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For Hélène,

in regret 








AFRICA UNCHAINED

At nine A.M., the doorbell rang. I couldn't see who it was because of the high wall surrounding the house, but after a moment's debate whether I shouldn't just ignore it, I picked up the crowbar we'd been keeping handy and started across the courtyard to the security door. I'd talked with the girls about getting a gun in the black market, but we hadn't gone that far yet. "Jack's a man. He'll protect us," Samantha had winked and said, and I'd shaken my head and told them, "Then consider yourselves dead already." Because while I didn't like to think of myself as a coward, my first impulse on hearing gunfire was to hit the floor and crawl under something. At the door, I raised the crowbar like a baseball bat. I'd never swung a weapon at anyone, didn't know if I could now, but I held it like that anyway. "C'est qui?" I shouted, trying to sound larger and more menacing than I really was. 

"Adama, restes tranquille," a woman's voice called to me. "C'est Méité Fanta, ta voisine."

I quickly turned the lock and pushed open the door onto Ama Méité, a weathered old woman with a steel tub on her head, the heads of the fish in it peeking down at us like children eavesdropping on adults. She also had a stick poking out of the corner of her mouth, an extra-large toothpick. Ama Méité was grandmother to the rabble of naked children who played dust-raising ragball on our street in'Séguéla, hollering all day like they owned the place, which they did, and who had brought us water, bucket-by-paid-for-bucket, from their well during the last coup when the water and electricity had been cut in the city. Méité's face did not change when she saw the crowbar in my hand. She went on chewing her stick, the local version of a toothbrush, as though it were a carrot, or a tasty piece of licorice. But I knew from experience that it wasn't tasty at all, that it was infused with a bitter oil as succulent as varnish. People were like that here. 

We quickly went through the morning salutations in Worodougou, a cultural requirement you couldn't ignore in the biggest of rushes, even if, say, you felt like the world was ending.

"Manisogoma," I said, lowering my eyes in respect. 'Good morning, respected mother.'

"Say va! Ah see la," Ama Méité said like shouting, which was how it was done. 'Thank you, respected sir. Did the night pass well?'

"Em'ba, Ama," I said. 'Thank you, respected mother, yes.'

"Allah bis sonya!" 'God bless your morning.'

"Amina, Ma." 'Amen, Mother.'

"Allah kenna ahdi." 'God grant you beautiful health.'

"Amina, Ma," I said, touching my hand to my forehead as if bowing in thanks and deference to her benedictions.

"Allah ee balo," she said. 'God grant you a wonderful youth.'

"Amina, Ma."


"Allah bato luma." 'God nourish your home and family.' 

"Amim, Ma."

"Allah bo numa." 'God bless all that you do.'

"Amina, Ma," I said louder than before, indicating in their way that I'd received all the benedictions I could bear. "Iniche, iniché. Allah ee braghee." Amen, Mother. Thank you, thank you. God bless you in thanks for your benedictions over me.

"Amina, Va!" 'Amen, sir.'

"Allah den balo, Ma." 'God bless and protect your children, Mother.'

"Amina, Va!"

"Allah kenna ahdi." 'God grant you beautiful health.'

"Amina, Va!"

"Allah sosay djanna." 'God grant you long life.'

"Amina, Va!"

"Allah bis sonya." 'God bless your morning.'

"Amina, Va! Iniché. Adama Diomandé." 'Amen and thank you, respected Adama Diomandé.'

Then we were done with that and Ama Méité said to me, "Bon," flatly in French because we could now get on with our lives. I could already feel the sweat starting to stand out on my forehead, and the fish in the tub on Méité's head seemed to me to be wilting in the sun now, hanging over the rim like the melting watches in the Dali painting. She rolled her eyes from the weight of the load and planted her hands on her hips, which were wrapped in a wildly colored bolt of cloth depicting cellular phones. The cloth was a pagne celebrating the arrival of Nokia to our stretch of West Africa two weeks ago, and many women in'Séguéla were wearing them, were tying their infants snugly onto their backs with them. Coups and guinea worm and female circumcision and HIV and mass graves in Abidjan full of the Muslim norths political youth and the women had turned traditional dances all night around bonfires to celebrate the arrival of the cell phone. This was what West Africa was about: priorities. "So you already know about the coup," Ama Méité chewed on her bitter stick and said. 

"Know about the coup?" I said. "All I know is that I got up this morning and turned on the radio and there wasn't any radio."

"Oui," she said, "so you know about the coup. But what are you going to do with that stick? When the bandits come, they will have guns. Therefore, you should buy a gun. A rich man like you, Adama, with so many wives—"

"They're not my wives!" I started, like a thousand times before. "They're my colleagues. I work with them. Nothing else."

"If they're not your wives, oh, then why won't you marry my daughter Nochia, oh?" she sang in French to embarrass me. "She knows how to cook and likes to work in the fields. If you know how to do anything, she'll give you many healthy children, maybe even twins. And even if you don't know how to do those things, she will teach you. Like that you will be rich in America and make your mother proud. Then you will bring us health and happiness and, of course, many gifts, oh, when you come and visit. Anyway," she said, spitting wads of mulled wood on the ground between us like hay, "you should buy a gun. My son knows a man who can sell you a strong gun washed with good magic."

"We are a humanitarian organization, Ama," I said lamely. "We don't believe in guns."


And she said, "In all the films from America, all is guns. So don't tell me! What I've come to say is this: Don't open the door today, Adama Diomandé. There are many looters and bandits. They will come and rob you. Everybody knows whites live in this house. And who knows what riches you have in there, anyway? So do not open the door. Now I have to go to market and sell these fish. They don't care if there's a coup or not. All they care is that they want to stink soon." 

"Thank you, Ama," I said as she turned to walk back to her compound, where the children were kicking a soccer ball that was really half of a coconut shell, were playing hopscotch in the dirt and clapping and singing like it was the best day ever, like always. She waved her hand back at me and said, "You whites are bizarre, oh! Going to chase away bandits with a stick, Allah!"





I could not remember if this was the third coup or the fourth in the two months since I'd arrived up north, and anyway, talk of coups was a very complex thing because you had bloody coups and bloodless coups and attempted coups and aborted coups and averted coups and rumored coups and the coups that happen that nobody knows about except you go to the post office one day to mail a letter to your retired mother in Florida to say everything's getting all blown out of proportion in the Western media and there's a new general-president smiling at you from the stamp like somebody who's gotten away with something big, and also there were the couvre-feus, which is pronounced somewhat like "coup" but means you can't go out at night or you'll be shot, which should not be confused with coups de grâce, which is how chickens were killed  for dinner. All of this is to say that every three weeks the country was erupting into general mayhem from the capital to Korhogo, producing very little change except for a mounting body count and the ulcers growing in my stomach. Oh yes, there was also the matter of a few towns in the far north like Kong and Tengréla that had declared themselves independent states and were being deprived of all services by Abidjan in an apparent attempt to siege them into submission. There was also the small matter of the new guns the traditional hunters and witch doctors were showing off in the villages, shiny AKs that they said came from Mecca, and other small matters such as the Christian military kicking in people's doors Hike storm troopers and beating old women, and the list could go on for a very long time, but after I locked the door behind Ama Méité, I went inside to call the Potable Water International office in Abidjan—my organization—for an update and found that the line had been cut, which wasn't reassuring. Then I sat on the couch and fiddled with the shortwave's antenna. Just as I was able—with many strange maneuvers of my arms like a semaphore—to draw in the BBC, where the female announcer was calmly saying in her lovely British voice, "... rebel forces in the Ivory Coast...," all the power was cut and then I was suddenly very alone in a dark and quiet house in what the U.S. embassy security officer had referred to just weeks before as "the most unstable city in the country" I switched the shortwave over to its batteries. Of course nothing happened. I turned the radio over. The cover to the battery compartment was missing, and so were the batteries. One of the girls knew where they were no doubt, as one of them was out in the bush right now, humming softly as she dug a new latrine, working to the music playing from her battery-powered Walkman. 





