The stolen shirt

Holding back the blasphemous swearing that
nearly slipped off of his tongue, he raised his
head to the dark sky. He could feel the black
clouds gather like pieces of basalt, overlapping
and then dissipating.

This rain will not stop tonight — this means that
he will not sleep — but instead he’ll stay hunched
over his shovel, digging a path to divert the
muddy water away from the tent poles. His back
has become virtually impervious to the beating of
the cold rain upon it. The cold gives him a
pleasant feeling of numbness.

He smells the smoke. His wife has started a fire to
bake the flour into bread. How he wants to be
finished with this trench, to go inside the tent and
shove his cold hands into the fire until they burn.
If he could he would just grab the flame with his
fingers, and move it from one hand to the other
until the frost disappeared from both. But he’s
afraid to enter this tent. For in his wife’s eyes
there is a terrifying question.
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If he enters she will say to him, planting her
palms into the dough and her eyes into his:

“Have you found work? ... What will we eat then?
... How was ‘so and so’ able to get work here and
how was ‘so and so’ able to get work there?”

Then she will point to Abd Al-Rahman, curled up
in the corner of the tent like a miserable wet cat,
and shake her head in a silence harsher than a
thousand reproaches. What'll he have to say to
her tonight other than what he says every night:

“Do you want me to steal to solve Abd Al-
Rahman’s problems?”

He stood up straight in a second of panting
silence, then hunched over the broken shovel
again and began to stare at the dark tent, feeling
a great panic as he asked himself:

“And what if | stole?”
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The supply depots of the International Relief
Agency are close to the tents, and if he decided
to go through with it then he could surely sneak —
by means of a hole in the wall he’d find here or
there — into where the flour and rice are piled up.
The money there does not belong to anybody. It

has come from over there, from people whom
Abd Al-Rahman’s school teacher said are

hypocrites, who “kill the victim and march at his
funeral”.
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