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To A. D. and Diana


For your dreams and the dreams they’ve begotten









Stay close to any sounds that make 
you glad you are alive.


HAFIZ









AUTHOR’S NOTE


On the day the second draft of this novel was due, a dust storm from the Sahara Desert traveled west, sprinkling cars with African dust and tinting the evening sky gold in parts of the UK and Ireland. Such a storm occurs at least once a year and illustrates a truth that otherwise remains amorphous: the reality that our world is but one place.


I wanted to write a novel that could do what the dust storm does: say a great deal about our shared experience in an organic, tangible way, and from this intention, They Dream in Gold came about. Rather than centering the external racial pressures that often drive narratives around Blackness and Black identity, I wanted to reckon with another important reality: the questions that arise and the transformation that occurs when different cultures within a diaspora are intimately engaged with one another.


Like the storm, the exploration of these ideas in fiction revealed to me the blurriness of the lines that divide us. How the cultures we all claim such rigid and separate allegiance to are perhaps necessarily and inherently enmeshed. That origin is not only a long-established point in the annals of our history, but also an internal, living place to which we all are constantly returning, in our lifelong struggle to be and know who we are.










PART



ONE










I.


THE INGREDIENTS


Switzerland, 1969


1. HIS PILLOW RUPTURES between her knees. Feathers plucked from the breasts of live geese burst into the darkness of the room. She watches them by the flashes of the storm’s lightning. Some descend into the gaps of the floorboards; others wilt between the poles of the hot water pipes. They land in her palms, along her pregnant stomach, and on the meeting of her thighs.


August, the third month since his departure, begins today and Mansour and his musicians have still not returned from their three-week tour of Spain. The last of her American cash has now been converted into francs, then tokens, and emptied into the phone booth around the corner. She’s memorized the flat note of the dial tone. Having not reached him since May, she is finally imagining the worst.


Frantic, swollen, urinating often, she goes about naked beneath her nightgown as the night ends. For several days, she has found calm in smoking out of her small attic window and watching the summer storm rage through Switzerland. And though the storm has not left, this morning, fondling the nightstand as the sun rises, she discovers that her last cigarette is gone.


With the dawn, a mix of frying tomatoes, couscous, and dehydrated fish rises from the kitchen below. Beside it, the living room downstairs houses the restaurant of Mansour’s mother, Eva, and the grand opening is two days away.


In feverish preparation, Mama Eva and her three sisters become the enemy of all rest. There has been the clattering of clay dishes; the destruction of garlic, shallots, and pepper grains with mortars and pestles; the pounding of cassava; the rise and fall of the women’s frantic voices. But then, always, comes the good thing—the music they play: the fiery blare of the horns, the contrary percussion.


Whenever Bonnie needs to let more in, to get closer to the sound, there is a loose floorboard she can shift in the middle of her large, empty attic that will send it through.


It is Cuban music, but the singers don’t sing in Spanish. They sing in Wolof, Bambara, Peule, Kikongo. She once read that the founders of the genre were Afro-Cubans whose records first came out on Victrolas some forty years before. Records recorded in brothels and steaming kitchens; harmonies perfected on the wet earth between shacks. Records the recorded never saw a penny from. The Second World War helped carry those same albums to the Congo, where the people made the sound their own, a first stop before it then made its way across the continent.


Bonnie’s favorite record is also Mama’s favorite. It has been played so often that there is a scratch right before the second chorus. Bonnie chuckles when, just like the day before, the record skips and the women lose their place in the backup vocals, their cacophony briefly quieting down to a disappointed silence.
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Some of us are helpless before melodies, our great plans for our lives escalated or abandoned with a singer’s choice to wail or wait. This is Bonnie’s nature. Her mother’s too. Growing up in Paris with Claudine—a Black American who’d come to dance with an Allied ballet troupe during the Second World War—Bonnie’s family of two had no traditions, no holidays, few visitors. She knew nothing of the place in the world she and her mother came from, and as a child she believed that they had come from sound.


The spines of albums stuck out from the cabinets where food should have been. Some albums lived in the bathtub, so they took to taking showers. She addressed her diary entries to Ella Fitzgerald and Johnny Hartman, swearing them to secrecy in each.


Please do not tell my mother that I am keeping the gutter cat in the closet. Do not tell her that I made friends with the girl downstairs. Do not tell my mother that my new friend brings me boiled eggs when she forgets to make me dinner.