To make a long story shorter, I had to go out. For one, I was hungry, and for two, I wanted to know what was going on. I got on the bicycle we kept at the house and pedaled out into the city, chased by the vast throng of my neighbors' kids hurrying barefooted and bare-bodied over the piled trash and foamy sewage rivulets of our street, shouting after me, "Everybody! Everybody! Regards! Regards! It's the whiteman! Toubabou! Toubabou! Le blanc! Coutoubou! Crazy!"

The best thing about the coups was the opportunity the lawlessness afforded an otherwise-subdued people to have some real fun. I turned onto one of the three paved roads in town and started down to the city center scattering sheep and goats and chickens and beat-up and mangy dogs and children and women carrying huge loads of firewood on their heads as I went. A long chorus of "Regards le blanc! Coutoubou! Crazy!" shouted by even the adults for a change kept me company and then I came onto a large gathering of young men watching a house burn down. They seemed very excited and happy to see me, so much so that they decided to block my way, their chests glistening with the sweat brought out by the heat of the fire. A leader stepped out from the crowd, set apart from the others, typically, by his massive size, and also by the rainbow-colored clown wig he wore like some kind of insignia of rank—who knows where he got it. I wondered then what this minor general would decide to say to me.


"Whiteman!" he decided to say. 

"Oui, je suis blanc. Ya rien je peux faire. Papa blanc, mama blanche. Done, je suis blanc."

"C'est ça! C'est ça! C'est toujours comme ça! You are white and I am black. There is nothing we can do," he said with enthusiasm, and we shook hands to seal the agreement.

"The fire is pretty, is it not?" he asked me, and I had to agree because after all it was: a two-story pillar of flame rising up from the gutted shell of a one-story house. It lifted its roaring face into the cloudless and suddenly beautiful sky.

"Whose house was that?" I asked him as we appraised this work.

"A swine-fucking policeman's," the young man told me.

"And who lit it?"

"We did," he said, and thumped his chest.

"Yes, its very beautiful," I said.

The young man turned to me. He glowered under the wig, a completely different person now: the person who had lit the fire. He said, "You are French."

"No, I'm American," I assured him, glad for a change to actually be one.

"Not French?"

"No."

"Certain?" he said, and cocked his head.

"Yes. Very certain."

"Well...," he said, and looked me up and down as if unsure about what to do. "Well, that's really great," he said, and smiled broadly. As easily as that, we were friends again. In English, he said, "Are you fine?"

"Yes, I'm fine."


"Eh? You say what?" he said, tapping his ear and making a hard-of-hearing face. "Speak more slowly." 

I said very slowly, "I-said-I-am-fine."

"Yes, okay. Mama fine? Daddy fine?"

"Yes-every-body-is-fine."

"Yes, okay. Sister fine, brother fine?"

"Yes-every-body. Every-body-is-fine."

"I speaking English."

"You-speaking-good-English."

Then he puffed up his thick chest and looked around the mob to make sure they had seen and heard his linguistic display, and why not? None of them could do it. Then he was back in French again. "You know Michael Jordan?"

"Yes," I said.

"You know Jean-Claude Van Damme?"

"Yes. Him, too."

"Me, I want to go to America," he pronounced. "You will take me when you go?"

"Yes."

Then he said, "Your bicycle is very pretty. Here in Africa, we don't have bicycles such as this. I admire your bicycle very much. Give me your bicycle. A gift."

"Unfortunately," I said at the prospect of having to travel at the same speed as everyone else on a day like this, "I have to go and see my friend. The older brother of my great, great friend in fact. I have to pay him many respects. Also, his mother, who is very old. Also, their quarter's imam. The house is very far away, so I need the bicycle. Please forgive me for being so rude. Tomorrow, I will see you and I will definitely give you the bicycle."


"Tomorrow, hey? So, whiteman, you know our ways, is it? Well," the young man the size of a bull and wearing a clown wig and surrounded by a crowd of other young men standing before a house they had destroyed said to me with a smile, "no problem then. Tomorrow we'll meet and you will give me the bicycle. A gift." 

"Tomorrow," I assured him. "Don't worry. I won't forget!" I pushed past him, and the crowd of them parted and let me go.

"Hey, whiteman!"

"Yeah?"

"Have a good time!"

At first, I pedaled away at a regular speed because we were friends and everything was normal, wasn't it? Then, away from them, I pedaled as fast as I could. Down by the big intersection where the meat vendors in their shacks lined the roadside among their hanging sheep carcasses and pools of blood, a troop carrier full of grim soldiers holding rifles upright between their knees came barreling along, and I tumbled out of the way and into a gang of goats. Not bothering to brush myself off, I kicked the goats away, hopped back on the bike, and rocketed down the opposite alleyway. When those soldiers met that mob, I guessed it would probably turn out bad. I thought it best to leave them all to it.





First, I went to the bank, the reason I had come in to'Séguéla from my village in the bush. The heavy metal doors were shuttered and the long iron bar with the padlock as big as my chest was drawn down across them as though the bank would never open again. It wasn't really a very big building. Now it looked like the most secure shoe box in the world. 

A very old man in rags was lying on the steps with his eyes open. He looked like a scrap of trash, like someone had tossed him there. First I thought he was dead, but then he turned his head, hacked, and spit, something I understood he'd been doing for a while because of the running gob of spit dripping down the steps beside him like raw egg whites. When he noticed me looking, his bearded face brightened as though something funny had just happened. He said loudly in excitement, "Hey! A whiteman!"

"Allah noya kay," I said to him, 'God soothe your illness,' and he said back to me, "Amina, Toubabou-ché," 'Thank you, whiteman.' I knew from the filthy rags he wore that he was wildly insane. Though the insane were mostly left to fend for themselves in this part of the world, they were also treated with courtesy. If you ever bothered to ask them a question, sometimes you'd even get a useful answer. "Papa," I said, "what's going on with the bank?"

"The bank? This bank? This bank behind me? Ha ha! It's closed!"

"When is it going to open again?"

"Open again? Ha! Don't ask me crazy questions," he said, and laughed. "You whites. You walk on the moon before you walk on the ground."

"Hasn't anyone come by and said anything about the bank opening?"

"Everyone came by and asked about the bank opening. Look at the bank, whiteman. Ha ha! It's closed!"


"I need money," I said, mostly to myself, and the old man said, "Money! You need money! Ha ha! Why don't you go find money on the moon! Don't you know what time it is? It is time for the bank to be open and the bank is closed. So you tell me what time it is now! Les blancs! Don't you make the time, Coo? Ah, les blancs! Bank and time! Money and the moon! Oh, whiteman! Hahahahaha..." 

