad took them to the cinema the other day.Yeah, Dad still
does everything Alex wants. I guess he's pretty lonely. I
feel bad for him in a way. He doesn't travel as much as he
used to – if at all? – so he often stops by for a chat with
Alex or me. Mum is rarely at home when he comes, as she's
out with Andrew's dad. I told her I though she should be
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around more, because of me and Alex, and she exploded,
saying that she had dedicated her life to her children, and
all she wanted now was to “live a little”. That's just ridiculous, if you ask me. Having children means something,
right? Just look at your mum...
Oh, I ﬁnally ﬁgured out what I wanted to do in life. It
was about time, since I'm starting university this autumn.
Journalism – this is what I'm interested in. ☺

Hugs and kisses,
Emma
P.S. I hope it's not too inconsiderate of me to ask, but
how come your mum named your brother Abi? Wasn't the
man on the boat called Abel?
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Hi Samira,
Where are you, girl? There was no reply to my last letter.
Is everything all right? You're not angry with me for my
last question about Abi, are you? I hope not. So I hope the
reason I haven't heard from you is that you've forgotten
about me because you're too busy with Ismet or fully occupied with your work in the doctor's clinic. Seriously, I
hope you're okay.
I've been away from home for a few months now, at the
university campus where I live and study. But if a letter
were to arrive from you, Mum would send it to me. Well,
courses are pretty stressful – more than I imagined, even
though I'm studying what I'm interested in. Or am I really,
still? I don't know... Every now and then I have second
thoughts. Then I remember you and your determination to
become a doctor, and feel guilty. At least I hope that's still
how you feel.
With me, it seems like there's just no room for this kind
of determination. Remember Nick? I only mentioned him
once, even though we dated for six months. It didn't work
out with him as I had ﬁrst hoped, either. For some reason
I seem to lose interest in a guy as soon as I meet him and
especially as soon as he notices me. Nick was no exception. Like Jake, Mike, Andrew and Mark – remember him?
☺ – before him.Yeah, I tried with Andrew, too, but with the
same outcome... Like I said, I grow out of a relationship
before I even start enjoying it for real.
Not to mention my studies. I was so sure I wanted to be
a journalist. It started with that journalism class... Actually no, it started with our letters! It was the ﬁrst time for
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me to become so absorbed in someone else's story that I
paid more attention to it than to things happening around
me. Then came the class in high school and what we did
for the school paper and radio. I also won a school award
for special achievements – yeah, I got it thanks to your
story! And now university. Which is far from exciting.
Tonnes of studying and theory, no real stories. A disaster...
I have no idea what to do.
I might apply for a programme that one of our professors has thought up. It's to do a behind-the-scenes story
on the ultimate ﬁghting championship, where world's best
ﬁghters compete to win...
Enough about me. Please let me know how you are all
doing. Any news on your dad? How are Abi and your sister?
And forget about the question about your brother if it's
too personal, okay?
Love,
Emma
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Dear Emma,

It's nice to hear that you care about me and my family so
much. Unfortunately I have to confirm your fears.
Everything was not all right, that's why I didn't write
sooner. Remember the boy I told you about in the last
letter? The one I helped when he appeared in the camp
with a dislocated shoulder? He returned soon after that –
with a group of other child soldiers. But these were no
children, Emma, they were not even human!
While I'm writing this, I can't stop the tears running
down my face, onto this paper. These creatures – I don't
know what other word to use for them – killed half of all
the people in the camp! My sister and I were queueing for
food and water, singing happily, when they attacked us.
We ran into the doctor's clinic, which was the closest
building and we were the fastest among the people who
had been waiting with us. We closed the door. There were
a lot of people there already, Ismet, and the doctor, too.
Then that boy – the one I had helped – rushed in. He
started shooting everyone around him. Blood spurted on
the walls and the ceiling. But when he aimed his weapon
at my sister and me, it was like humanity returned to his
eyes. Like they turned from red to dark brown again, but
only for a moment. Then he answered someone's command
and ran out again.
They took all the food and water, and some little boys.
Our Abi also. As I write this, the memory of this day is
becoming so vivid that I feel like I'm burning with fever.
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My doctor died that day, too, and I couldn't do anything to
help her. I tried to bring her back to life with artificial
respiration and a heart massage, but there were too many
wounds and they were too deep. Ismet just stood there,
paralysed, and I can't stop thinking that he could have
grabbed that little monster from behind and taken the
weapons from him somehow.
Maybe it's not fair to say this, but somebody should have
done something. Or maybe I should blame myself, because
I helped this boy once. If I hadn't, maybe he wouldn't have
hurt us...
But when I'm having thoughts like this day after day, my
grandma says one of the boy's comrades would have been
there instead. And if that had been so, maybe me and my
sister would not be alive now, she says. That moment of
humanity in the boy's eyes really was amazing. His glassy
eyes suddenly seemed otherworldly.
The camp needed months to even start recovering.
We only have two doctors and one nurse left, and new
refugees are arriving at the camp every day. I think that
my mum, grandma, sister and I will have to go elsewhere.
I don't know if I want to, because I work at the doctor's
clinic every day now, and I am actually the second nurse.
My sister and I spend afternoons with the children.
My sister seems born to nanny, and together we sing,
draw in the sand, we teach them about Grandma's herbs
and I tell them stories about your world.
You wouldn't believe how many questions they have:
Why is your skin so white, why do you have yellow hair –
yes, I had to show them your photo – why do you have so
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many clothes, where exactly do you live, where is your
school. And that's not all, believe me.
I would like more than anything to share all this with
our Abi, but I have little hope left that we'll ever see him
again. Even Grandma stopped praying to God, although
she had relied on him her whole life. Mum has been
sitting in the tent ever since Abi was taken away months
ago, rocking back and forth like she is lost in her own
world. I hope she is having a better time there, but I'm
afraid she is not.
Maybe I won't be able to write to you for a while,
because, like I said, I think we will have to move again.
Dad just let us know that he has been granted asylum.
Now he is working on bringing us to your continent, as
well. Think about us; we need bright thoughts. We don't
have umbrellas, remember?
Your friend,
Samira
P. S. That's right. You asked why Mum named my
brother Abi. The man on the boat did introduce himself
as Abel and my mum has always believed that even the
most painful things can bring about something positive.
That's why she named my brother Abi, to remind
her of this faith. But now he's no longer with us,
anyway...
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Dearest Samira,