Her childhood was marked by hunger. Dinner could be stewed leeks and chicken thighs, or the gray dust on the cabinetry when her mother disappeared for days at a time. Twice it was the tulips on the windowsill (first the petals, then the leaves, then the stems). Often famished, Bonnie slept and woke throughout the day, never truly leaving either state. So sleep and wakefulness were her first toys: the balls she juggled, the paints she mixed, as she explored the limits of consciousness. At six, she dreamed of levitation and learned how to change the course of her nightmares by breathing through her nose (inhale and hold), a fading dream reignited by tightening her fists. And by seven, she could bring Sarah Vaughan from a dream and onto the Paris apartment floor to sing beside her. The pensive singer smelled like roads, humming gently until Bonnie’s inevitable exhalation made her disappear.


Her memories of childhood are like this: wispy mixes of dreams and reality, of days alone turning into weeks. His absence has brought those days to mind again.


The night before Mansour set off for Spain, she had whispered her fondest memory of levitation into his ear: her and her mother slow dancing to Nat Cole, just a few inches above ground. He had lifted her up and they danced in the silence.









2. BONNIE DOES NOT usually eat with Mama and her sisters. She had retreated after suffering through the questions his mother asked her the first time they dined on the patio: Her father’s name? Her grandfather’s name? Her mother’s address? Simple questions she could not answer. Questions that introduced her to a shame she had not felt before. Black American, for his mother, also seemed to be an incomplete self-definition. She seemed to be asking something else, for something greater, when she asked Bonnie where her people were from.


Bonnie has since kept her distance, so even after months in the house, she is still treated like a guest: her food brought to the attic door on a tray under cloth napkins. But today Mansour will appear on television, his first televised interview, and she heads downstairs to catch it. The only television is in the living room, among the women.


She clutches the banister on her way down; each rickety step is slick with grease from the kitchen to the right of the landing. She is trying to remember if the living room is up ahead or behind the grand staircase. She has mostly stayed to herself in the attic since his departure, and the path of the house remains unmemorized. Even more so now as the restaurant’s ingredients begin to crowd and obscure the large foyer. She steps over sacks of corn—the silk spilling over onto the floor—bags of flour, industrial cans of tomato paste that are stacked like pyramids.


That she booked him on television still seems a great feat, though the appearance fee was barely enough to cover the prenatal doctor’s appointment, where they discovered that she was prediabetic, or maintenance on the used Vespa that was now banished to the garage shed after hardly surviving its first ride onto the sprawling estate grounds. They had both thought that his mother was exaggerating over the phone, had ignored her advice to come before sundown. Arriving at night at the high cobblestone gate of the driveway, they had descended from the Vespa in stunned silence at the forest that surrounded them, the dark so thick they could only see the other’s eyes and teeth. The music, a faint Fela Kuti, helped them find the front yard.


There, Bonnie had seen a striking sight: a low yellow moon waning beside a towering stone mansion, half in ruin, half in repair. She’d started to count the windows but quickly failed. Old ivy had wed with most of the upstairs shutters, pulling them sideways so that they clung to the windows by one hinge, and down in the front yard, tangled brown vines whispered of a garden that neglect and time had long killed. The lone figure working there to restore it, by the light of two lanterns, was his mother. Mama Eva, a woman whose name he did not speak of with warmth. Her feet bare, a loose golden dress slipped off her shiny dark shoulder, her long cornrows ending below her shoulder blades. She was pulling up weeds, and turned around at their footsteps. Her brow unfurling, the wrinkles falling from her kaftan. She had stood, a towering height, to meet Mansour as he approached proudly, with Bonnie by the hand.
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Today, the women wait on the sunken couch for his interview. At the top of the hour, they were silent and still, but the barrage of preceding guests and commercial breaks have loosened the atmosphere and now they are talking over the television about silverware orders and napkin rings, coming and going from the kitchen as they await Mansour’s appearance.


Mama has not moved. In the corner of her eye, Bonnie clocks her blank stare at the television, full fingers fondling her wooden prayer beads, her hair covered by a shawl. Bonnie sits beside Marie, the first of his relatives Bonnie had met, and the closest to her in age. Marie manipulates the antennae by the long foil cord she’s constructed, and the women lean forward, finally seeing a picture.


The host emerges. Shiny salt-and-pepper hair. The tight, brooding mouth of a smoker. He tugs his tie before he speaks, his voice waning with the slinking pixels as Marie struggles to straighten the picture. The static competes with the sound of hissing oil from the open kitchen door.


Our last guest tonight is a friend to the show: Mr. Ezra Olivier . . .


The TV audience applauds as Bonnie and the women sit in quizzical silence.


“Are you sure this is the right show?” one of the women says.


“This is it, right?” Marie asks Bonnie, confused. Bonnie looks at Mama, seeing the panic in her eyes.


“Yes, this is it,” she says finally.