Next, I decided to go see an acquaintance, Diomandé Kané, at his compound. He had recently gone from being my preferred'Séguéla cigarette vendor to a Muslim insurgent. I'd had beers with him at the Club des Amis Christian bar on my odd weekends in the city, but in the past week I'd heard he'd bought a boubous and started praying. So it was serious with him, and I knew he'd have news. His narrow compound was set in the vast camp of impoverished Dioula south of the main market square, beyond the towering and yellow-painted Grand Mosque of'Séguéla, its minarets capped in brown onion domes, its latticed windows intricate and mysterious and dominating everything.

As I rode toward the market—a sprawling shantytown of corrugated tin shacks in whose passageways one instantly became lost like in a North African souk—a mixed mass of women and children came spilling out from it like a school of baitfish chased by sharks. They were darting and changing course together suddenly just like fish, coughing and shouting, "Lacrymogène!" which meant 'tear gas,' and nobody stopped to call me whiteman,' so I knew they weren't exaggerating. The crowd swept me down the hill past the mosque to Tirnité Quarter, the poorest section of town, until I pulled myself out of it at a compound I knew there, and where I'd taken refuge before, when I'd newly arrived in'Séguéla, just as I'd been waiting for a logging truck to take me into the bush to my village posting for the very first time. 

Back then, a throng of young men had come running down the road, stopping only to pick up and hurl stones at another crowd of young men who were chasing them, who were stopping in turn to snatch up the bouncing stones and throw them back again. I'd been carried away by the crowd of onlookers who'd gathered themselves up to run away from that, carried down to hardscrabble Timité as though in a wave. In my fright, I'd found shelter in the first compound after the omelet kiosk with the big mango tree rising up beside it like a giant in a coat of green feathers by banging on the gate as hard as I could and yelling, "M'aidez! M'aidez!" and passed an afternoon in silence, stared at by four assembled generations of a Fulani family freshly arrived from Mali to try their luck in relatively prosperous Ivory Coast as many from the neighboring countries did. They'd never seen a whiteman up close before, and the smallest children pulled my toes to see if I was real, while the women simply stared. Now I was at their gate and banging on it again.

"C'est qui?" someone shouted, trying to sound larger and more menacing than he really was.

"Sidibé, restes-toi tranquille. C'est Adama, ton blanc."

The gate was pulled back to reveal the old patriarch of the family in his flowing blue boubous and wide-brimmed hat with the circular Peul designs tooled into the leather. His face was thin and bright beneath the hat, his beard stringy and white. He said in stumbling French as he tugged me in quickly by my shirt, "Oh, Adama. How nice of you to come and pay us a visit again! Please come and sit with us like before. Tell us all of your news." 





I passed some hours in Sidibé's dirt-floor parlor listening to the ticking of his wall clock—a round-faced Seiko, his only real possession—after we'd run out of things to say. One of his grandsons made periodic forays into the city to assess the situation, and came back again and again so breathless and worried that the old man folded his hands on his lap and said, "Oh, Adama, it has been so long, isn't it? Let us drink another tea."

The one time I left the parlor to cross the courtyard to squat over the flyblown latrine hole seething with fat maggots, I saw the smoke from the fires rising up into the sky in columns from the different quarters of the city like trailings, vultures circling lazily around them, high up, as if there was all the time in the world for what they had to do. Then there was gunfire, automatic and small-arms, staccato, right here, far away, patterned layers of jarring sound, just like the Fourth of July in Chicago, where I was from. It was the smoke from the fires that did it, the way it curled into the sky like the black smoke of sacrifices of people invoking the ancestors for help. It filled me with a stunned dumbness, a weight, a dread, a fatigue that spread through my body like exhaustion. Was this really happening? I mean to say, I did not know how to feel. Fear, exhilaration, nerves, adrenaline: These were all the same species of creature, and ever since I'd arrived in Ivory Coast, life had been this way. Did they really want this fight, this North-South, Muslim-Christian, colonization's hangover civil war, or did they not? Did I? I don't believe anyone could truthfully tell then. Yes, of course people would die, but didn't everyone think, 'Not I! Not I!'? And didn't everything taste sweeter since the violence: that cold, cold Coca-Cola, the last Marlboro of the day, sex with your girl, the joy of breathing because the day had ended and you were still alive! Everything had become heightened, everything myopic and refined. How much fun to be had by all! 

And of course I couldn't help but pick a side. Forty years of abuse and neglect by the Christians since they'd inherited power from the French at independence, forty years of watching roads and electricity and schools and development traverse the south, while here in the Muslim north it was all hunger and harmattan, military harassment, the men gone to labor in the cocoa fields, coming home once a year with AIDS, no money, no medicine, no schoolbooks for the kids, and even the northerners' nationality stripped away because of the new interpretation of the Constitution. There were good guys and bad guys and I could see them, and over all of this stood the basilica in Yamoussoukro, the largest church in the world, air-conditioned seats, miles of stained glass and Italian marble for a congregation of three hundred on good days, none on most, to spell out the way things were as clearly as its gold dome and crucifix standing up against the horizon. How many hospitals could have been built with that money? How many deep-bore water pumps? And Boigny, the first president, had himself placed at the feet of Jesus Christ in the glass, unleashing this mess! Where was the mosque to stand beside that church? What about this half of the country?

Lastly, there was reality. I was a whiteman. No matter how well I spoke Worodougou or gnushi French or Dioula or that I obeyed my village's customs and let them take my old name, Jack Diaz, from me, and baptize me with a new name, Diomandé Adama; no matter that I lived with them as they did and was ready some days to take up arms with my friends, to stand with them as though their families and grievances were my own, this was a place I did not belong and, more than that, a place where they would not let me belong. 

We were the last foreign-aid group still in the field. The last round of rioting had seen even the missionaries driven out. It was only three weeks ago that that Dutch woman, Laurie's friend, was sitting in our living room, where we'd gathered for safety, gabbing, fingering the wooden cross on its rope around her neck, laughing nervously, saying, "Well, now that those funny Japanese people have packed up and left, you know, it looks like it's you water people and us Bible people."

Then it was only us because the churches were burned all over the north and they went to the Dutch woman's house in'Séguéla in a mob where she lived behind where they welded bicycle frames beyond the military post, thought she wasn't home, and proceeded to loot everything. It was only while they were dousing the walls with kerosene that someone—maybe my friend with his rainbow wig—noticed the bed that they had forgotten to take in the back room, and lifted up the mattress, and there she was like a dusty treasure found in the back of a closet, an old dress your grandmother wore seventy years ago to the prom: a middle-aged Dutch woman who had come to Africa to bringjesus to Muslims, her skirt damp from her own urine, crying with her hands hiding her face like she wanted to be a child again, and did she curse them as black devils finally is what I want to know? But the crying and her age and the piss struck a chord in someone, because they helped her up, helped her to gather herself together—to brush her hair from her eyes, to wipe the tears away—helped her find her keys, helped her pick them up when she dropped them from her trembling hands as certainly she did, helped her stagger out of that house on their shoulders, shook her out of her dream of her childhood in Amsterdam—the clouds reflected in the canals, the yellow hay fields of the countryside of Gouda—ducked her head down with their hand so she wouldn't bang it as she got into her car, let her drive away. Then they torched her house, anyway. 

On the road south, she was joined by a convoy of them, whites with their Bibles piled around them in their Land Rovers like sandbags, their churches and missions burned, for some of them their life's work burned, and nothing left to do now but sift the remains from the ashes of their memories and turn the other cheek. In Sidibé's house then we could hear the singing of the muezzin, a long and mournful wail, like an air-raid siren in the shock and length of it. Sidibe winked at me and tapped the side of his long nose. "If God says that it is all right to go out now, Adama," he said, smiling, "then certainly it must be all right."

