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The Sisterhood of Hands

“God has given us two hands, one to receive with and the other to give with.” - Billy Graham


I looked down at my hands, retraced the loops and whorls with my eyes as I tried to settle my gurgling stomach. It wasn’t me being unaccustomed to the high altitude – I had butterflies fluttering in my stomach that could only compare to those first-day-of-kindergarden jitters. I was nervous, more so than I had ever been in my life. I wanted these women to accept me, wanted the experience to be a positive one, not only for me but for the women as well. I certainly had people to impress back home – for months now, my church had been scraping up funds to send my mother and I over to Africa to be helping hands in establishing a health clinic for underprivileged citizens. Being only 18 at the time, I was expecting something life-changing, something that I could hold on to and cherish for the rest of my days.  I would get that and much more. 
 I had been helping out around Tanzania with the young children at the orphanages, but the old women’s cases were starkly different. I  heard the old adage about the old dog never being adopted playing and replaying in my mind. They weren’t just old dogs in relation to their age, but they had lived full, often miserable lives, full of opposition. People had much more attraction to helping young children, and thus deeper pocket books when it comes to acts of altruism. In a third-world country where everyone had to look out for their own best interests and nearly everyone lived in poverty, this almost always meant that things didn’t end well for the elderly.


I had been stuffed into a little automobile for 45 minutes, with my mother and our host family. The trip wasn’t all that unpleasant, I thought, as I inhaled a deep breath of fresh African mountain air. Our trek  eventually led us to a small cottage in Moshi, Tanzania, where we  met up with twelve of the most impoverished widows of the village, handed out essential supplies, and got a chance to hear their stories. “I hope they like me.” I chanted like a mantra, as I chipped away absently at the bright pink nail polish on my manicured fingers. It’s funny, once you think about it, even our nails are vain, sitting like pretty slivers in chromatic tones on soft baby fingers.

It was advised that since I was traveling to be a volunteer over in Tanzania, and since I worked in squalid conditions with the poorest of the poor, that I was advised against wearing anything blingy by my host family, which included flowing hair, makeup, jewelry, colorful or revealing clothes, and jewelry. But no one had made mention of my hands, my porcelain hands – which were not the hands of a worker, but rather the hands of a “lady”, a first-world, effeminate being. Suddenly, my face burned in embarrassment as I tried viciously to scrape the neon pink varnish off. 


Here we go, it’s now or never. I wiped my clammy palms off onto my floor-length skirt, the brown cotton feeling strangely alien under my touch. I stepped into the room to see twelve of the sweetest-looking women ever, all wrapped up in colorful shawls, nothing but huge grins, beautiful white teeth shining from satiny chocolate faces. Relief struck as I felt the acceptance in the air, the mental schism being mortared over by a nervous kind of affection. My nerves steadily declined as we began to hand out grocery sacks of white rice and water bottles filled with thick, golden vegetable oil. Once the supplies were distributed to thankful hands, I sat in a daze, smiling at each and every one of these women. My mind floated around in some nebula of consciousness, reflecting on these thoughts, contemplating what life would be like, how different it would be, if I were in their shoes. 
The women each had taken turns, carefully recited their stories. We listened, enraptured for a full two hours, while tales of life lived in poverty were told – stories that almost always included death and heartbreak. Tears were shed, reassuring glances swept across the room, the newfound acceptance radiating. As we had said our final goodbyes and were about to depart, one of the widows gingerly grabbed my hands and held them to her heart. 


Her hands, those beautiful hands. Like nothing that I had ever seen before. Warm, inviting. The hands of a worker, with thick strong, unadorned fingernails. As I touched her hand, I felt her inner turmoil, her pain. She was a frail woman, in her 80’s, with frizzy gray hair and eyes that looked like strong coffee with creamer swirled in ribbons over the top. She had regality about her, a sadness. I felt her story when touching her hand, felt her morosity, her pain. She had lost one daughter to AIDS, leaving behind 3 grandchildren for the old woman to care for. Her other daughter was mentally retarded, prone to violent outbursts, and would often act out against her mother. As a result of this, the woman had to be given a sedative every morning that rendered her to a perpetual vegetable state. I could hear the old lady’s words, echoing in my head, her soft Swahili accent murmured words to be translated as she told the tale.


She laid up for hours every night, quietly crying, her arthritic feet in so much pain that she could barely move, let alone be able to comfortably walk about and do the maternal jobs that were expected of her. The physical aching of her feet wasn’t the only pain that plagued her insomniac nights.  She told us that she often thought of her beautiful daughter, how full of life she was, how she had always wanted to be a doctor when she grew up. When her daughter started growing up, she no longer had the money to attend secondary school, and as a result she had to give up her aspirations, settling for any job that she could get to help save money for her mother. This led to selling her body, which led to the children, and eventually to the AIDS that she developed. The old woman watched as her daughter wasted away, disease-eaten and broken-hearted, while the old woman’s strong hands cared for her. The old woman also spoke of her mentally ill daughter, about how each night the old woman would say a prayer for her, a prayer of healing. I envisioned her hands, folded neatly in silent respect for our Heavenly Father. The prayers never waned down to half-hearted recitation – the old woman never relented in her praying. I imagined the old woman’s fingers, running through her daughter’s black tresses in a last-ditch effort to calm her as the sedative was injected into her bloodstream. 


I pictured those brown hands, the iron strength seemingly coming out of nowhere, gently caring for three young grandchildren. I imagined her as she caught the bright yellow rubber ball thrown during playtime, painstakingly prepared them food when times were good and food could be scavenged, a solitary finger shook in the kids’ general direction when they decided to be especially ornery. Even through all of the heartache that she suffered, all of the pain that was endured, she still smiled that toothless grin and held my hand tenderly in her own, brown against white. She didn’t blame anyone for her terrible circumstances. She felt no animosity to the middle-class white girl, with her bright pink nail polish, who seemingly had everything that made for a comfortable life. She never once questioned God, or her faith, but instead she bore her pain and prayed with even more gusto. 


In that moment, with her hand in mine, I felt that I had unlocked some grand secret to the universe. I saw, with my hand pressed in hers, that not only was I making a difference in her life, but she was making an impact on my life as well. I saw that in one hand, she was receiving not only the rice for her grandchildren and daughter, but a muse to tell her story through, a person to relate to her pain. I was her helping hand in that. But as I looked closer, I saw a gift, cradled in that leathery brown hand, wrapped in the finest paper imaginable, neatly addressed to me. I had gained a story, to remind myself that I can survive anything. I also realized that what I had, whether or not I found it sufficient all of the time, was to be considered a blessing – nothing was to be taken for granted. I hoped, and still do, that others that hear this story will find her determination inspirational.


Writing this now, I feel my heart becoming heavy with sorrow. I am plagued by dozens of questions – does the old lady remember me? Is she still alive? Does she still hold strong to her faith? How are her grandchildren and daughter? It strikes me that I don’t even remember her name, as ridiculous as it may sound. But remembering the feel of those strong, warm brown hands enveloped into mine, feeling her sickness and hearing her story, I know that none of that matters. We each gave and received a gift that is everlasting, a gift passed on from an ancient brown hand to a youthful ivory one – the gift of love. Every time I look at my hands now, I see a little piece of Africa there, a little piece of my old woman, my friend. 

