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“...when I reach halfway memory lets go of my hand, and a fog rises and covers the faces and places, and I am left clawing about in the dark, lost, and I have to make up the obscured moments as I go along”

—Helon Habila

––––––––
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“We have a very precise image—an image at times shameless—of what we have lost, but we are ignorant of what may follow or replace it.” 

—Jorge Luis Borges
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I

N’Djamena

February 2, 2008
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You begin with knowing air, dust-thick and fog-like from the fluorescents, the air that hovers between ceiling and floor littered with the little you have brought with you. Bags upturned, books and socks scattered. You walk out with the others into rooms you had been in a half-hour before. Before you had seen the figure outside the window, heard the sound of a single gunshot, your father yelling—out of fear? Out of pain?

You had found yourself alone, alone on the other end of the hall. Your family across the way crying, but you couldn’t fit in the crevice where they hid. So you tried to stretch yourself across the wall, so as not to be seen through the windows. Tried to melt into the cream-colored wall, chameleon your skin so that it fit the safe borders.

But the figures outside, no longer one, gather at the kitchen door, and with a single shove of the crowbar, the kitchen gate clatters to the cracked patio.

You stumble with the others into the darkest bedroom. You recognize more than your parents—friends? Your father’s coworkers. Their children. How much do you realize each of them are there? In this moment, you are only shadows scuttling along the silent cement floor. In the bedroom, one of them fiddles with keys at a door leading outside, his hands shaking so strongly he can’t find the right one, can’t get you out.

You hear the figures come into the kitchen, then the hall where you just were. You watch your father walk out to meet them. You hear them speak to him, muffled. You do not know what they are doing but you hear the scuff of their sandals. You find out later they were speaking to your dad and hitting him. Show us where the money is. Hit. Car keys. Hit. Laptop. Hit.

You come face to face with one of them. A boy, just like you. He is wearing a zipped-up AC Milan jacket. Nervous, because he did not expect to find you, hiding with the others in the back bedroom. He stands taller, wets the dry roof of his mouth. Asks for all you have. One man gives him his advance of three months’ salary, just received in a paper envelope. Another, a cell phone. The boy takes these. He looks to his right, opens a desk drawer, stares at what’s inside. Shuts it without taking anything.

He is gone. They are gone. One by one, vehicles out in the yard light up, back out until the yard is empty. The rooms, empty. Only the air is full. Latent, static.

You walk out with the others, adrenaline anointing your forehead, pouring down your shoulders like holy water. The house has been overturned—in minutes made to look like harmattan-swept fields. Belongings scattered, a fresh layer of dust caking the soles of your feet. Above, the lightbulbs buzz. A moth taps the glass, desiring to be let in. 

You go to your small backpack where you left it. Its contents are missing except for the toothbrush, change of clothes. You are grateful for the breath you take, the heart whose rhythm’s slowed.

We’ll go to the landlord’s, someone speaks. The voice so loud it seems gun-fresh, like the looters’ warning shot. 

Alley cats, you and the others peer out the street gate. Empty. You scurry across the way. The landlord’s son comes out to meet you. Knew something was wrong when the shot sounded from this street and not the other streets, the ones still covered with today’s bullet casings. You file in with the others. Into the yard—mango tree, a radio with a wire stretching up to the tip of the brick wall, glass shard guarded. A woman’s voice on the radio, French. Sounding off the world’s news. A football transfer. A monsoon in India. Another war a thousand kilometers away.  

With your mother, you are invited into the room of the landlord’s wife. Plush carpets. Low couches covered in pink polyester with gold trim. She gives you biscuits. Guava juice. You thank her. She turns on the television. A soap opera. Tomorrow you will watch the same screen as Gaddafi shakes his fist, says he has negotiated a ceasefire between your president and the rebels. You will see this news as a helicopter is hit by a rocket-propelled grenade above you. You will hear the clips emptied again in the streets. You will feel the walls shudder like ribcages.



You have left the room of your companions. Left them to steep in their own sorrowful talk. To see their room fade and crumble around. Crumble to rubble, but still they remain talking. You walked out a body, became a shadow. You became a shadow that tries to get back. Tries to find its flesh again.



You are driving somewhere in Maryland, the highway packed with four-lanes of 70 mph drivers, when you receive the call. Your wife picks up, and you can tell from the way she responds that something is wrong. It’s your father, and you can decipher that you need to call him back. Some difficult news. When you arrive at your destination—where your wife’s aunt and uncle live—you go into a room and shut the door. You hold the phone up, feel the dead weight of your heart sink into the void of gut, knowing that some terrible thing has happened to someone you love. The familiar feeling. The same feeling that doesn’t lessen or worsen but only remains the same rattling pain, down to your bone core. 

“It’s Madri,” your father says when you finally press to return his call.

It’s as if you knew. Your father starts to talk. Madri was riding his motorcycle to work in the morning. There was an accident—the circumstances unclear. They took him to the hospital, medicated him, released him. After several hours at home, the hospital calls back to say they need to see him again immediately. When next he is admitted, he does not exit the hospital again alive. 

You start to gasp, the realization shifting to the slow-drip knowing that a close friend, a brother to you and your brother, a son to your father, is gone and is not coming back. No more tea underneath the hajlij tree. No more of that sheepish grin, the leaning back behind his office desk, pausing work always for conversation. No more spotting him a long way off, coming down the road, slender and confident. The man every person in the neighborhood felt blessed to be greeted by, to know as a friend, to be treated as family. You feel again the distance of ocean. You know the wailing and the weeping and the ripping of clothing that is happening back home. You know the wind is kicking up at dusk now, and the cows are coming into town, and the maghrib muezzin is sounding the call to prayer as rows of men ablute themselves, pray along the streets, then meander to Madri’s home. You know the streets are swelling with those who’ve come to mourn a brother, too. 

