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Written by Emma Uren 

The Day of the Fire 

1. 

It was a sunny day, the day of the fire. Where we lived, the sun had a habit of reaching its 

cruel fingers down and poking your eyes. That day, it smeared its choking heat over all the 

plains, leaving no place untouched save for glimpses of shadow. 

The trees huddled along the riverbank, forming a tiny, twisted haven where that 

shadow reigned. You could climb along it, if you knew how, each bare footstep careful not to 

let the downy earth crumble; and indeed we did, many times that day, and the days leading 

up to it. The shadow was a living being, as cool on our skin as threads of gossamer. 

 

2. 

My mother called my name, untangling me from my playmates. The lyrical sound of it 

chimed in my head. Aamina. Aamina. 

I ran to her, fast on the baked bread surface of the dirt. Yes, Mama? 

It is time, she said. Time for you to grow up. 

Okay, I thought. 

She bent down to catch my chin. You will be beautiful, her murmur sighed. You will 

make us proud. I remember that her eyes were as clear as an angel’s, holding such truth I 

couldn’t doubt them. Her clothes hung like a waterfall, the flowing cloth arranged with 

elegance – the sort of space you could bury yourself in. I thought that my mother was quite 

possibly the most beautiful woman in the world. 

Let’s go and visit your grandmother. There are many things to get ready. 

 

3. 

Already the embers of dread were growing in my stomach. But they were entwined 

with courage, beating the fear down. I would be strong. I would make Mama proud. 

Stubbly grass itched at my thighs. Women I did not know held my limbs, and I could 

smell the scratchy strength of them. It caught in my throat, so I reminded myself not to be 

afraid. 

And then the fire began, crawling up deep inside me and lodging itself there. I could 

feel blood, hot and thick as mud, pouring out from everywhere – so much of it! – slick on the 

naked earth. 

When the fire has caught your soul, what is there to do but scream? 



Page 2 of 3 

And scream I did, the ghastly echoes somehow balancing the blood and the pain and 

the fire…I screamed and screamed, until it seemed there were no more screams left in the 

whole world… 

I cannot remember any more. It was a sunny day, the day of the fire; that is all. 

--- 

Female Genital Mutilation occurs to over 3 million girls every year, many before the age 

of 5. 

 

It is defined as “the partial or total removal of the external female genitalia or other 

injury to the female organs for non-medical reasons”. In the most extreme case, known as 

infibulation, the cut genitals are stitched and allowed to heal together to form a seal, leaving 

only a small hole to pass fluids through. When a woman is married, she is then cut open 

again. 

 

FGM is usually conducted by other women for reasons such as “purification, honour, and 

social acceptance”.1 In theory, it ensures virginity and faithfulness; but women’s sex lives are 

being controlled by pain and fear. Fear of sex, fear of the pain of opening a vaginal seal, and 

fear of rejection by the community all play a key part in the sociocultural role of FGM. 

Practising societies believe it increases a girl’s chance of marriage, and that it makes them 

look clean, feminine and pure – just as Western society insists women must be hairless in a 

similar, although far less harmful and dangerous, way of controlling how women should 

appear. 

 

It is this maze of cultural tradition, superstition and beliefs that makes FGM so hard to 

fight. Domtila Chesang, who witnessed the procedure growing up in Kenya, recounts how 

“FGM and anything related to it is never discussed at home or anywhere else: it is regarded 

as a taboo subject.” She says that in her tribe, only the women who have already gone 

through FGM are allowed to be present for the infibulation stage, which keeps the men and 

young girls in the dark, while the women themselves are forbidden to discuss it. This lack of 

speech means that it is incredibly difficult to raise awareness about FGM: “If men understood 

what exactly took place, they wouldn’t let their daughters go through it.”2 And most of the 

time, the perpetrators of FGM don’t even realise the negative consequences for the victims. 
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https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/feb/06/i-witnessed-fgm-cut-kenya


Page 3 of 3 

But the cycle needs to stop. FGM causes or contributes to a long list of medical, physical 

and psychological problems. These include shock, haemorrhage, swelling, tetanus, sepsis, 

PTSD, depression, menstrual problems, sexual difficulties, pain when urinating and death. 

Hibo Wardere, a Somali woman who survived infibulation at the age of six, describes it as 

having felt like “an open wound rubbed with salt or hot chilli”, and that afterwards her urine 

would have to come out drop by drop, each droplet more painful than the last.3 

 

Often, the instruments used for FGM are unsterilised, which could lead to HIV, hepatitis 

and other infections. Sister Jane Atai, a nurse in Uganda, said that one knife would be used 

on up to 30 girls,4 while Domtila Chesang, who witnessed the procedure growing up in 

Kenya, explains that “no matter how many girls are having it done, it is always carried out by 

one circumciser, who uses one knife to cut them all one after the other”.5 Anaesthesia is 

rarely administered in this time of terrible pain, and when it is, it is usually ineffective.6 

 

I was shocked to hear about the existence of FGM. I couldn’t understand how anybody 

could do this to another person – now, in the so-called ‘civilised’ 21st century. Childbirth and 

painful periods are bad enough, but no girl should have to go through the lifelong suffering 

caused by being cut as well. The reality is, there are many awful secrets hiding in the fibres of 

our world, some of which we just don’t hear about. It’s tempting to shy away from topics 

viewed as ‘difficult’, but if we don’t talk about them, we can’t spread awareness, and help 

societies realise that they are hurting their girls far more than they could imagine for the 

sake of a rite of passage. 

--- 

That was the day of the fire. Every day has been fire since. 
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