And I did go out into the city again, and I did see many other things to make me feel very quiet inside myself in the memory of them, but here now in the telling of this story, I've lost my direction. What I'd like to tell about now is a monkey.

Across from our house in'Séguéla, where I would go on to spend the night under the bed with gunfire and the shouts of angry men around me in the city like the madness in a crazy man's head, there lived a monkey on a chain. This was in the courtyard of our neighbor Méité Fanta, the same woman from the morning, the grandmother of many, many happy children, a kind enough woman who sold us water once on a hot day when we didn't have any. Anyway, they kept a young monkey on a chain attached to a pole in the courtyard and the monkey was really a baboon, but if you were to ask anyone what sort of animal it was, they would simply say, "A monkey." 

This monkey's name was Rita—I asked—and I grew fond of her. The children spent many long hours teasing her with leafy tree branches, with bananas she could not reach, and there was also a famous game in that neighborhood called Touch the Monkey, in which each child brave enough would venture forth when they felt Rita was not looking, cross into her sandy area—the radius of her chain, the chain being as long as two or three paces, enough space for a monkey in a poor compound in West Africa, if that can be accepted as a unit of measure—touch her like slapping, scream and flee, and often I was pleased to see her leap onto a child's back and sink her short-yet incisors into a neck. I harbored untold sympathy for that tormented creature who somehow managed to keep her spirits up. I got it into my head that she could recognize me, that she could pick me out of the crowd as the one person who did not want to amuse myself at her expense, and she would break into a funny little half-step dance on seeing me, banging her fists against the sand and then leaping and turning as she howled. Of course, this was because I brought her bananas and papayas and other things monkeys like to eat every time I came to town.


"Oh, thank you, Adama Diomandé," Méité Fanta came to me and said one day with the sun beating down on our necks, the gritty harmattan wind caking our pores with dust, chapping our lips and the insides of our nostrils. "Thank you for feeding the monkey. When she is grown and fat we will call you and you must come and share the meat of her with us." 

There is little sentiment to be wasted in a place where hunger is a real thing, where meat is scarce and a small and personable baboon like Rita would help the children grow. Still, I chased the children away from her when I could, bribed them with cheap candies to leave her alone, trying to make her short life more endurable, chained as she was around the hips to an immovable pole in a dusty courtyard where chickens scratched for ticks. I honestly believe that she came to recognize me, that she would say to herself on seeing me, 'That is the good one among them.'

Then one day when I was caught in'Séguéla while'Séguéla burned around me, I opened my door in the late afternoon to a small gang of bandits. They showed me knives, and then they hid them in their sleeves again. I could not get past them or close the door on them and still I did not let them in. In my hand was a crowbar, which in the end I was not able to swing. "You will give us money," the leader of the trio said, and I tried to see his face behind his mirrored sunglasses but could only see my own reflection. It startled me, how white I seemed, and then, how odd. What was this white person doing in this place? I opened my wallet and gave them the money that I had. It was a few U.S. dollars in their currency, perhaps ten, not much by any standards, not much by theirs.


"This isn't enough," he said, holding the money on the flat of his hand as if offering it back, giving me a second chance. "This is nothing. You must give us more money." 

"Please," I said. "The bank is closed today. This is all I have. Please." Some long moments passed. I do not know how many. In the silence I heard myself say to them from a faraway place, "Please. Please."

They went away. I cannot remember what direction they took as they left, or what they looked like as they walked away. I could not now pick them out of a crowd. I cannot know how much time passed as I hung there in my doorway, but then, as if waking from a deep, deep sleep, I was in the world again. And what a raucous world it was! In the distance, gunfire, and here, the explosion of goats and dogs and chickens and sheep and dust and feathers and the many and bare-bodied grandchildren of my neighbor screaming as they were chased through the street by Rita—a baboon mistaken for a monkey—her chain broken and free, pursuing wildly now these children who for so long had tortured her. For an instant, I felt a wave of pleasure course through me like love at the sight of the mayhem of her freedom, and for that one instant I can say this: I was happy, I was happy to my core. Then the monkey spotted me, and my happiness turned to white-knuckled fear as barreling toward my doorway was an openmouthed creature with fangs and shrieking and I don't know what she planned on doing, on seeking asylum behind my legs, or on sinking her teeth into them, for suddenly I was face-to-face with what I wanted to know but couldn't, Africa, Africa unchained, and there was no other recourse at that moment but to guard hearth and home, and slam shut the door.



THE LAHOU BIRDS

Mazatou was all bust and butt. One morning a few months after I arrived, I got up and opened the door of my hut, and there she was, framed in the doorway like a painting, standing and pounding rice in a wide mortar on the edge of my courtyard. When she saw me looking, she unhitched and opened her wrap so I caught a brief flash of her full and bare thighs. Then she shut the wrap, refastened it, smoothed its folds over her ample rump, and began to sing and pound that rice in a way that tossed every curve she had at me. 

I was in'Tégéso, a Muslim village in the bush near'Séguéla, where I had been sent to help the people find a way to have clean drinking water. Life was more basic there, harder in many ways, tied to the natural world. Many were the mornings that I did not want to leave my hut, had trouble working the heart up to it. People called me Sergio at first, the name of the lead character on the Mexican soap opera the whole village watched on a black-and-white set they ran off a car battery. Nothing about me resembled him but my white skin and dark hair, but to some of them, Sergio and I were one and the same. No matter that I'd begun to live among them as humbly as they did, I was a creature set among them from the magical world of television. Even after a year, children would sit in a group on the dirt of my courtyard to watch me do the simplest of things as though watching television still: sweeping out my hut, coughing from the dust, spitting, mending my sandals, sharpening my machete, taking a sip of water from my gourd. "What is the whiteman doing now?" I'd hear a small one whisper in Worodougou, and another would whisper back, "Don't know. But it looks like he's drinking water." "Do whitemen drink water, too?" "Don't know. But that's what it looks like he's doing." 

Other mornings, in a burst of assertion, I'd get up and chase them away with a stick. Adults, for the most part, did not treat me like such an overt novelty; to some who had seen whites in the city, I wasn't, and others acted as if I was a normal thing among them because they wanted to seem more sophisticated than they really were. Still, even the old chief, who should have known better because he'd fought in Europe in World War II as a forced conscript, called me Sergio from time to time with a wink and laugh, and I understood that at the core of each of them in that Iron Age village was a child who looked at me and wondered, 'Do whitemen drink water, too?' I'd been eager to get in the field for PWI, but since 9/11, project money had dried up. I kept my notes, urged people to boil, dreamed about all that clean water—silent and vast and dark as time—waiting to be tapped in the aquifers below us, but without money for new deep-bore pumps, I spent most of my days in'Tégéso waiting for the world to right itself and the aid valves to flow again. I didn't have much to do but live among them, and I didn't want to go home. Many were the nights I went to sleep praying I'd wake in the morning with my skin turned black. 