But you are not there to join them.



The rooms of your house are empty. The windows let in the wind like taking in breath. You turn and find in one room a skeleton, a shape of what you once were, and you realize spirit has been separated from flesh. You hover strangely above the ground, floating around as if in one moment the wind could dissipate you into a thousand scattered particles. Return to the dust that made you. Return to the air that formed you. This is, after all, the cleaving knife that separated your soul and body down to the core. Rent apart, there is no return to your previous state. When the air and earth were one. When body and soul spoke to one another.

Spirit of a ghost.



A hush spreads throughout the men gathered on the mat as the faki raises his two hands in prayer, lacing his supplication with the names of God and the delicate words of the Quran. There is time as he prays for the falcon overhead to cross from one horizon to the other. When he lowers his hands, Madri’s brother Djamile leans forward to whisper his new baby girl’s name into the faki’s ear. Like wakened wind through rainy season gesh, the name passes from man to man, until it reaches you, lounging beside Madri, his lips parted in the proud smile of an uncle.

You lean forward, inquire what his new niece’s name is. “Sakina,” he replies. Peace, you know it means. Serenity. How soon your friend will find his own peace in the soot-cloud future. 

“Now let me ask you the name of your girlfriend.” Madri’s eyes light with humor. 

“Melinda,” you tell him.

“Me-lin-da,” he tastes the word. “Your sadikti must be beautiful.”



You have pictures of that final flight from Ati when you and your parents were to return to America, leaving behind the dust-covered town you’d name as home for almost a decade. There is Madri standing quietly. Imam, too, and Issa, Mahamat Tahir, Al Goni, and Abdelmadjid. The Sahel wind whips around their clothes, waves forever solidified in a photo. Each has a somber look on his face. You know it was mirrored in your own. 

Like many erasures, those who have passed on disappear from the picture. Madri dying. Al Goni traveling across countries for an education. You intend to visit again soon, to wrestle with the pain of their different departures. But for those who have remained behind, what will you say to them? How can you express your grief for a lost friend? How can you express your regret for the poor efforts you have taken to reach out across the oceanic divide in the years since? How will you find the words?



You have returned. Footprints in a thick layer of dust. Suitcases with airplane tags in a pile in the corner. You lie in your bed and listen to the street sounds with the lights outside shining through the shutters, webbing shadows over your face. Crickets tick away the hours from underneath the bed. Outside, two men are talking, but you only hear sounds and not words. A motorcycle takes minutes to whir by and minutes more to fade into the night. 

A bang from the street, and you are awake, heart beating faster. But you can no longer think of emptied gun clips. You must sleep even when a car backfires.



You ride the escalator down to the departure lounge for what the airline has deemed second-class citizens—an un-remodeled sea of plastic chairs packed with men and women dressed in everything from grand boubous to abayas, jellabiyas to pin-striped suits. Glass walls frame the packed area with signs reading Bamako, Khartoum, Doula, N’Djamena. It’s the last sign you find yourself under as the boarding announcement is made.

The people swarming the counter look like an assortment of the people you’ve known since childhood—the wealthy N’Djamena boy with Nikes and a button-up shirt, playing some video game in one hand while slurping a milkshake in the other; two conservatively dressed teenagers who must be brothers, their captaniyes immaculately pressed clean so that yards of fabric lie so straight their polyester fibers catch the recessed lights above like a mirror; even a white woman, some medical or aid worker—the kind of person you would encounter at night, at a bar or standing outside the house gate, always another white person asking questions—Why have you come? What can you offer?—and you hardly haveing answers.

When you board and find your seat by the window, a whole troop of teenagers come down the aisle and nudge each other as they unsling their bags before taking a seat to cycle through all the movies available on their seat console. 

“Adoudou, make sure my bag fits up there,” one boy urges his friend who has an aisle seat, handing him a backpack to be placed in the overhead compartment. Adoudou finds a crack between the luggage, proceeds to cram the bag in there. “Be gentle!” 

It is now that a five-year absence collapses in the space of a second. You find yourself surrounded again by the cadence of Arabic—and not the Arabic of Jordan or Cairo or Saudi, the Arabic everyone assumes you’ll understand but strain to—no, the Arabic of home, the slang-filled hybrid of street-French and Arabic and other words coming from the corners of the Sahel.

You listen to the others talk about the airline food, the weather, the stuffy seats. You listen to an old man in a grand boubou complain about his sore leg. “I went to Abu Dhabi for a consultation,” he tells a businessman next to him. “But they said it cannot be operated on. I am too old,” he chuckles to himself.

You watch as an elderly mother, ailing yet still dressed in her finest, is uprooted along with her adult children by a Nigerian man holding up his ticket and pointing at the seat number. The woman and her children shuffle to the row of seats behind and sit down with a collective huff.  

When the plane lands in Kano for a brief stop-off and the humid Sahel summer air seeps into the cabin, you feel the realness of return to the African continent: the latent scent at midnight in the weeks leading up to rainy season, when the bugs start to slowly increase in numbers, and the air suspends itself in a wet blanket of humidity. Fresh life waiting—if only the clouds would open up and release their stores. Sometimes, you trick yourself into catching the same smells in America, in April when that perfect mix of dust and wet get mixed together in the air. But even then you know it to be a poor substitute.
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