Thanks for your letter. Unbelievable. Everything that's
happening to you... I guess Abi's name makes the most
sense of all this. When you can, please let me know what
you need to get to this part of the world. I spoke to Dad
about you and your family and he says that he could
maybe call a friend to speed up the asylum process for
you. Although I hear it's become a bit more complicated
than it used to be. And also, my dad lost his job, and in
this world you don't count for much without a job – we're
experiencing this now.
Well if you can, let me know where exactly you're staying and where your father is staying, okay?
Your last letter got me thinking, though – yes, again.
While I was working on the story about these people who
make a living as ﬁghters, competing for medals to earn
more money and to entertain viewers, I related this to the
ﬁghting in your world. Although I still don't get the reasons for the ﬁghting and conﬂicts there – even though I
did all the classes on political unrest and explored the
issue online countless times – I guess in your world ﬁghting is part of everyday life. Ordinary people don't choose
this life. They simply wake up to it. I incorporated this idea
into my story, together with the absurd notion of ﬁghting
for trashy medals and money, which we see in our world.
By doing this, I passed the subject easily, and then in no
time all other exams were behind me, too. The year was
over before I even realised, not something I had expected
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to happen a few months earlier. It was all thanks to you,
my friend. Thank you for your letters.
I wish your letters were less cruel, though, and that no
terrible things like this ever happened to you or your family again. I really hope that you can let me know where you
are, so that my dad and I can try to help you. I ﬁgure you
have a good chance of becoming a doctor and your sister
a teacher, maybe. And I'd really like to meet you face-toface. Take you out for coffee, chat with you, hug you.
I know now I won't have any trouble ﬁnishing my studies, because I have a goal. I want to be a journalist and report from your world. That's what I'd like to do – tell the
world about other Samiras' stories.
Be good and keep in touch,
Emma
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Hello Emma,

I'm sorry, but I can't give you an address at which you
can write me, because we're on the road again. I'm giving
this letter to a man who is helping us on the way –
together with some bank notes, of course, and the hope
that he won't just throw it away.
We are now on a crowded boat. I think there's far too
many of us here, because we are sunk deep in the water,
but we're sailing towards hope – I'm on the way to your
world! If I come there – well, when I come, to be sounding
more positive, you can take me out for coffee, whatever
that means.
I think that once I heard two doctors, a woman and a
man, in the refugee camp say that they had met over
coffee. So if I imagine it correctly, where I come from, this
“coffee” would be tea and the two of us would be men.
In one of your letters you wrote about people in your
country who fight each other for money. Did you know that
they fight to get power and money here, too? Well, maybe
the fighters themselves don't know this, but the ones who
are their leaders do it for these reasons. That much I've
realised over the last years. Otherwise what would be the
point of these constant conflicts?
You say that you don't understand why there are still
battles and conflicts here – I can't blame you. Even we
don't understand it and we were born here. I only know
that conflicts are here, and that there is also hope that
someday we can live in a world without them. It doesn't
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look like our world is going to become such a place, so
somehow we have to come to yours.
If everything turns out well, Dad will be waiting for us
on the other side of the sea, where we are going to land in
a few days. Dad doesn't know about Abi – or that he was
even born – so I can't imagine our life together. If I'm
honest, I don't really remember my dad much, just some
fragments, because I was very young when he left. But I do
remember how he used to lift me high into the air. He
won't be able to do this anymore, because I'm a lot taller
than Mum now.
Dear Emma, if everything is all right, I'll write you
another letter and give you my new address soon after you
get this letter – I pray you do!
I am also glad you know what you want to do in life,
and I am happy our correspondence helped you to figure it
out. But don't thank me for it – you must thank yourself.
If you weren't interested in my life, you wouldn't have
realised that you want to be a reporter. But from this part
of the world? We'll talk about it...
Greetings from the refreshing sea,
Samira
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Hi Emma,