Sometimes, when the stares and giggles of the children reached through the hard veneer I'd learned to cover myself with, I'd hike into the forest for a respite. The children were afraid of the forest—even the adults were—and I'd sit in the long roots of a towering ebony tree as if in a hammock and listen to the clacking of the long-billed lahou birds in its canopy, their calls like the sound of people laughing at a party. In conversations with the dosso—the witch doctor—I'd learned that lahous were one of the birds a hunter must never kill, or the ancestors would kill him with an illness in turn. Lahous watched the world of men for the ancestors from the tops of the tallest trees, remembered what they saw, wove the incidents into funny stories that they would tell to each other again and again. For this reason, every storyteller mask had a carved lahou bird perched on its crown, the long toucan bill seeming to curve down all the way to where the mask could hear what it had to say. The lahous clacking in the tree above me were the birds telling funny stories of men to each other, and listening to their raucous laughter awhile, I'd feel I had joined them in it. Then, in the forest twilight with the night spirits beginning to dart about in the gloom in the corners of my eyes, I'd go back to the village and give it another try.

Mazatou was my neighbor's granddaughter come from a village in the near west. My neighbor, an old woman, had injured herself badly while chopping palm nuts out of a tree in the nearby swamp. This otherwise ancient old woman had climbed the trunk of a palm tree to get at the bundles of nuts in its crown, and in chopping them loose with an ax in one hand and hugging the tree with her other as she'd been doing all her life, something happened and she'd fallen out, impaled her hand clean through on a stick on the way down. 

"How did you fall, Old Mother?" everybody in the village wanted to know.

"A genie pulled me out," she had explained, and cried, sitting on a stool outside her hut with that stick through her hand like a pencil. "That tree belonged to my sister who died. She doesn't want me stealing her palm nuts even though she can't use them anymore. She was always jealous of me. So she sent a genie to pull me out."

"Maybe you are too old to be climbing trees, Old Mother."

"Too old? It was a genie! I saw him. He was white all over, and he had a terrible white face. He pulled me down and laughed and then ran off into the swamp. Everybody has seen genies there. What do you mean saying I am too old to climb trees'!"

One of her sons came, chastised her for going to the swamp by herself, gave her a piece of goat hide to bite with her gums, and while she looked away, he yanked the stick free. Her hand bled freely until there was a pool of blood in the dirt, and he put leaves on both sides of the wound, and wrapped it tightly with an old rag. The old woman made dinner for herself that night, and of course, before the week was out, she was feverish on her mat in the dark of her hut, her hand swollen up like a latex glove filled with water.

"Adama," she called to me weakly from her mat when I poked my head in to give her the morning greeting, "the healer wants to cut my hand off. Don't you have whiteman medicine for me in that box of yours? Can't you make it heal? If they take my hand from me, I'll be no good to anyone. Then I know I will die." 

"I can probably heal it," I told her. "But if you let me treat it with whiteman medicine, you have to follow what I say. You can't put mud on it again after I've cleaned it."

"I promise, Adama."

I boiled water, washed her hand in her hut as she cried, squeezed the pus out so it dripped in gobs to the mat, and washed it again with soap. Then I smeared both sides of the wound with triple-antibiotic cream and covered it loosely with sterile gauze. I had no penicillin to give her, but knew she'd get better if only she'd keep it clean and dry. Her fever broke in the night, and after three days of my cleaning and dressing her wound for her, she was chopping wood again. Healing the woman's hand was one of the small ways I justified my presence among them as a rural relief worker, when really, I spent most of that first year simply trying to make it through each day. She pounded sweet foutou for me from plantains she'd gotten somewhere, and in our morning greetings, she would bow deeply to me as she invoked Allah's name to bless me. Then Mazatou arrived in the village, and I wondered if she wasn't a part of the old woman's thanks as well.





Every morning, Mazatou would shake her curves as she pounded the hulls off the day's rice, and I would blush, pretend as I washed my face that I didn't notice her. It was the height of the dry season, and there wasn't work to do in the fields. Men repaired their thatched huts and lounged about; women spun cotton and cracked palm-nut pits with rocks under the mango trees for the seeds inside that they'd turn into soap. I played soccer with the men my age, listened to them tease each other about women, learned new and important words. Families spent hours together under their compound acacias, and young men and women went for walks around the village in the dark at night, trying to find a secluded corner to start families of their own. The way Mazatou flirted with me brought the blood up all under my skin, made my body feel as hot around me as the intense heat of the noontime sun. It began to make me crazy. It began to make me consider doing crazy things, like waving her to come into my hut when no one was looking, and closing the door on us. But I didn't want to offend the village's hospitality or trust, and so she shook her hips and licked her lips, and I became as frustrated as a tethered goat. 

"Have you seen this girl Mazatou?" I said to my friend Mamadou as we sat on our haunches outside his hut, brewing Arab tea, the night sky a vast and spangled drape around our shoulders.

"Who hasn't seen her? She's as ripe as a late-season mango."

"Anyone get to her yet?"

"People from this village are afraid of people from her village. Haven't you noticed that nobody talks to her? Besides, they say she has a fiancé in Abidjan. He's trying to make a little money, and then he's going to come back to claim her."

"Why would people from here be afraid of people from there?"

Mamadou poured some of the tea into a small and dirty glass on the tray between us. He blew on it, tasted it, poured it back in the pot, shrugged. "They live by a great rock where there's a python that eats men's souls."


"Oh," I said. 

"Yes. Nobody from this village has the magic to go there. Anyway, her people are crazy."

Mamadou was the companion the village had given me when I'd first arrived. They'd chosen him because we were roughly the same age and he spoke French. It was his duty to teach me how to behave politely, to know what was taboo and what wasn't. Mostly what he did was watch me make horrific mistakes, and then, after weeks of letting me make them, he'd say to me in a small voice, "Are you sure you really want to sweep your hut out at night, Adama? The ancestors take it as a great insult. It means you are sweeping away their welcome as they look for a place to sleep."

"Really?" I had said to him that time as I'd stood up with my broom.

"Oh yes. It's a really terrible thing to do. All your neighbors are complaining."

"Why didn't you tell me that weeks ago?"

"Why remind a blind man that he is blind?"

Or, walking around the village with me one morning as I saluted old men as they came out of their huts, just as I did most days, he said to me in that small voice of his, "Are you sure you want to salute people before they've washed their faces?"

"Since you put it that way, Mamadou, I know that I don't. Now that you've let me do it for months, please tell me why I shouldn't."

"Talking to people before you've washed your face in the morning is like talking to them with shit on it. It's very humiliating. People have been complaining for a long time that you make them humiliate themselves each and every morning."


"Wonderful," I'd said to him, because I'd learned there was no use in arguing. The secrets of the village would reveal themselves to me in their own time, if they ever would. 

But four months in, much had happened, and I felt that I knew my way around their taboos, even if I didn't. At that fire where the tea was brewing, I said to Mamadou, "I think that girl looks at me in a way she shouldn't if she's got a fiancé."

"Are you sure, Adama?" he said, and lifted his eyebrow. "Maybe she's only got something in her eye. As the ancestors say, A hungry goat will eat even his brother's wool.'"

"I'm sure, Mamadou. As the ancestors also say, 'If a cripple tells you he will win a race, know that he knows the other runners have no legs.' Isn't that right?"

"Okay, Adama," he said, and laughed. "Take her. Call her into your hut. If she looks at you that way, then she's yours."

"But what about her fiancé?"

"One can never say with these things. She isn't married until the bull is slaughtered. And even if she was, you could still call her into your hut."

"And no one would care?"

"Oho," he said, and laughed in the dark, rocked on his heels. "No, Adama. If she was married, people would care."

"What would they do?"

"They would whip you and chase you into the forest. If you came back, they would kill you. Then they would drag her to her husband's family, and her husband's family would whip her. Then they would stuff her vagina full of chili peppers."

