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IN THE END,
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LOVE.


MUSA
OKWONGA





PART ONE:
Righteous Migrants


What happened to the winds that sent the slave ships?


Some of these gusts are proud that they filled those ancient sails.


You could hear them above Berlin on election night,


Hailing the arrival of the moonlight and far-right;


You could hear them whistling through the corridors


Of the Holocaust memorial, slapping its stone walls and floors,


Gasping applause.


What happened to the winds that sent the slave ships?


Some of these breezes, still thick with guilt,


Now speed refugees towards Europe;


Impatient to atone,


They toss yet more dark bodies into the foam.


What happened to the winds that sent the slave ships?


Some of this air is in the best of health,


Since it has forgiven itself:


I was simply swept along by the prevailing mood,


There was nothing I could do.


What happened to the winds that sent the slave ships?


Some of these hurricanes remain enraged;


You can hear them in the chests of activists


Who stand across from fascists in Spandau:


They are the howls of every African child, woman and man drowned.


These winds have always resisted With every major and minor breath—


Whether forming storms that left the slaver’s ship a wreck


Or sending mischievous wafts to blow the hats from masters’ heads.


What happened to the winds that sent the slave ships?


None of them have retired:


They’ve migrated to Germany in their millions,


And you can find the righteous ones


Whispering through its capital city at weekends,


Slipping through a window to cool a queer couple after a long afternoon of love:


Or sighing through the barbecues at Tempelhofer Feld,


Content that there is still a world that knows how freedom smells.





 


Berlin Is Not Germany.


Sooner or later Berlin will punch you in the stomach. When it does, please try not to take this personally—instead, try to treat it as a passport stamp, as a sign of your arrival. You won’t get on here if you don’t. If you hang around long enough, it will give you a kiss on the forehead, it will invite you to the less harsh parts of itself.


You won’t know when the blow is coming or where the blow is coming from, but if it takes over a year to strike then you should be highly suspicious. The longer you wait, the more likely it is to be cataclysmic: there is a good chance that, like an inefficient yet vengeful tax collector, it is merely getting ready to collect an epic debt.


Berlin is not Germany, people will tell you. What they mean, of course, is that Berlin is not like the rest of Germany. But Berlin is deeply German. If each of this country’s towns are members of the same family, then Berlin is merely the mischievous sibling that ran away from home. While Munich and Frankfurt each got themselves a mortgage, Berlin hooked up with an older partner and took a couple of bar jobs.


Berlin is not a city for grown-ups. They will say that, and think it is true, but they are wrong. Berlin is often terrifyingly adult. Innocence doesn’t linger here. To survive here, you need to be at least half wolf. What they mean is: Berlin is as volatile as an angry adolescent. Other cities can’t match its emotional extremes. To live in Berlin, you must actually have something of the parent about you—you need to tolerate the town as it surges through its range of mood swings.


Ah, mood swings. Though Berlin is a place of extreme seasons, this city’s divergent turns are not confined to the weather. Its inhabitants will shock you with acts of rudeness and kindness, often in the course of the same day. For that reason, you might find Berlin addictive. If so, that’s because it’s both too much and not nearly enough. You can saturate yourself in this city, but still find yourself deprived.


People will often ask what brought you to Berlin—and they will often ask it in just those words, as if you were summoned here. Perhaps, in some sense, you were. Living in Berlin, if not quite a calling, is compelling. It takes a particular breed to come here, and a different sort altogether to stay. Soon enough, this city will tell you which type you are.


***


What Brought You To Berlin?


Everyone asks you this. You answer glibly—that you came here to do four things: to write during the day, to see your friends during the evening, to fall in love, and to stay in love.


But that’s not the root of it. You came here to disappear. For the first few months you are in Berlin you are largely invisible, or at least as invisible as a dark-skinned black man in an overwhelmingly white city can be. The colours of your clothes mimic those of the city: concrete, tarmac, plaster. You wish to be as innocuous as a cobblestone.


You have had a suspiciously perfect start to life here. Perhaps Berlin can sense that it must go easy on you at first, that you are not yet battle- ready. Miraculously, you end up renting the very first flat that you view. It’s on the first floor on a quiet street in the near east of the city; all warm wooden floors and buttermilk walls, it’s your own small corner of honeycomb. Your landlady, a kind, softly-spoken knitwear designer, knows how hard it is for Africans to find places to rent here. She tells you the story of her three Moroccan friends with well-paying jobs who visited Berlin for a month, and who could barely get any apartment viewings in that time. I think, she says smiling, that my flat will be safe with you.