Unfortunately our journey didn't go very smoothly. I
don't know if you received my previous letter – I wrote it
on a boat on our way to a new world, to your continent,
and gave it to the man who took us across the sea. We
travelled for a few days, crossing quite a few kilometres
over the water before we finally arrived at the coast. We
were exhausted, hungry, thirsty and tired, and the police
seemed to have been waiting for us at the shore. They
roughly crowded us into vehicles and took us to a centre
which did not look much better than the refugee camps
we had lived in.
Okay, at least it has a roof and we don't sleep in tents,
but we are crammed in beds with hardly any space
between them. Ismet is in a bed next to me. Remember
him? (But since the event in the camp I'm not interested in
him anymore. He's a coward!)
Now there's the danger that we could all be sent back to
where we came from. If this really happens, the entire
journey, all the efforts, everything will have been for
nothing. The hope which we have finally started to fulfil,
but not yet started living, will die forever. I don't know if
my mum, grandma, sister and I will be able to survive
this. You know, a woman whose baby died on the boat, she
just jumped into the raging sea. That is probably the
easiest way after you have tried everything, right?
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We haven't seen Dad yet. Mum wrote him as soon as we
came to this camp or whatever it is, but nothing. I hope
that nothing happened to him.
I am doing well as a nurse here. There is nobody in this
camp to treat people, although there are a hundred or
more of us. No offence, but this is not acceptable for your
world...
Dear Emma, I don't know if it makes sense to explain
where we are, because in a matter of days they could send
us back home. Whatever home means...
Best,
Samira
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Hello Samira,
Thanks for your letter. Although you didn't tell me where
you were staying, my dad's friend managed to ﬁnd it out
yesterday. When we called the reception centre there, you
had already been moved, so I'm sending this to the new
address. I understand you'll be there for a couple of weeks.
Dad has also applied for a short-stay visa for you and your
family, which allows you to visit us for a few days. Sadly
we didn't manage to track down your dad – have you
heard from him yet?
I can hardly wait while we sort out this paperwork, so I
can call you and then ﬁnally see you! I'm so excited that
I'm at a loss for words.
I ﬁgure I'll just carry on with what you like to read
about – my problems. ☺ Though in fact, there are not that
many at the moment. When I ﬁgured out what I wanted to
do in life and really started to go for it, those little problems that would usually grow like weeds started to disappear. Except with boys. These problems just do not go
away. I met this really nice guy. His name is Tommy and
we have some classes together. We would always have the
greatest time, laughing and working together, even when
the professors didn't like it.
Anyway, after weeks of fun and all the exams, it turns
out that Tommy has a girlfriend. He had never said anything! Not that anything happened. He always held back,
but I thought he was just being extra-polite. Who would
have thought? Now I only say hi to him; we don't even sit
together anymore. One blow after another, as far as love
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goes. It seems there's no Mr Right for me out there... Are
you sure you never want to forgive Ismet? Maybe there's
nothing to forgive him for. If he had charged at that boy,
what if the boy would have just shot him dead?
Our little Alex is not that little anymore. Had I mentioned how he was crazy in love with Misha, the girl from
school? Well, Misha got pregnant! Can you believe it? These
two have barely reached their teenage years and they are
already expecting a baby. Mum is terribly upset. She
blames Dad for being too permissive, whereas he is pointing the ﬁnger back at her, saying she's never around. And
this could go on forever. I don't know what should happen
now, but the kids are deﬁnitely not ready to be parents.
Alex is completely immature. He'd chose video games over
a baby.
Oh, something else happened. They found Tina – you
know, the “actress”. They say that after she tried to make it
as an actress and a model, she ended up on the streets,
because she was too proud to go back home. She became a
prostitute. Her brother ran into her by chance, got her into
his car and took her home. No-one has seen her out since,
I think. She could be on drugs... So much for “my world”.
I hope to see you really soon!
Take care,
Emma
P.S. Don't you ever talk or think about
taking the “easy way” that the woman with
the baby took, all right? I love you.
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The Girls Meet
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After over a decade of letters, some of which got lost on
their journey spanning more than six thousand kilometres,
but which helped Samira improve her English and made
Emma aware of the anguish affecting ordinary people in
third-world countries, the girls ﬁnally met face-to-face.
Emma's father succeeded in getting visas for Samira, her
grandma, mother and sister, and arranged for them to stay
in a nice hotel in the city where Emma lived.The girls were
to meet in a popular student café on the university campus. The get-together both of them had anticipated and
looked forward to for so long would have taken place in a
more charming atmosphere, if it hadn't been for an event
several weeks earlier. The centre of the capital, where
Emma's family lived, was hit by an explosive attack – by a
suicide bomber. There were no casualties, but people were
anxious. Emma included.
Emma had been ﬁdgeting nervously on a café chair for
some time and kept on checking her mobile phone. Her father was supposed to bring Samira to the café. She had
called him twice to see whether they were on their way.
The second time, he had said that there would still be another hour before they arrived.
When a tall, skinny girl with long, thick hair walked
through the doors, making them jingle quietly, Emma nervously rose from her armchair, sending her mug ﬂying off
the table. If it hadn't been for the quick hands of a waiter,
it would have crashed to the ﬂoor.
“Oh, sorry...,” she muttered and headed towards the tall
black-haired girl. She knew it was Samira.
“Emma?” Samira ﬁxed her gaze on the dazed blond student.
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“Samira!”
“Finally!” Samira ﬂew towards her to hug her, which instantly sent tears streaming down Emma's cheeks. She