"God."

"Yes."

"But if she's not married?"


"Nobody cares." 

"Are you sure?"

"I'm sure, Adama."

Mamadou leaned back against the trunk of the mango tree we were under, looked at me with hooded eyes. "You're hot all of a sudden, aren't you? That's good to know. People here have been wondering if it's just African women you don't like, or if it's women in general. That's a very dangerous thing, Adama, to be a man here and not like women. But don't worry. I've defended your honor. I tell them that you have a wife in America and that whiteman ways are not like ours. An African could not wait for his wife for two years, or even one. I'm glad to see this new vigor you have for Mazatou. But remember, when you pray for rest, you also pray for work."





The next morning, I washed my face, and when Mazatou tossed her hip at me, I spoke the first words I'd ever said to her in the few weeks that she'd been there: "Mazatou, where is your fiancé?"

"My fiancé, Sergio?" she said, leaned that long pestle on her shoulder, unhitched her colorful wrap and gave me a glimpse of her waist and thighs, arranged it again. "Who said I have a fiancé?"

"Everybody says it."

"Why are you asking everybody about me behind my back? I've been here for how many weeks now, Adama? Why haven't you asked me that, or even said hello? It's almost as though you are shy. Like a boy. A shy whiteman boy," she said, and curled her lips around her teeth in a dangerous smile.

"Mazatou?"


"Yes, Sergio?" 

"Come here. Come inside my hut and let me show you how shy I am."

She set that pestle like a long and heavy spear against the mango tree, looked around through the morning half-light at the village, which was only beginning to wake, then sauntered across my courtyard until I felt charged and dizzy. From a few feet away, she ducked down her head to peer beneath the thatch and into the gloom of my hut. "I've been wondering what the inside of a whiteman's hut would look like. But it's too dark in there, Adama. I can't see anything."

"Come closer," I said to her. "Come inside and I'll show you everything there is to see."

She inched one sandaled step closer, waved her hips behind her with her hands on her thighs and said, "Hmm, Adama. I still can't see. Is there gold in there? Silver? Everyone thinks that's what you have. What do you want to show me?"

"It's better than silver and gold, Mazatou. I promise you. Come inside and find out."

"Better than silver and gold, Adama? What could be better than silver and gold?"

"A red stick, Mazatou."

"A red stick, Adama? Bring it out here. Let me see it."

"Come inside. You'll see it. I'll even let you touch it."

"Is it very big, Adama? Is it a big red stick?"

"It's long. Like a pestle. A long pestle you hold in your hand for crushing shea nuts into butter."

"Adama!" she said like blushing. She stood up then so she seemed even taller than she really was, rubbed her belly with her hand so her breasts lifted and fell under her blouse, grinned down at me when I was crouching inside my hut's low doorway, and said, "I don't know, Adama. Maybe I'll look at your red stick tomorrow. You can show me how you crush shea into butter with it then. But I'm hungry right now. 'Morning opens the mouth.' I have to finish my work if I want to eat rice." 

I cast a hand out to catch her wrist, missed, and she stepped back and turned up her nose. She said, "If that's how you whitemen act, maybe you should keep that red stick thing of yours to yourself." She stomped across the courtyard in a great show, picked up the pestle, leaned it in the rice in the mortar, and winking at me, opened her wrap to give me a glimpse of those dark thighs, shutting them away again as she cinched it around her waist. By the next morning, this torturous ritual was established between us, and often were the times after making a snatch for her hand that I'd fall back on my mat in the pulsing rage of lust and frustration she stoked in me with every wink and tease, my red stick a painful thing, angry with me, too, for not having been able to put it to the use for which it was made.





When I had first come to the village, the chief had tried to give me a girl. It was the custom in much of West Africa, I'd heard in training, as much as offering a visitor water, a girl to help around the household, a gift the village could afford to give to an honored visitor for his time among them. The girl they offered me was in her midteens, and she followed me to my hut that first evening with a broom as though to simply clean it out for me. When she was done getting out all the cobwebs, I thanked her in French because even despite my three months of training, I hadn't been able to speak passable Worodougou yet, and my first sense of disquiet occurred when she didn't go home, but sat on the root of the mango tree growing by my doorway I tried to shoo her away, but with all my neighbors looking on with blank faces and the girl not moving, I had stopped that. I went to Mamadou's hut with my hurricane lamp in the evening and passed a quiet meal with him, fumbling to eat rice with my hands from the pot we shared. When I went back to my hut, I was relieved to see that the girl had gone home. I opened the door to go to bed, and there she was, stark naked in the lamplight, her body flat as a board on the mat, her arms at her sides, her eyes looking at me and trembling. It took me a moment to understand it, then I picked up her wraps from the floor and covered her with them. Somehow, I remembered one of the Worodougou words banging around in my head:  Taga: 'Go!' She wrapped herself covered, then grasped my leg as I tried to push her to the door. She shouted scared things at me, and I at her, and my neighbor, whose hand I would heal six months later, came and dragged the girl by the wrist from my hut.

Mamadou was at my hut door at first light. He pushed open my door, came and crouched above me. He said, "What did that stupid girl do?"

"She didn't do anything," I said, sitting up.

"Her mother will whip her, don't worry, Adama. We're very sorry. We'll find you an even better one."

"Mamadou," I said, and grabbed his hand, one of the only times I had touched him in any way but greeting. "Don't send me another girl. In my country, a man always finds his women for himself. I won't stay here if you send me another."

"The chief is upset, Adama: with the girl, with her family. If you didn't want her, why did you take her? Girls are offered as is custom, but nobody ever accepts one. You did." 

"I thought she was going to sweep."

"She did sweep. I saw her."

"And the other part?"

"You didn't like her? You don't think our village daughter is pretty?"

"No, she's very pretty. Look, this is all getting very confused. Let me thank the chief and tell him the girl didn't do anything wrong. Then we'll start things over, and I'll take care of my hut with no girl."

"But it's good to have a girl, Adama. Good for you, and good for the village. If you don't have sex, you'll get sick. And also, the other men won't have to worry about their wives and daughters."

"They don't have to worry about their wives and daughters now, Mamadou. Not from me."

"Ah," he said, and nodded. "I understand. Crickets sing with crickets, ants march with ants. You don't like African women."

"For God's sake, Mamadou, I like all women. All colors."

"Of course you do, Adama," he said, and winked. "You are like the Lebanese merchant in'Séguéla. He doesn't sleep with black women, either."

"Mamadou, don't go around telling people that I don't like black people. That girl was too young. In my country, its a shame to sleep with any girl who is not very close to your age."

"Really?" he said, lifting an eyebrow.

"Yes."

"Let's go see the chief."

Because I was new there, everybody was still interested in absolutely everything I did, large or small. So this thing with the girl was a large thing, and everyone who was on hand came out to watch. It was my punishment, I felt, for having so easily accepted having someone else do work for me that I could have done on my own. The chief sat in his chair in his courtyard wearing his long green  boubous like a robe, his white Muslim's prayer cap on his head like a crown. He was ancient and thin, his left eye clouded with a thick blue cataract. Flanking him on either side were the assorted old men and sages of the village on stools in their many-colored bonbons, holding their chins in their hands. Mamadou helped me work through the salutations for a chief, shaking hands with each of those men, greeting them in the name of Allah. Then we sat on stools across from the chief with the bodies of the village a thick ring around us. I wasn't supposed to look the chief in the eyes, and I didn't.