You feel safe here. It’s not far from the centre of town, but your nearest train station is one which few people outside your area have heard of. You’ve only been here a few months, and to your delight you are already beginning to vanish.


***


Berlin Is Still Going Too Well.


Winter has arrived. The sky is sealed shut, closed until spring. The wind is a true Berliner; whenever it meets you in the street, it charges rudely past, convinced its destination is more important than yours. It whips through the city, hostile as a cocked pistol, barging through doors with the cold tucked under one arm.


Despite the weather’s severe welcome, Berlin is still going too well. You have made several new friends. You are seeing a woman you met through the literature scene, and she gives you a happiness—a sense of calm, and comfort—that you didn’t dare imagine. She believes in your writing. She is wonderful. You are told you often overcomplicate things when it comes to relationships, but this feels easy, so you allow yourself to enjoy it. You are not sure how things turned out so well—to be with someone so kind, so concerned about the world around them, so purposeful in their work. You float forwards, enveloped by love.


***


A Never-ending Blizzard Of Syllables.


There are many foods that have attracted your interest since you arrived in Germany, but the most intriguing of all these must be the schnitzel. You are fascinated by the schnitzel because it is not so much a meal as a thorough assault on the very concept of hunger itself. A thinnish slab of meat coated in breadcrumbs, it is a huge item, typically filling two-thirds of your plate. The largest one you have seen is not much smaller than a paving stone.


The schnitzel is Austrian but the Germans have adopted it with the vigour that the English have taken to curry. It is one of several immigrants to dinner tables in east Berlin, the more recent arrivals being Italian, Lebanese, Syrian, Colombian, Portuguese and Sudanese, but it stands apart from them in one crucial respect: it is generally consumed without the accompaniment of sauce. This is something you do not understand—this dish is biscuit-dry but many Germans eat it with no moisture other than a dash of lemon juice.


The startling dryness of schnitzel is in keeping with the Germans’ apparently robust attitude to discomfort. When you first have a hangover in the city, you go looking for painkillers on Sunday morning, only to find that every chemist in your area is shut till tomorrow. It feels like a punishment for getting hammered. The next time you have a hangover, you have long since invested in painkillers—but then you find that they are not as strong as the ones you bought in Britain, and still leave you with a substantial ache, as if to make you suffer a little further for your drunkenness.


German bureaucracy makes you work for it too. You have learned to treat each new avalanche of admin as different stages of an assault course, at the end of which you will achieve integration in German society. The language sometimes seems like a neverending blizzard of syllables, even to someone who studied it at school. But slowly, gently, you make your way, dealing with the Künstlersozialkasse, acquiring your Anmeldungsbestätigung. Each month, you pass a new test; each month, the place you fled fades from view.


***


A Bath Of Stars.


There is a specific time and date you have been fearing for much of your adult life. When that moment passes, you will be precisely one second older than your father was when he died, and you will have precisely no idea what to do next.


When your father died, he was just eighteen days from his forty-first birthday. He was in a helicopter when it was brought down by surface- to-air fire shortly after take-off, and you have been carrying the weight of his death for much of your life. He was a refugee from conflict, but he returned to his country a few years later to fight for its future. He had a young family, and was therefore making the ultimate gamble. He lost it, and you have been haunted by that loss ever since. For the longest time, you have walked around with a deeply-held fear that you would somehow drop dead at the age of forty. You will never set foot inside a helicopter.


You haven’t yet decided how you will spend that day, when you finally outlive him. Perhaps, you think, you might fly to Crete; which is about as close as you can get to the continent of your heritage, without actually going there. Setting foot upon the soil of Africa would be too traumatic. There, to mark this milestone, you’d planned to get a meal in a restaurant by the sea, and at the given hour raise your glass to the horizon. You’ve made it, you’d think.


In truth, you don’t know what you’d think. You don’t know what your father would make of the life you’ve made for yourself—whether he’d be proud. Though he has been dead since you were four, his opinion still matters. There hasn’t been a year when it hasn’t.


Though you’re almost your father’s age, you are still working so many things out. In some ways, he was so far ahead of you—he had four children by the time of his death, and currently you don’t have any. They say that everyone’s life is to be lived as their own, but it’s hard enough just escaping the templates of your parents. You can’t dodge comparisons—when you are tired, you even hold up your head with the same hand he did. Your mother asks why you do that. There is so much to worry about, you tell her, that your head feels heavy. She pauses, and replies, that is exactly what your father said.


