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B’ism Allah al Rahman al Rahim…
The call to prayer drifts into my dream, and I awake to the words streaming through my window from the nearby mosque.  I can see it is still dark outside, but already the people of Cairo are beginning their day in the way they begin all things: b’ism Allah al Rahman al Rahim.  In the name of Allah, the Compassionate, Merciful.
	By the time I start walking to the Children of the Nile office across the river in Imbaba, the cries from the minaret have ceased, the prayer rugs have been rolled up, and the street is alive with the usual morning bustle.  I pass the men selling hot baladi bread, the women selling sweet dates and figs; the patrons of the local ‘ahwa puffing their sheesha and drinking their coffee, and the people purchasing their daily breakfast of fuul and ta’amiyya from the stands and vendors.  Finally I see who I am looking for.  Every morning, just before I reach the bridge that takes me over the Nile, I look forward to seeing the Girl.  I do not know her name, but we are friends nonetheless.  The girl is about five years old, and she spends each day at the same spot, selling Kleenex packets to the men and women hurrying to or from Zamalek in exchange for a few piasters.  An older woman, perhaps her mother, sits silently atop two stacked cinderblocks, her higab hiding her face, a small stack of Kleenex beside her swollen feet.
	The girl never fails to make me smile, and this morning is no different than any other day.  She starts waving to me as soon as I come around the corner, and as I approach, she runs up to me, one hand clutching a soiled Kleenex package, and the other hand taking my own in hers.  Her skin is a deep brown from day after day in the Egyptian  sun, her hands and face further darkened by a layer of dirt and dust.  She hardly seems to notice however as she skips along beside me, looking up at me with smiling black eyes and chattering away in Arabic until we reach the stairs to the bridge.  She gives my hand a kiss before letting go, and I wave goodbye as I continue over the Nile.

B’ism Allah al-Rahman al Rahim…  (In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful)
	The mosque is different but the words are the same as the day’s second call to prayer reaches into the kindergarten classroom where I work with the kids for an hour each day.  The kindergarten is comprised of two rooms in the back of a rundown NGO building, the windowpanes broken and the paint peeling off the walls. The so-called garden in the courtyard is no more than a patch of dirt where even weeds seem hesitant to grow, and the old metal see-saws and creaky swings in the playground around back are rusty with age.  Inside the classroom where I work, a few once-yellow chairs are shoved around a small rickety table, and a single mattress is pushed against the wall.  A poster of a happy American baby hangs above the mattress, next to a photograph of Hosni Mubarak.  
	As I enter the room, I remember back to my first day of teaching at the kindergarten, when I was somewhat of a novelty.  The kids had giggled at my stilted Arabic, laughed even harder at the strange sounds I made when I lapsed into English, and mostly ignored my planned activity in favor of playing with my hair, as I am one of the few women they see who does not veil.  Usually though, the children are just happy to have someone coming to work with them and interact with them, and I am happy to be that person.
Most days I am saddened to find them just sitting on the mattress or at the table, doing their best to play with each other, getting little attention from the teacher.  I learn later that the staff of the NGO has tried talking to the teacher about her level of involvement, but today the scene is no different.  The teacher jumps to her feet when I arrive, explaining that the kids are eating, pointing to one boy gnawing on a cucumber and a girl nibbling from a hard-boiled egg.  “Yalla! (Hurry!)” she yells at the girl.  I watch as she makes Yomna shove the entire egg into her small mouth, but before I can protest, I am distracted by another little girl, Farah, who is sitting on the floor and wailing.  When I pick her up and ask her what’s wrong , she mumbles something that I think translates to “I don’t like it here.”  My Arabic is still weak, so I can’t be sure of the girl’s comment, and I am frustrated by my lack of vocabulary to ask her questions to determine what’s wrong.  Instead, I find a roll of toilet paper and dry her eyes, noticing with some dismay that almost all the kids have dripping noses.  I set Farah down and go around wiping the noses of the children with the pieces of toilet paper, thinking that I probably should have bought some Kleenex from the Girl this morning.  
	Today I have brought some plastic plates with me and am trying to get the kids to practice tracing circles.  A few get the hang of it quickly, but the simple activity is pretty challenging for most of them.  I brought discarded copy paper from the office for the children to use, as the kindergarten has almost no supplies.  When I ask the teacher for crayons, I sigh with disappointment as she brings out a single plastic bowl holding a handful of crayon nubs.  There are barely enough for each child to have one crayon, and I have to coordinate trades between the kids if anyone wants a different color.  There is one little boy who wants to color only with the black crayon.  When another boy tries to take it from him, he points his toy gun at the other boy’s head and pulls the trigger.

