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“A good head and a good heart are always a formidable combination. But when you add to that a literate tongue or pen, then you have something very special.” – Nelson Mandela
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BINTOU:

Timbuctou, Mali

With a white-gloved hand, Bintou Sissoko turned the page of the ancient manuscript. She longed to caress the page, to trace her finger along the ancient words as one might touch a lover’s cheek, but the antiques department forbade such touching.

The dim light of the examination room minimized the damage to the rough-edged deckled papyrus but made it difficult to examine the faded brown ink. She squinted, trying to tell if the marks spelled the Jahanka word for “wife” or “concubine.” The meaning would change based on the proper translation, but either the scribe ran out of ink on the downward slash of the letter, or something scraped it away in the intervening seven hundred years. 

While leaning back to stretch, Bintou raised her arms, pulling muscles taut to relieve her spine. As she leaned forward again, a sneeze exploded, showering the workspace with droplets.

Horrified, she examined the manuscript, but it had escaped damage. She glanced around, making sure no one had witnessed her gaffe. Bintou breathed more easily, but her nose tickled again. This time, she turned away from the precious documents and aimed her sneeze toward the floor.

She should finish for the day. Two sneezes in a row might herald a cold, and she didn’t dare put more manuscripts at risk. As the only person qualified for this position, she wouldn’t get in trouble for truancy. Still, Bintou’s work ethic kept her in the examination room for long hours when she got into a project. Only five hundred native speakers of Jahanka remained and none lived in Timbuctou. Of those who spoke the language, only ten could read it. None of them had clearance for the archival examination rooms of Sankore Institute. 

After replacing the protective covering on the tome, she returned it to a storage shelf, shut the drawer, and switched on the vacuum seal. When her language talents had been verified, the university created her position. They had yet to find a language she couldn’t puzzle out, given enough samples and some context. At first, Bintou didn’t understand all the words, backing up her natural talent with scholarship. However, her talent increased over the last few months. Whether from practice, discipline, or some other factor, she could read any language. Bintou reveled in the luxury of examining ancient texts, some considered untranslatable for hundreds of years. 

Sometimes, she dreamt of the stories she read, echoes from a forgotten age speaking through her hands. Tales about Sogolon, the Buffalo Woman, who birthed a line of kings, or Mee-An and the Magic Serpent. Legends of the Yumboes, spirits of the dead, helping those in need. Ifrit and Djinn in Islam lore. The truth of these legends ran through her memory like a movie she watched as a child, filling in the context behind the words.

She hadn’t published any of her translations. They needed verification before the university would publish them and finding such confirmation had proved difficult. The minimum level involved finding a native speaker to validate the words made sense in context. Until another scholar familiar with the language accredited her work, they must remain unknown.

Which might never happen for many works.

Bintou didn’t care. She loved the work for its own sake, and the translations existed in her mind now. She made electronic copies for her own reading pleasure. To slip into the daily lives of a twelfth century Imam or a fifteenth century queen gave her intense satisfaction and delight.

Now she must shed the comfort blanket of her work and enjoy the evening. Bintou’s best friend, Fadimata, texted her to meet at their favorite coffee shop after work. Her shoulder muscles had grown tight from bending over the desk, and she needed time for gossiping with women to loosen her mind and soften her soul. History delighted her, but it gave her hard, hide-bound edges she’d rather smooth down.

She met Fadimata at their table. Ten, maybe fifteen years ago, two women enjoying an evening at such a place would have been forbidden. But the local mayor, while he remained a devout Muslim, also believed in progressive rules for women. Bintou enjoyed the freedom his laws allowed as an adult, single Muslim woman with money to spend. 

The women drank thick, sweet coffee while several musicians played traditional instruments in the square, like an American dance-off. One group played a tune, the next played the same tune, but with more embellishments, then a third upped the ante. 

Fadimata leaned across the table as the end of a song faded into the dusty night. “Do you know who wrote me an email today? You’ll never guess, not in a million years!”

Bintou gave her friend a sly smile. “Who, Mansa Musa?”

Fadimata giggled and glanced sideways at the musicians. “No, silly. Someone you know.”

While rolling her eyes, Bintou took a sip of her drink. “I know many people, Fadi. In fact, I know more than you. That gives me no clue.”

Fadimata gave a sly glance before she pursed her lips. “I’m not sure I want to tell you, if you’re going to be like that.”

She leaned back and sipped her coffee again, drawing the nonchalance around her like a shawl. “As you please. It makes little difference to me.”

Bintou waited as the information bubbled inside of her friend. Soon, it would burst, and Fadi wouldn’t be able to contain herself. She’d witnessed her friend trying to hold secrets before, always an amusing process. 

“Well, it’s someone you haven’t seen for over a year.”

That narrowed down the field, but still not enough for her to venture a guess. However, a sneaking suspicion formed, since Fadi acted so cagey about it. The email might be from someone she didn’t want to speak to again.

Fadi raised her eyebrows. “Someone who moved to Europe.”

Ya Ibn el Sharmouta. She meant Ibrahim. Bintou gripped her mug, willing herself to be wrong. Her friend wouldn’t be able to hold the information much longer. 

Fadi’s smile grew as she realized Bintou had figured out her puzzle.

Bintou let out a long-suffering sigh. “Just tell me, Fadi. I know what you’re going to say.”

Her eyes half-lidded in a haughty expression, Fadimata delivered her news like the Seneschal to the queen, bringing tidings from a neighboring kingdom. “Ibrahim is loving Ireland. He lives in Galway and works at the university antiquities department. He thinks we should come for a visit.”