The chief said something. Mamadou said, "The chief asks if you slept well."

"I slept well, tell him."

The chief said something and the whole crowd laughed. Mamadou said, "The chief asks if you like girls."

I looked at the chief and laughed, and he smiled at me. I said, "Tell him I like girls."

The chief said something and everyone was somber. Mamadou said, "The chief says, 'Your ways are as confusing to us as ours must be to you. Don't ask for food again, Adama, if you are not hungry.'"

I sent a kilo of sugar to the girl's mother later in apology, and almost two years to the day after that, the girl, Fatoumata, much taller now and a woman, came and rapped on my door with a smile and her eyes lined with ceremonial kohl. She said in her husky woman's voice, "Where's my gift, whiteman? Haven't you heard that I'm getting married?" 





Living in the village was much like living on a farm, though I'd never done that either. All about us in that maze of huts with the mango and acacia trees standing up between like light poles were animals: goats and sheep and dogs and chickens, some cows, even a few donkeys. Everywhere if you looked, sex was happening, anytime, anyplace. Just sitting on a stool in front of my hut of a brief morning, I could watch a rooster strut about, chase and mount and rape a half dozen chickens, shake out his legs after each act, dizzy and disoriented from it, and in a few minutes, he'd be chasing and raping another one. Stuck-together dogs were always great fun to watch; to watch the children toss rocks at them, the dogs trying to run away on eight legs, other dogs trying to mount what was already mounted, their penises erect like skinned sausages, humping the ribs of the couple in question. Male goats worked together to pin a bleating female against a tree, taking turns mounting her roughly against her wishes. Even the ducks made love, the drake on top of the hen's back and pressing her to the ground with her neck in his bill, his tail wagging in quick jerks like waddling as he did what he had to do. It was easy enough to ignore, but if you were in that sort of mood, it was all that you seemed able to see.

Mazatou came one morning as I sat on my stool and asked me for some of the peanuts I was eating. There were people around; boys shooting marbles, an old man sleeping in a hammock, an old woman chewing tobacco under her mango tree and looking off at nothing, and I couldn't have grabbed her if I wanted to. She held out her rough hand and I spilled nuts into it. She looked around, opened her wrap so her bare hips and thighs were only an arm's length away, then closed the wrap up as nonchalantly as though she herself hadn't noticed what she'd done. 

"Keep that up, Mazatou, and you're going to get in trouble," I promised her. "Don't the ancestors say, 'The fly who plays near the spider's web risks feeding the spider'?"

"What are you taking about, Adama? Adama, what are they doing?"

I looked where she was looking, and a yellow dog was mounting a black one, his tongue hanging out happily and he looked around and seemed to smile, his haunches thrusting into her. Then Mazatou pointed in another direction, and it was a rooster, pinning a squawking hen to the ground with his body, shaking his hips an instant, hopping off her again in a dizzy way as he tried to find his footing. Then she pointed straight ahead out to two donkeys in the distant field, the male with a long black pole erect between his hind legs. He reared up, and the whole of that pole's grand length slid into the female. "What are they doing, Adama?" Mazatou asked me, and winked. "Do you know what that is?" I could only grit my teeth. And then, like a joke on both of us, the old man roused himself from the hammock, coughed and spit, waved to the old woman chewing tobacco who was one of his wives, and she followed him into his hut and shut the door.





The idylls of the dry season ended with the first sprinkling showers of April. Like all the men of the village, I went out into the forest to clear the tract of land the chief had given me for my farm. Because I was a whiteman and considered much weaker at field work than they were, I was given two hectares that had lain fallow only one year. Therefore, the brush I had to clear from it was only twice my height. 

Helping Mamadou with his father's farm from my very first days there, I'd learned to swing a machete efficiently, and more than that, how to build a field hut. It was an easy thing, once you knew what to do. You buried two main supports, each a forked pole as tall as you were, a half dozen paces apart, then laid a pole in their forks. On each side, you did the same again, with short poles, low to the ground. Then you built a lattice of stripped palm branches for the framework of the roof, and cut and bundled grass for thatching. It took two days to build. But it could last the whole rainy season, giving one shelter from the afternoon monsoons. Children could do it; I did it. Then I sharpened my machete under its shelter with my file, went out into the bush surrounding it, and began clearing my farm.

At this time, all the hundred men of the village were occupied clearing their own farms as I was. My days were spent like this: I ate rice and oil at Mamadou's mother's hut in the morning, then walked the three kilometers on the trail through the forest to my farm. I'd cut and cut that brush, leaving it behind me in piles. Blisters on my hand opened and bled. I wrapped my hand with cloth strips and went on. All the men there did. This was what growing your own food meant. At night, I'd trudge back to the village, my whole body aching, my bones in pain, and I'd smoke a cigarette in the village center near the chief's hearth with other tired young men and listen to the smallest children drumming on old coffee cans, the virgin girls singing. It was a time of fatigue and not really talking to your friends. My arms would be so worn and tired from the work that I could not bend them completely down as I lay on my mat. 

The only thing different about the work I did on my farm was that I did it alone. The other men had their women and children to help them, and besides, nobody liked being in the forest by himself. The forest was rife with haunts and genies. Among the most important parts of having a woman was that she prepared lunch in the field. This was always the simplest of dishes, often nothing more than rice sprinkled with salt. Not having a woman, I didn't even have that. I ate green mangoes that were just starting on the wild trees, and green papayas that grew in my field from the last farm that had been there. It gave me diarrhea, but I wanted to build a great farm and be a man. Mazatou tried to continue our flirting morning ritual, but I was too tired for it for now.

After weeks of slashing and cutting, the weeds fell and dried behind me like kindling, and with four acres cleared for the first planting, I lit a match and watched that bracken roar up in flame. When the ash settled, the area was open and clear. I had my farm.

The way to sow corn and beans there was to take a short-handled hoe and walk in lines. Each half pace you stepped, you chopped the earth open with the hoe, tossed in some seeds, patted the wound closed again, and stepped another half pace. Like this I planted my first four acres by hand, cleared ever more.


The heavy rains fell just as the ancestors promised. And then one morning I went out to my farm, and it was green with shoots, each one in its appropriate place. Now was the time for weeding, because the weeds rose up between the plants as quickly as they did. 

How many weeks passed when I didn't even notice the setting of the sun, the rising of the moon, the cycle repeated again in the morning, the passing of days? All was work. And I did it until my arm felt made of cement, did it almost as well as any man there. When my beans were ankle high, my corn as high as my knee, my fields long and clean of weeds between the rows, I set down my hoe, went and lay under my field hut on its soft and dry earth, closed my eyes, and thanked the ancestors. I fell asleep. What did I dream? Plants growing to fruit, the earth fertile and alive.

Someone shook me awake. I blinked my eyes open to Mazatou.

"Adama! You've worked very hard out here. I wondered what you were doing in the forest all by yourself, why you don't play with me anymore like you used to. The village is empty. It's very boring there."

"What are you doing here, Mazatou?"

"I know you have no woman," she said, kneeling before me where I lay, setting down a calabash of rice. "I thought you must be hungry, so I came to give you food."

I was hungry, always was then. I reached for the calabash, and she pulled it away, smiled. I reached for it again, and she let me have it. I ate greedily, ate every last grain of that rice, the fish bones mixed in it. Then I lay back and began to feel alive again, food in me, the major work done and my fields green and growing. In a minute, I opened my eyes and looked at her face above me, the thatch of the hut I'd built beyond. She said, "Whiteman?" 