had been eagerly waiting for this the whole day.
Standing in the middle of the café, locked in an embrace,
which attracted smiles from other people in the room, the
girls had never felt happier. They laughed, cried, spoke in
incoherent sentences, giggled. A few moments passed before they could separate and take a seat at the table with
Emma's empty coffee mug.
“I've been here for quite a while,” Emma pointed at the
mug and laughed. “I was getting too anxious to listen to
the lectures.”
Samira smiled. “So now we can ﬁnally have that cup of
coffee together, right?”
“Deﬁnitely!” said Emma and called a waiter. Before
Samira could answer Emma's question about the trip, he
brought them two large cappuccinos.
“Whoa, what is this?” Samira said in surprise.
“This is cappuccino: coffee with milk, topped with foamed
milk,” Emma said with a smile.
“The things you have in this world! It's crazy. When we
were in the camp on the coast where we landed, things
were not very different from our refugee camps, except that
we had toilets and big bathrooms, where we could wash
normally. But as we came out of this camp, we couldn't believe our own eyes. You can see that I'm still amazed. It
was our ﬁrst time on a plane and Grandma almost had a
heart attack when we took off. They served us two hot
meals and we could even have wine...,” Samira said in
excitement. “Oh, I'm talking too much, right? Sorry,” she
stopped.
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“Don't worry,” Emma said, smiling. “Was the trip all
right?"
“Yes, but not for Grandma. She is still in the hotel, shaking because of the ﬂight. A thing like this – people covering long distances by air – doesn't seem normal to an old
lady like her,” Samira laughed, adding: “Mum is worried
because we haven't heard from Dad yet. And my sister is
so excited about television that she has been busy since
the moment we stepped into our hotel room. She loves
your language. When your father picked me up, she was
watching cartoons!”
Emma laughed. “Was she? So she still enjoys working
with kids?”
“More than anything! And how are you? I have to thank
you for everything you and your father did for us. I have
already thanked him. By the way, you have a great dad...
I'm talking too much again, I'm sorry,” Samira said, stopping short.
“Go ahead, keep talking! I don't know where to start, either. I feel like I have so much to tell you. I don't think
many people have to wait ten years to see their best friend
for the ﬁrst time, as they live on the other side of the
planet! A child grows up in that much time, for goodness
sake!” Emma said in amazement.
“Or countless people lose their lives,” Samira sighed.
“Or that, yes.You know there was a suicide attack in our
city last month?” Emma asked her.
“I've heard, yes. I'm sorry.”
“They say it was a terrorist cell and now they're looking
for others who could have had something to do with it...”
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“But, you know,” Samira interrupted. “It could have been
worse.”
“What do you mean, it could have been worse?” Emma
said, getting defensive. “How can anything be worse than
someone attacking and threatening the place you live in?!”
“At least nobody died...,” Samira said quietly.
“But they could have!” Emma raised her voice. “The
bomber didn't put much thought into not hurting anyone.
He didn't care about people! Would it be better if someone
had died?”
“That's not what I meant...”
“What did you mean then?” Emma said, getting all
worked up.
“Listen to yourself. We ﬁnally meet after ten years and
you yell at me because of one attack in your city?” Samira
also raised her voice, drawing the eyes of all the people in
the café to her.
“Because of one attack? This country is not like your
place, where people are killing each other daily,” Emma
cried.
“And you should be happy that it isn't! That children
here can go to school, although they are still foolish and
get pregnant, that young people like you can study, although they don't really know what they want to do in life,
that girls get to know boys and the other way around, although they get tired of each other before they actually get
to know each other, that there is drinking water everywhere, although you don't have to do anything for it!”
Samira realised now she was venting all the anger she
had been keeping inside onto her best friend – the friend
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who helped her come to the world for which she had
longed, the friend she was seeing for the ﬁrst time in her
life and might never see again. The anger had been accumulating all this time as she had made comparisons between her world and this one, the one about which she
had kept dreaming each night before going to sleep.
“This obviously wasn't a very good idea. I better go,” she
said, rising from her chair.
“You'd better do,” said the waiter, who had just brought
the newest customer a cappuccino. “Here you go, sir,” he
said, turning to the man like nothing had happened.
Samira stormed out of the café. When Emma ran after
her, she was too late to see which corner her pen friend
had taken.
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Hello Samira,
I'm writing again with the hope that you get this letter
and ﬁnally answer it. As far as I know, you're still in the reception centre and haven't been deported yet.
Look, what happened at the café the other day... I'm terribly sorry about it. I can't ﬁnd the right words to apologise. I would take everything back and erase that day if I
only could. Even if it was the day I had been awaiting for
so many years, and an opportunity we are not likely to
have again for some time.
I know about atrocities in your world – that's why I decided to be a journalist, remember? – and I only wish
things like that weren't happening. It is deﬁnitely not fair
for innocent people to suffer. But people here are innocent,
too. Besides, nobody here has anything to do with what is
going on there. At least not directly. I'm saying all this so
you can understand why we were all a little bit shaken at
the time you and your family were in our country. This is
not an excuse, but I still ask you to try and understand.
Please answer me, I'll do anything for our story to go on...
And I'd really like to help you.
I found out that universities on the old continent accept
a certain number of medical students from third-world
countries. If you can, contact the professor at the address
below – he's responsible for the selection of candidates –
and send him a letter about yourself. Don't forget to mention your medical experience. This might be an opportunity for you and your family to stay in this world. It would
be foolish not to try and take it, at least.