Bintou kept her voice even. “I’m happy for him. But what does that have to do with me? We are no longer together. He made that quite clear when he left Timbuctou.”

“He says,” Fadi stopped to sip her drink, savoring the full effect of the dramatic pause, “He says he misses you, and wants to send you an email. Would you welcome an email?”

A flood of painful memories hammered Bintou’s mind. The dark, beautiful man who took Egyptology and Ethiopian Studies with her, the whirlwind romance across three semesters, and his sudden, agonizing departure when he graduated. Bintou ached to be in his arms, but she also never wanted to see him again.

“He can email if he desires. I don’t promise to read it.”

Fadimata settled back with her coffee and a smug smile, pleased to have gotten her assent, or at least no abhorrence to her suggestion. Bintou retreated to a maelstrom of disturbing thoughts, flashes of memory, and a troubled walk home afterward.

*****
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BINTOU TOOK OFF HER mudcloth wraparound dress and slipped on her robe. She loved vivid colors and wore them whenever she could. The bright orange floral print set off her red-black skin. However, the thick fabric worked better as outdoor wear. She preferred a soft linen robe for indoors. 

She popped a packet of rice into the microwave and took out some vegetables, chickpeas, and herbs. Bintou had no skill at cooking, but she loved a hot meal in the evening. Her mind whirled with memories of Ibrahim cooking for her as she waited for the rice to heat.

When it dinged, she mixed up the veg, herbs, and peas, pouring it over the rice. Plate and fork in hand, she sat on the sofa in front of her television, rather than her computer monitor. If Ibrahim already emailed her, she’d be tempted to reply right away. Better to let him wait. Would she be angry or nostalgic when she read his note? Or maybe he wouldn’t write after all. She didn’t wish to be rejected again. Bintou stared at the laptop, folded flat on her desk.

With determination, she took a bite and picked up the television remote. Something must be on to take her mind off him. 

French news showed on the one public Malian station. She detested the French news, a reminder of their colonial history. She didn’t watch enough television to invest in the expensive and limited cable options. With pressed lips, she flicked it off again, taking another bite of dinner.

The radio held her interest for a while. The local community station spoke of a football meet on the weekend, and then descended into a political haranguing of a local council member. 

Bintou finished her dinner in silence, washed the dish and fork, and then, with deliberation, opened her laptop. She checked her news site and social media before daring to open her email.

Three emails appeared as unread. One from Fadimata, the subject line blaring in all capital letters, “I TOLD YOU HE WOULD WRITE!” The second email came from her boss, Oumar. She opened that one before even glancing at the third.

Oumar needed to speak with her before she left work the next day. She first thought that she’d damaged the manuscript after all, but then he mentioned a routine performance review. Bintou let out a breath of relief. She loved her job and did it well. She shouldn’t fear a performance review. Bintou didn’t always get along with her boss, but he left her to her own devices. He trusted her to do her work.

With a deep breath, she looked at the third email. Yes, it came from Ibrahim. The subject line read, “Catching up.” How cute. As if they were old mates, about to have a beer together in an American bar.

With a great deal of trepidation, she clicked the email open.

My dear Bintou:

I have missed you so much since I left our beloved Mali. However, I have made a new, wonderful home in this foreign land. The hills are green, and the people are friendly. While it is more difficult to keep the tenets of our Faith in this far country, I found a small community here who follows the ways of Allah. There is a wealth of antiquities in the universities. In addition, there are ancient settlements all across this land. You would have a delightful time exploring all it has to offer!

I would very much like you to visit. I have some exciting local documents to show you and would be more than happy to pay your travel costs. Will you come? I long to touch your cheek, my dear. Your sweet smile haunts my dreams, and I wake with your taste on my lips.

Bintou let out a snort. He’d always been a sucker for melodramatic poetry.

I can understand if you hesitate. Our parting had regrettable aspects, to say the least. But I, for one, bear no ill will, and I pray you feel the same. Every time I find something fascinating, I think how wonderful it would be to show you. Please say you will at least consider my offer? I will wait to hear from you, my dearest.

- Ibrahim Traore

Why should she even consider something like this? He’d broken her heart, and she’d no say in the matter. They had no discussion, no possibility of argument. Ibrahim told her a week after graduating that he’d accepted a position with the National University of Ireland in Galway. An exciting, exotic place in the far north, away from the strictures of Islam and the dust of the desert. Far away from her, as well. 

She might not have felt so betrayed if he’d asked her to come. But the idea had likely never crossed his mind. He made his arrangements, said goodbye to his friends, and hopped on a plane.

Bintou had been one of his friends, nothing else. A “friend with benefits,” as they say in America. 

Now, he emailed her, begging her to join him? Now? After so much time? 

Why would she even think about it? And yet the notion wormed into her brain, like the forgotten word of an obscure language. It tickled at the back of her mind, tapping the glass for attention until she turned to confront what she craved.

Bintou wanted Ibrahim. She always had. And now he’d given her a path to return to his embrace.

Disgusted, she shut the laptop and laid her head on her arms. She would never, ever dream of crying in public, but in the sanctuary of her own home, she burst out in angry, frustrated tears.

For the first time in years, Bintou wished she still lived with her parents, but they moved to Egypt after she started University. She’d worked hard to stay here, in her own flat, living an independent life. Despite all that, she ached for a hug from her mother.

After lifting her head, she mopped up the damp pool of tears from her laptop case and made herself tea. “Many of the world’s problems are lightened with a good cup of tea,” her grandmother always said. While the leaves steeped, she thought about her boss and the upcoming performance review.
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