“Maybe he’ll come on later,” Marie replies, hesitant.


“No, that’s it . . . that’s the last guest . . .” Bonnie says and swallows, her heartbreak pulsing in her cheek.


Marie’s hands go slack, releasing the antennae, letting the picture fizzle out, the static roaring loudly.


“Excuse me,” Bonnie whispers, racing from the room.


She rushes into the attic bathroom, vomiting. When she can stand on both feet, still dizzy, she pulls their bedroom apart, digging for tokens for the pay phone, but can only find American quarters. There’s a knock at the door.


“Yeah,” she says, and the door opens slowly to Marie, smoking.


“I thought you were up here balling,” she jokes, easing the mood, and Bonnie sits on the bed, reaching for the cigarette. Marie brings it to her, and she inhales and closes her eyes.


“Not exactly.”


“I’m sure he’s fine. You know how he is. Just letting life carry him.” Marie winks at Bonnie.


It was true. He had always been that way. She sits now on the serape blanket he had returned with after disappearing for two days in Los Cabos. He’d returned to their hotel room renewed, melting her rage in seconds, as he recanted his forty-eight-hour adventure with a Mexican sextet. He’d held his hands very close together to demonstrate, a tiny bit of space in between.


The harmonies . . . they’re so dangerous. Right on the edge, right on the edge, but they never clash. Always perfect.


“No one has reached him in months, Eva!” An argument grows fierce downstairs.


“Anyway,” Marie says, covering her terror, talking over their row with a forced nonchalance that cannot hide her voice’s trembling, “I’ll leave you to your princess thing up here, but if you need anything, you know where to find me.”


“Actually, there is something.” Bonnie suddenly remembers why she came upstairs. “Do you have a pay phone token?”
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Blinking rain out of her eyes, Bonnie goes to the phone booth a block away. The homeless man inside treats her knocks like an alarm clock, pulling his jacket over his ears like a pillow, making a great display of being disturbed.


When she finally gets inside, she reaches the show’s producer, but all the woman knows is the obvious: that he did not show. Then she calls the Spanish police and gives the officer on the line the date she last heard from Mansour; the letters of his name, which the man repeats back incorrectly every time; a physical description; and the phone number to call if they discover anything.


In broken French, the man tells her that these details and his tour schedule are not enough. He will need more dates, times, places. She argues with him, growing desperate as thunder begins to drown him out.


Then, a golden line appears. Lightning that moves with the grace of fire as it races atop the trees and glides along phone lines. Bonnie freezes; it’s approaching her in the booth. Thunder cracks. The town blackens. The call drops. The line of lightning sizzles out in the drooping leaves of a tree before her, the sound of a steak searing. She opens the door where lightning has left the smell of a busted light bulb in the air.


Bonnie places the phone on the hook and marches back out into the rain. Her feet slip as the sloped road carries a current. She rolls her jeans up to her knees and walks on toes in her sandals through the water’s flow, following the path back to Mama Eva’s, her thoughts turning dark as the sky.









3. AT HOME IN DAKAR, it is around the time of the country’s busiest holiday. The sheep to be slaughtered will be heard braying in the distance. The roar of a thousand sewing machines and the gossip of tailors toiling through the night. But this evening, as she gazes across the serene Swiss countryside from the foyer window, waiting and watching for Bonnie’s return, it occurs to Mama that Mansour’s child may only know this silence.


Silence was always the sound between her and Mansour. She knew so little of what went on in his mind. As she’d tried to explain to his aunt Sokhna earlier tonight, Mansour had disappeared to America this same way three years ago. Called to inform her of his whereabouts on a muffled line from overseas, two months later. It was only the way he’d been with the girl that makes Mama question if he meant to stay away so long this time.


There was a rawness, an ease to them, that Mama had never seen between a man and a woman before. They were quick to tug and tickle and pull one another around the house, maneuvering limbs without words, like the body of one belonged to the other. Life had convinced her early on that the deepest bonds were born from pain. What dark thing had they weathered together to grow so close in so little time?


The night before his departure for Spain, when he entered her room, Mama had observed him closely. He was as slender as he’d been when he ran off to America three years before and still had that walk—the footsteps of a thief, she always thought: weightless, soundless, gone before you noticed—but his presence had tripled in size. It exaggerated the silence of her bedroom, breeding that uneasiness they could not navigate.


Unsure of where to begin, in this last moment together, Mama had thrown incense cloves into her pot and asked about the girl.


“Ndax mu ngi nelaw?” Is she sleeping? “Waaw.” Yes. Mansour had said and rested his arms on his knees. Though they spoke in Wolof, there was a new rigidity to his tongue; it refused to be loose in the ways their language required. And as she listened to him speak, a strange panic brewed in her. Yes, you should never look an elder too intently in the eye, but on this night, she’d wished that he would.