57

This is the last letter I'm writing from home. Tomorrow
I'm leaving for your continent. I'm not sure if I told you,
but my dad lost his job a while ago. When it happened, I
found a job at a local TV station. I got promoted quite
quickly and managed to work my way up to the national
television network. Now they're sending me to report from
where I've always wanted to go. Well, to be honest, I had to
apply for the position and be on their back before I got
what I wanted.
But I guess your mum was right – it seems that even a
negative thing like my dad losing his job can result in
something good, like me going to your world as a reporter.
When – if – you write, send the letter to my home address.
Mum will forward all the mail once I settle in your part
of the world.
I love you, don't ever forget that. Again, I'm terribly sorry
about our failed cappuccino attempt. Next time, you say
where we meet!
Yours always,
Emma
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Hi Samira,
You won't have me stop nagging you that easily and I
don't care what you think. Eventually you'll have to reply
to the stack of my letters, or else I might have to go and
track you down.
I've ﬁnally settled in the capital, where you stopped
before leaving your country for good. It's sad that people
have to ﬂee a country with such beautiful places.
On my way here I met this wonderful man, a surgeon
from the West, who spends a few months here each year
working in a local hospital. It seems impressive, considering that the amount he earns at home is several times the
average pay in his own country, whereas here he can barely
make ends meet. I know, I'm exaggerating, he doesn't really have time to spend any money here since he spends
all his time in the hospital – I wonder if he sleeps at all! –
but the money he makes here is really nickel-and-dime.
I asked him how come he had been coming here all
these years, when, to begin with, he was risking his life
and besides, he had a family waiting for him back home.
He said that work here posed a challenge to him, one that
he could never have found in the West. Nothing can match
the cases he sees here.
At ﬁrst I was horriﬁed at his answer. I would have
thought that he kept returning because of a sense of fulﬁlment, because he wanted to help. But the more I think
about it, the more I believe it doesn't really matter why he
comes, as long as he does, in spite of his reasons. If there
was something else driving him here, maybe he wouldn't
be as good at what he does. But seriously, he's brilliant.

59

He has attracted my professional attention, although
rather reluctantly...
My next story will be about a boy who lost both his legs
and arms to a landmine (if you mind me telling you about
it, just say so, okay?). He still believes in God, though. He
says this helps him carry on day by day. Truly amazing.
Dear Samira, you can't imagine how much I miss you,
especially now that I'm in your world. Following the footsteps of you and your family, in part at least, I feel an even
stronger bond with you. I honestly hope you have managed
to enter university and stay in the world you had longed
for. I understand now where this longing came from. I also
hope you were able to get in touch with your dad and that
you're together as a family again. I see how fragile our
family was the whole time, even though it had no reason to
be. And I miss them, especially Alex.
Please get back to me.
Yours always,
Emma
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Dear Samira,