B’ism Allah al Rahman al Rahim… (In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful)
	I am in the office when the call for prayer sounds again in the mid-afternoon.  Two of the women in the office get up from their computers, go to the bathroom to perform their absolutions, then spread their prayer rugs in the small space between our desks.  Before the prayer, I talked to one of the women about the condition of the Imbaba kindergarten.  Were all pre-schools in Egypt like that?  Was I understanding the language correctly?  Was everything I was observing normal?  We talk about the mission of the Children of the Nile project, how it helps local communities set up kindergartens and pre-schools for their children or helps to improve existing ones.  My co-worker, Riham, explains that there are no public pre-school programs here, and most private pre-schools and daycares are reserved for the wealthy upper class.  She admits that our NGO isn’t perfect, but says she knows we’re providing a place for needy kids to learn, develop, and grow that they otherwise wouldn’t have.  She clearly has a lot of pride and belief in the project, and I feel better talking to her.
I learn that there are currently 30 preschools in the Children of the Nile network, and apparently the Imbaba site is one of the most needy.  I am relieved to hear Riham, express her specific concerns about the teacher in the classroom where I am working.  “It breaks my heart to see the kids so sad,” she says.  “They just want to feel like someone cares about them.”  Riham suggests that we bring some more paper down to the kindergarten and give each child a sheet to take home.  When we arrive back at the classroom, the teacher tries to refuse the paper, and says something in Arabic to Riham that I can’t quite make out.  When I ask her about the teacher’s comments on our way back upstairs after distributing the paper, she explains that the teacher was convinced the children would waste it.  “She thinks the children are stupid, and she says this in front of them,” Riham explains.  “This is not good.  When we work with the children, we see how much they are capable of doing. They’re good kids.  The more we do with them, the more she will see that.”  I nod in agreement.  My hourly commitment each day to the kindergarten seems much more important now.

B’ism Allah al Rahman al Rahim (In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful)
	The sun is setting as I walk home from work, and the call to prayer echoes through the streets and alleys.  There was a rare drizzle in the late afternoon and I have to be careful where I step.  Because of the thick layer of dirt and dust on the Imbaba roads, there are no puddles when it rains, just patches of mud.  Without even thinking about it, I suck in my breath and close my lips as I walk by the line of garbage dumpsters that overflow into the street.  Men and women sift through the scraps alongside the dogs.  The barking of the dogs and the grunts of the men is an unpleasant contrast to the cries from the minaret.  Voices of reality challenging the poetic promises of compassion and mercy.
	When I finally reach the bridge, my spirits lift as I look forward to seeing the Girl again at the bottom of the steps.  I wonder absently how business was for her today.  Will she ever go to school?  If I brought her a piece of paper and a crayon, would she even know what to do?  And the question that I wonder everyday, What is it in her life that makes her so genuinely happy?  I finger the orange in my bag that I saved for her from my lunch.  As I come down the stairs from the bridge though, I am disappointed.  The cinderblocks lean forlornly against the railing, the Kleenex are gone, and the Girl is no where to be seen.  Where does she go at night? I wonder.  Does she end her day feeling happier than the kids at the kindergarten?

B’ism Allah al Rahman al Rahim (In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful)
	I am walking home from my favorite ta’amiyya stand, pita sandwiches in hand, when I hear the final call to prayer of the day.  I wonder about the man in the minaret, about Allah, about the kids in the Imbaba school, about the Girl, about compassion and mercy, about Cairo.  There is evidence of poverty here, but not despair.  Something keeps people here waking up every morning, hoping, believing in the compassion and mercy of Allah.
Later, as I get ready for bed, I start to set my alarm, then think better of it, having not needed it once since I’ve been here.   I know that tomorrow, like every other day, I will awake to B’ism Allah al Rahman al Rahim.