"Yes, Mazatou?"

"You look like Sergio. You're Sergio, aren't you, from the television?" The Mexican soap opera was called Marimar; Marimar was Sergio's girlfriend. Sergio and Marimar had all the same problems of any couple in a Western soap opera. One night they were kissing, the next night fighting, the next night they'd have split up completely and taken new lovers. Mazatou approached me in that hut on her hands and knees. She said, "Kiss me the way Sergio kisses Marimar."

My body awakened. I said, "You know that they aren't real people, Mazatou, that it's a story made up for fun?"

"Kiss me like he kisses her," she said with her eyes closed.

I held her face in my hand, and I kissed her. Our tongues met and danced briefly against each other. The red stick came to life in my pants as she'd made it do so often before. I grabbed her shoulders and pulled her close down onto me, wrestled her a minute trying to kiss her more, and she shook me off and ran away. Like this, she'd managed to tease me yet again. "Take your calabash with you," I shouted from my knees, watching her run off through the corn, throwing it in a long arc after her.





At Mamadou's in the evening, I told him what had happened. We smoked cigarettes after the rice his mother had prepared for us and were tired. "Are you sure it was her?" Mamadou asked me, leaning against the mango trunk, seeming too tired to care. 

"What do you mean?"

"If she didn't go to the fields with you, how can you know for certain that it was her? Genies like to take the shape of people we think we know, and they like to take the shape of women. It causes men problems. The next thing you know, you think you are sleeping with your neighbor's wife. If she didn't go to the fields with you, she could be a genie. You have to be careful. Genies like to torment and embarrass us. That is what they do."

"That was a real girl I kissed out there. That was the real Mazatou."

"What I am saying, Adama," Mamadou said, and released a slow plume of smoke, "is that it could be Mazatou, or it could be a genie. Unless we watched his birth, how can we know that a man does not have a twin?"

"Can a man sleep with a genie?"

"Genies like to trick men into sleeping with them. It gives them pleasure. Then, sooner or later, you reveal your heart to them and they eat your soul."

"If she comes back again, genie or not, I'm not going to let her get away."

"'Genie or not'? Adama, I see now that you're too lost for advice. But maybe it won't cause problems for you. Who knows what kind of power genies have over whites."





She did come again, the very next day. She came at noon, with food. She bowed and presented it to me. "Eat, whiteman. Eat until you are full." I looked at her carefully. Every pore of her seemed to be the same Mazatou who tormented me in the village, so why wouldn't it also be her here now, doing the same? I ate until the rice was gone, then lay on my back and smoked a cigarette. Mazatou kneeled close by, as she had done the day before. She said, "You work too hard. All by yourself." All around us were my growing corn and beans. 

"Work with me," I told her.

"Whiteman, Adama, I can't work with you. What would my grandmother say?" She shuffled forward on her knees. Her face close to mine, she said, "You're Sergio."

"You're Marimar."

"Kiss me, Sergio."

I stubbed the cigarette out in the dirt, exhaled the last of the smoke to the side, then reached and touched her face, and she leaned down with her eyes closed to kiss me. There was still a little rice in my mouth, but she didn't mind. We kissed longer than the day before, and I reached and touched her breast through her blouse. She let me long enough that I felt her hard nipple beneath the thin material. Then I moved to snatch her around the waist, and before I could, she was off again through the rows of corn, her sandals slapping up against the soles of her feet.





Every day went like this until I became as frustrated and flustered as I had been when I'd woken up to her those many mornings pounding rice and shaking her hips at me. She came to my field hut and brought me food, called me Sergio, and we'd kiss like on Marimar. Even my scalp itched from it. Evenings I'd tell Mamadou, and he'd shake his head and look away, warn me about genies. "Maybe it's a genie that likes a fight, Adama. Next time, don't let it go, and make love to it, and it should leave you alone." 

"And if it isn't a genie? If it really is Mazatou?"

"Make love to her, anyway. The rabbit that plays with the leopard is waiting to be eaten."

When I'd see Mazatou in the village and other people were around, she'd act as though we hadn't ever exchanged words; as soon as we were alone, she'd show me her hips and thighs, come close and whisper, "Kiss me like Sergio."

My every thought was of Mazatou, of sating myself in her body, and in doing so, becoming a real man of that place. What else was there to think about in the quiet of night in my hut before sleep? Everyone and everything was satisfying themselves around me just as they wanted. Mazatou had brought me to the point that I would do anything to find satisfaction as well.

"Kiss me like Sergio, Adama whiteman," she said, and bumped my shoulder with her hip as she passed me sharpening my machete that final evening before my hut. I rasped that blade to a razor's edge and decided that next time I would kiss her for good.





That last morning—the last morning I ever woke up to her—Mazatou didn't flirt with me. She pounded her rice with the monotony of a robot, and I could see that something was wrong. "What the matter, Mazatou?" I called to her from my stool.

"My grandmother is sending me back to my village today, Adama. My fiancé hasn't come from Abidjan for me. So now I must go and all our playing will end."


"I'm sorry that he didn't come," I told her, and took up my machete and calabash of water to head out to my farm. 

"Adama, it's all right. We stop crying for rice when we've filled ourselves with yams. Playing with you has been fun."

"Maybe for you," I told her.

"I'll carry food to you today. Bring your red stick. Maybe today is the day I'll finally see it," she said, and winked.

I tried to work out there, but with Mazatou on my mind, I couldn't. I went and lay under the cool shade of my field hut. I hadn't had contact with a woman since coming to the village, just this girl who had frustrated me endlessly for months. The corn was waist-high now, my fields were very healthy. It rained a bit in the late morning, and then the sun came out and burned the rain to steam. Mazatou came through that clearing mist in her colorful wraps and set a calabash of rice beside me. I ate a few mouthfuls and pushed it aside. She crawled to me on her knees. "Kiss me like on Marimar," she said. We kissed awhile, and then she broke away. "You can show me that red stick now."

"Are you sure you want to see it?"

"Yes, Adama, of course."

"And you're not going to run away?"

"Why would I run away?"

"You have every time before!"

"Well, this time I won't."

I didn't trust her, but what choice did I have? I unbuttoned my pants, slid them down, and there was the red stick. She looked at it as if it were a strange creature; it was as red as I had promised. She wrapped her hand around it like a pestle and began to pound it up and down. I drew deep breaths, enjoying: her hand thrummed like a piston; at first I wanted her to slow down; then I didn't; then I stopped breathing altogether. Suddenly, I was at the cusp of release. I grabbed her, pulled her to the ground, rolled and pressed the weight of my body on hers, stripped her wrap free from her thighs, and my stick touched her where it was supposed to go in. Could it have been inside her an instant? With the strength of a girl who pounded rice day after day, she pushed me off, scampered out from under the hut on her hands and knees; I was close on her heels, a goat, a dog, a rooster, a man, everything about me fire, hunger, lust, desire. I grasped for her wraps which flew about her like ribbons, and for a moment, had them in my fingertips. We ran deep into the corn, she just inches away from my outstretched hands, my pants falling around my ankles. Then, as had to be, my pants tripped me. A girl ran through the corn as I shouted her name from the dirt. The force of my pleading raised the lahou birds from the great trees, laughing already as they turned circles through the air, remembering forever this new story I had given them. 
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