Maybe I should give up hope of us staying in touch
through letters, but I keep writing because I have to send
these letters out to the world. I guess my world has
shrunk to mostly you. I hope you are out there somewhere...
There's so much hope here. I can see now that hope is
the only thing that keeps these people going and gives
them strength to strive for more, either to leave for a better world or just to start the day. I've been thinking about
that boy with no arms or legs, the one I told you about,
who starts the day with God's help. I still see him nearly
every day. This boy, this amazing person with all this
strength and drive, was not interesting enough for my television network. I did an amazing story, starting with him
as a victim of bombs that look like toys, and continuing
on with a number such victims who come to the main hospital each day, and supposed annual ﬁgures for the entire
country. And this was not interesting enough for my editors. Instead, they threatened to dismiss me if I didn't run
my story ideas by them ﬁrst and wait for their approval.
I'd bite their heads off! But I have to be patient, I know.
Patience is something I'm learning for the ﬁrst time now,
from people here. A tough job.
How have you been? If you don't reply soon, I'll start to
worry that something is wrong. But if you managed to escape this world, I can't imagine what could be wrong in
ours.
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Remember the doctor I told you about? The surgeon? It's
been four months since he came and he's going back home
to his family tomorrow. He's so exhausted he can't even
look forward to it. I ﬁgure all he'll be doing over the next
few months at home is sleep.
I'm pretty tired myself. I really wanted to tell the world
about the “other Samiras”, but my editors pulled rank on
me. They want some behind-the-scenes political story. But
how can you do politics here when things are so confusing? You never know anyone's agenda, or what their agenda
will be like tomorrow. Reliable sources are few and far between and the last thing I want is to send unreliable information out into the world. So I report about nothing
that really matters, and pass on fragments of events,
knowing that they won't give people the real picture of the
situation here. But my editors are happy with that. I'm so
disillusioned...
I hope you are well. Again, if for the hundredth time,
please WRITE BACK.
Emma
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My dear Emma,

I am really sorry you haven't received my letters. I think
I must have sent about a hundred, too. Let's try for the
hundred and first time.
I hope that not receiving my letters doesn't mean that
clashes in our country have escalated, although on the
other hand this has always been just a matter of time.
Looking back now, I think I was quite perceptive as a
child, thinking about things that didn't even interest my
mum, but I still don't understand why all this madness in
this pitiful world.
Now that I'm watching the world from the point of view
you have always had, I also see that everything is close. I
don't think I can say the world there is mine and this one
here is yours – both worlds are ours, small differences are
only a matter of their smaller parts, which are not that far
apart. I still can't believe, though, that you, dear Emma,
gave up this part of the world by choice. I hope you come
back soon, because we really have to have a cosy cup of
coffee.
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Don't worry about me too much. I've already completed
almost half of my medical studies and we've managed to
arrange permanent residency. We don't ever need to return,
because this is our home now! While my sister and I study
– she's doing child psychology – our mum goes to cooking
class, the third time since we've been here. She's totally
into it. She likes it because this way she gets in contact
with people. She speaks the language quite fluently and
she likes getting to know this culture.
It still amazes me, as it was she who was always against
me going to school, remember? Apparently people do
change. The only one who doesn't is my grandma. She is
still wise. She keeps telling us to look after ourselves and
not to be too open with people we don't know. My sister
and I actually try to listen, while our mum just ignores
her and hums to herself all the way though Grandma's
meditations.
To tell you the truth, I think she's in love. That's why all
these classes and a new energy none of us had ever seen in
her before. But she will never say anything. In principle,
she's still like all “our women”, keeping things to herself.
Maybe I've always been different, because I wrote letters to
you and kept very little to myself.
There is one thing I've kept to myself though, until now:
I saw Dad. It was at the airport when my sister, mum,
grandma and I were returning from your city to the coast,
where we were staying in the reception centre. I was
heading to the toilet, when I saw him coming out of the
men's room with a little boy. The boy looked just like him,
only with lighter skin. Outside a blond woman was
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waiting for them, and kissed the boy on his cheek. When
I called my dad, he turned around. But when the woman
asked him – in your language – who I was, he said it was
“nobody”. They left and I burst into tears. Those were the
last tears I shed for him. My family doesn't need to know.
They've been through enough, so I've kept it to myself.
Besides, I don't think I can really blame Dad. Just like we
wished for a new life, he probably did, too. When an
opportunity came, he went for it. Who am I to judge?
Especially because I grabbed the opportunity to study
medicine. Thank you for putting me in touch with that
professor – he's incredibly supportive to foreign students,
and also a big expert, so I have nothing but respect for
him. He even stuck up for my mum and grandma
personally so that they could stay in the city with me,
when my sister was also accepted to the study programme
at the university she had chosen.
For instance, this is one of the things my grandma finds
suspicious, in the sense of “what does he want from us to
go to such great lengths for us?” But we can't blame her.
Considering how much evil she has seen in her life, it's a
wonder she would let anyone in our home at all. You see,
the professor has checked on us a few times and stayed
for tea.
Dear Emma, I hope you are better, that you're strong and
doing your job the way you have always wanted. I know
it's difficult to send stories about our people out into the
world, so I have the greatest respect for those of you who
try. Now that I'm following the media here, I can see that
what goes on there is not that special. Especially compared
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to what is going on in some other parts of the world, and
particularly in light of what you can watch on TV –
westerns, crime films, fantasies, etc. All the real terror in
the world becomes less terrible this way, even acceptable,
but above all distant. It's got distant for us now, too, I
admit. And I am happy it did.
Thank you again for your help. If it weren't for you, all
my family would have had is a false hope for a better
tomorrow. I hope you come back soon. You've seen enough,
haven't you?
Yours ever,
Samira
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Dear Samira,
Your letter was a real blessing! Who knows, maybe it
was the intervention of some divine power, because I got it
today, the day before I'm leaving the capital for a while.
I'm going to keep following your footsteps.
With a team of two other journalists and a small military convoy, I am going to a refugee camp a few hundred
kilometres from here. A rumour is going around the capital that it's a concentration camp, not a refugee camp. When
I mentioned it to my editors, they jumped on it. Then I had
to use all my charm to get us journalists the green light to
join in. Actually, the other two are a photographer and a
cameraman, so I'm the only reporter. As if this were the
ﬁrst exclusive story I had ever done! But they just won't
show the other ones. I've almost got used to being rejected
by now, but I'm still not giving up. I can't disregard a story
of a group of girls who ﬂed the rebel army after being held
by soldiers as sex slaves, or the story of a boy who was a
rehabilitated child soldier. Or the story of a lad who was
beaten by other boys his age age by order of the soldiers,
because he couldn't go on carrying big water containers.
That said, deep down inside I still feel my time here is
slowly coming to an end. I have a feeling that this will be
the last long trip I'm going to take before I go back home.
Then I'm going to quit this job and write a book in which
these and many other stories will get the place they deserve. The other stories are just too gruesome to be mentioned here in this letter.
I kind of understand now why people here turn to God
with so much devotion and passion. After all, even I have
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created myself a guardian angel. I'm not kidding! Whenever I need help or ﬁnd myself in a risky situation – like
last week, when I had an interview with a Cabinet minister and used the time he went to the toilet to ransack his
ofﬁce – I call and my angel comes. I can feel him. I hope he
stays with me on the way to the refugee camp, too.
I have to go post this letter now, to make sure you get it.
See you soon!
Emma
P.S. I am really happy for you and your family. You deserve a good life, so enjoy it! And good luck in university.
P.P.S. Your grandma may be right about the professor.
Would you have trusted her instincts back in the refugee
camp? If so, then maybe it's not such a bad idea to trust
them now, even if you're far away from the camp. All the
best.
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Dear Samira,