You have often wondered what he would make of the life you have chosen, whether he would be proud of your direction. You can’t say for sure, but you fear that he—one of the first black consultant surgeons in the UK, a prominent man in his community—might be underwhelmed. Because what are you? What have you achieved? You are a writer, making work that is far below his potential.


You have already chosen the restaurant in Crete, and the specific dish. It is a mix of meat and fish, a platter you had last time you visited the island. You will ask for the same wine you had last time too, a thick and fruity red, which you drank alone at a table at two a.m. as a group of locals danced by. What will you do once you outlive your father? You don’t know—you can’t know. That is why you will be eating heavily. You hope you will be drunk enough and full enough so that you won’t need to think about it immediately, that you will make it back to your hotel room before you pass out. Or, better still, you will make it down to the top of the beach, where it will be late by then and you will sit with your knees tucked up to your chin and try to spot that point where the horizon meets the night. You know from the last time you were here that you will be unable to. Instead you will watch as the slowly-drifting sea perfectly reflects the skies overhead and the entire view becomes a bath of stars.


***


Running Through The Snow With Unicorns.


One winter evening, you’ll go to football training with your friends, your local team whose nickname is The Unicorns. There’ll only be about a dozen of you; the other thirteen members of your squad couldn’t make it, giving excuses of varying quality. Some of them have had to work late, others have commitments to their family and their partners, and—you suspect—others still have been dissuaded by the cold. You saw the chill this morning, the frost leaving its palmprints across your kitchen windows, and you thought right then: yes, I’m definitely playing tonight.


Long before you first arrived in Berlin, you were warned about the winter. An Italian friend told you how she had arrived there one summer and survived just six months, the sun fleeing the country in late December and not returning till the last few days of spring had stumbled away. When some of your friends discuss the winter, they do so in quietly respectful, almost fearful tones, as if it were a mythical beast who might be trying to eavesdrop on their conversation. Are you ready for the Berlin winter? they ask you. With just enough swagger to hide your anxiety, you reply: Wrong question. Is the Berlin winter ready for me?
You promptly run out to buy a week’s worth of thermal underwear.


They have often said that African footballers can’t handle cold conditions—and, though strictly speaking you are British, you feel an urge to represent Uganda tonight. Your parents came from that country’s northern region, and your grandfather coached its football team; somehow, thousands of miles from where he first took his players for training, you are paying an ancient homage. You put on your tattered national jersey, a black short-sleeved shirt with red and yellow trim and the badge bearing a crested crane, and you head out there. The few of you who make it to training are notably proud of yourselves, and the snow has the decency to wait until you have finished to flood the playing field. Within fifteen minutes of the final kick, the astroturf has been turned entirely white. You don’t think your friends know what this laughter, this camaraderie means to you, and you can’t tell them—not because it would make things awkward, but because it would interrupt this gorgeous moment.


A few days later you are talking with some friends and one of them mentions that they found it difficult to meet good people in Berlin. You think then of a story about your football team, and what they did one afternoon. One of the members of your team sent a group text message that he was having relationship trouble, and one of the others asked him to meet him at a particular bar within an hour. An hour later, the friend in distress was being comforted and consoled by three of his fellow players. You have seen many groups of female friends support each other like this, but not male ones; what is remarkable for men is routine for women. You wonder if it is Berlin that has enabled this, a city so stark in its challenges that it forces people to form unusually strong bonds. It could be this, but you have to give greater credit to your team’s coach and captain. He truly understood that a football team is about much more than what happens on the pitch, that what matters most is everything before the first whistle blows.


***


Until You Have Fixed What Is Wrong With You.


Your partner shatters you, which is the only way she can guarantee you will not want her back. She returns from some time spent outside the city and casually asks if you are free for some food. You can’t wait to see her, you arrange to meet at your favourite restaurant, you arrive and order some food, and then within fifteen minutes you are in tears.


The moment you sit down she starts on you. She tells you that her best friends do not like you, that her flatmate does not like you, that her siblings do not like you. Horrified, you ask if this means that she does not like you. She shrugs. You ask if this means she wants to break up with you. She says, if that is what you want. She cannot say it herself. She then leaves. Your pizza arrives and the waiter is kind enough not to make eye contact. You do not eat a single mouthful and you cannot bring yourself to enter that restaurant for another eighteen months.
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