This is the letter I'm least sure you'll get. But I'm writing it as if it were for my guardian angel. I have to tell
about this and perhaps my guardian angel is actually you,
who knows...
When we got to the refugee camp, our fears were conﬁrmed. It really was a concentration camp. We are still not
sure under whose command it was. There are so many different military groups in this area. And the people in the
camp come from as many different areas, so it's impossible to say for whom the camp was really intended. All this
makes even less sense to me than it did when I ﬁrst arrived on this continent. There's so much hatred, without
even a clear recipient or a reason. Just hatred resulting in
rife madness...
When I think about how people in the developed world
have no idea of how nice their lives are, the world in my
head becomes even more chaotic. You said in one of your
letters that there's no world that's mine or that's yours,
that there's only one common one, or something like that.
Physically this is true, but mentally I've created my own
world now, one which I don't think I'll ever be able to
share with anyone.
The atrocities I've seen here are worse than all movies
I'd seen or stories I'd heard before. Maybe because to hear
is different than to see. I'll spare you the details, just as I
presume you spared me while you were here.
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Let me just say that before we reached the camp, the
tank in front of us exploded. My colleagues were in it. The
three remaining tanks made it to the camp and no action
was needed there, because the camp commanders ran
away instantly. Originally I should have been in the ﬁrst
tank, too, but I was moved to the second one at the last
minute. Thank you, my angel!
As far as the camp goes, maybe I should never have entered it. All this anguish, burned in human bones and cut
in pieces of human ﬂesh, all this suffering of people looking like living skeletons. This is how malnourished they
are. I'm not sure if they can ever recover, even when or if
they get treatment. The only thing left now is hope, and if
it's called God, let it be God.
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Or maybe their hope is fellow humans. We have called
for reinforcement and a strong medical team, which is on
its way as far as I know. But it takes almost two weeks to
come here from the capital, and I can only hope we'll last
that long. We've distributed the food and water we had. We
just didn't have the heart to keep it to ourselves, although
these were the orders. This is our eighth day without water.
The camp, which was planned as a refugee camp, was to be
supplied with water from a nearby well, but it's in the
rebels' hands now. A team went there in one of the tanks to
try and eliminate the rebels, but a boy threw a hand
grenade at the tank, killing everyone in it. The rest of us
now stay in the remaining two tanks, and the civilians – or
what's left of them – are still in the camp.
Dear Samira, again, I hope you get this letter. Maybe I'll
give it to you myself. Let me also say I've never regretted
meeting you. Thanks to you I've gotten to know the world
as it really is. It's not all bad and it's not all unattractive;
it is very diverse and we should all strive to make it better.
The only thing I'm sorry about is our failed cappuccino
get-together. I hope I can make up for it – if not in this life,
then in the next.
Always,
Emma
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Dearest friend,
I feel so guilty. Because you left to follow my footsteps
and because the failed cappuccino get-together was my
fault, too. Today I'd probably be sitting on the same side of
the coffee table as you sat, having a similar reaction to
that attack as you had. There was another attack here last
month, this time with casualties. As a doctor on duty, I
spent days at work with hardly any sleep. The entire
country is in an uproar and I can sense the same panic I
recall from my childhood. The whole world seems to be
going insane. Another proof that there's no “my world” or
“your world”, just one common one.
Writing the last letter to me in that damned tank – you
just had to go there, right? – you were worried I would
never get it, but hoped otherwise. This is how I'm writing
to you now, knowing you will not be able to read it but
hoping your soul will feel its message. I got your letter
from your mum after your body had been repatriated so
she could bury it.
You dedicated your life to an opportunity to follow my
footsteps, and risked everything to tell the stories of other
Samiras, so I at least owe you the beginning of the end to
my story. I don't intend for my story to end any time soon,
if only your angel hears my prayers. But one thing is
certain: I'm staying here. Not only the job of a doctor,
which I've wanted since I was a little girl, what also keeps
me here is my husband and our baby.
Remember Ismet? Well, Ismet came back into my life my
last year of university, when he was on a student exchange.
He also studied medicine, but in another region. How

72

73

similar our desires and how mysterious our ways, right?
We went on a few dates and the chemistry between us,
which had never entirely died, was back.
Now, after nearly four years together, we are about to
have a baby. If it's a girl, we're naming her Emma!
Dear friend, you keep reminding me each day that life is
beautiful and worth living. I hope you found the answers
for which you had been looking, and I hope there's peace
in your soul. As for me, I'll do what I can to repay all the
“Emmas” here for everything a certain Emma did for me.
Rest in peace.
Samira
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Telling the story of two girls living on the same
planet but coming from two very different worlds,
Girls' Lives in Letters is the result of a synergy between
the writer and two crucial artists – the illustrator and
the designer. Through details such as barbed wire and
a dove symbolising a guardian, the trio aim to endow
the novel with what beﬁts it – not only two girls' life
stories, but a true “literary soul”.
The Author
Alenka ŽUMBAR KLOPĆIĆ (1981) has a bachelor's degree in economy and a master's degree in business studies
and international studies. In her career as a journalist and
editor, she goes by the name of Alenka Žumbar, while as an
author she is known as Alenka Klopćić. She has written
several books for children: Vigo išće dom, Nosorog Jani je
hotel leteti, Poredni veverićek Danćek, Zaljubljeni deževnik
Martin, Ćrt in Lena, Ćebelji ples, Eko pravljica, Hišek in
Sonćek ter Hišek in Elektromobil (all available in Slovene),
A Different Oak Story and Pi, The Last Polar Bear (both
available in Slovene and English). In spring 2011, Od Samsa
do Bakuja, her ﬁrst collection of journalistic reports, was
released.
Alenka writes and publishes her books with the goal of
helping animals and the environment; part of the proﬁts
from her books on animals go to animal shelters, while
her stories about environmental issues, such as deforestation and climate change, are printed on recycled paper.
Girls' Lives in Letters is her ﬁrst novel for young adults,
and is a reminder that although we all live on the same
planet, we do not live in the same world. For more information about Alenka's work, visit www.ekoknjiga.si.
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The Illustrator
Marta BARTOLJ (1979) has a degree in ﬁne art. She is
particularly interested in illustration, its expressive power
and artistic value, and the possibilities that this art form
has to offer. In it, she has found her shelter; it is her platform for displaying her internalised visual world. It makes
her feel like an actress taking on various roles. As illustration becomes an independent and increasingly esteemed
art form, Marta often considers how to be as versatile as
possible in the projects offered to her. In her work, she
uses traditional media (coloured pencils, watercolour, tempera, ink) alongside modern approaches like digital illustration and other computer-aided techniques. She has
been working as an illustrator since 2005. In addition to
illustrations for picture books and didactic publications,
she has drawn comic strips for a Slovene children magazine. To see a selection of her work, visit martabartolj.
blogspot.com.
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The Designer
Roman PEKLAJ (1965) has been working as a designer
and an illustrator since 1985, combining traditional methods with his signature comic book-style illustrations, computer graphics, photography and collage. He won the 3rd
prize in the competition to design a logo for the 1998
Unima puppet festival in Ljubljana, and was the winner of
the Yugoslavian logo competition for Montenegrobanka
two years later. In 2000, he took home 3rd prize for vector
illustration at the Pixxelpoint International New Media
Art Festival.
His interest in new digital tools got him in touch with
Monitor magazine, and his illustrations appeared in its
ﬁrst issues. After opening his own studio, Peklaj started
working for Slovenian advertising agencies and publishing
houses. As an illustrator, he worked with the redesigned
magazine Gospodarski vestnik between 2003 and 2005. As
an illustrator and animator, he has participated in various educational multimedia projects. He is a long-standing book designer for Pasadena Publishers.
In 2010 he exhibited his work at KUD France Prešeren. His
illustrations for the project Spoznajte čebeljo družino (Meet
the Bee Family) and the card game Črni Peter (Old Maid) were
shown at the 9th Slovenian Biennial of Illustration. To see
his work, visit his website at www.peklaj.net.
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