For years, it felt like Mama had been watching Mansour from the back or the side. On the floor with the record player or walking out the door on his way to another town, or continent. Just gone for three years and leaving again in some hours, there seemed to be no way to bring him closer to her.


In the room, Mansour’s eyes had stayed on the floor, his back straight against the wall, committed to keeping his distance, it seemed. Had it been obligation or a show of appreciation, the money he handed her? When he left the room, she’d cried. For his generosity—with that money, he had finally granted her dream of starting her restaurant, the only dream she’d ever had for her life—but in mourning too. The money felt like the end of something, a way, perhaps, to say thank you and goodbye.


Please take care of her, he’d said as he left, along with a stream of warnings. Bonnie was not going to do the traditional things: to curtsy before Mama (though she’d done so the first time they’d met, her left hand still holding Mansour’s when she gave Mama her right, like she needed his support for this simple gesture); to greet her first thing in the morning; to sweep and tend to pots and pans without being asked. It was a cultural thing but, he swore, she meant no harm. And the more that he talked, worried about the girl’s doctors’ appointments, high blood pressure, and the resulting medication that she couldn’t keep down, the more girlish Mama had felt. Impending fatherhood had made the eighteen years between them suddenly worth no more than a few minutes.


Mama had wanted to chastise Mansour, for failing to marry the girl and expecting her to pick up the pieces, and yet she was frustrated with herself: Why did she always find it so difficult to be pleased with him?
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The following day, at a chicken farm not far from the estate, the storm has cleared. Mama is prepared to haggle for a good forty minutes for chickens and feed, but the man concedes to her price within ten. He tries hard not to seem eager, but she can tell that her business is a godsend. The place is falling apart: the tin ceiling so cracked that she could see plenty of the sky, a floor practically made of chicken turds. She walks cautiously, her face tied with a scarf, the off-white feathers in the air an endless snowfall. The man gruffly instructs her on how many times a day to feed her chickens, how much the chicks will cost her over their lifetimes, and where they should be stored.


As the man speaks, Mama’s eyes move to the chicks closest to her. A trio, just born. Their skin is translucent and gray, and loose along their necks. Their beaks look soft. Mama touches one, and the chick collapses. She recoils, and the man looks at her in a way no one has in a while—like she’s delicate.


“Chicks die all the time,” the man says. “By the hundreds, the thousands. You sure you want to get into this business?” The man is sweating. He hacks a dry cough, and feathers come out of his nose and mouth.


Mama counts out the money in front of him and then waits by her car while he assembles the cages. She listens to the chicks chirping. They are a chorus of distressed fervor, a sound as menacing as the heat. She thinks of the money again, contemplates the man’s warning. What if they all die?


Buying the property had been expensive enough. Perhaps owning a farm and raising her own chickens is now reaching too far. But Mansour left her plenty of money before he went to Spain, and now that he’s making a name for himself, she tells herself not to worry. He’ll return with more.


When the man is gone, Mama rearranges the chickens in the trunk so that the grown ones are next to the chicks, comforting and quietening them. But while the chicks scream, the mother hens remain somber and indifferent. They are so still and sunken that she wonders for a moment if they are male.


Fifty chicks, sixty cartons of eggs, and twelve full-grown hens. She heads home.









4.  THAT NIGHT, to keep from blowing the power, the women must choose between ceiling lights and the record player as they prepare the food. There is no contest. The music wins, so they light a pack of candles. A Cuban record plays as the living room becomes a night market. Bonnie watches them again from the stairs, an outsider once more. She observes their rhythm as the women count and cut ninety-eight yams, stem amaranth leaves, peel one hundred garlic cloves, and fuss over the twenty-eight malformed cassavas grown in their own yard. The sun is rising as they finish with the vegetables, and Bonnie retreats upstairs. But there is more work to be done.


The women venture outside. Bonnie watches from the attic window as they toil in a misty rain, venturing far deeper into the forest than what she had first imagined they owned.


Clearing a road and parking lot for the restaurant’s future patrons, the Africans axe down the forest’s silver firs and Napoleon oaks with high, triumphant grunts. With the trees goes the shade the local elders rely on while tending to their gardens and flocks. But this is the doctrine of conquest: anything the conqueror cannot see—the invisible order of a people and a place—does not exist.


The land’s only true aborigines—the bearded vultures—land at the women’s feet in protest, curiously tilting their heads at all the dark bodies and braids. Then they take to the air, circling, beating their enormous wings until the women are petrified, shooing them with boots and headwraps and rocks.


The women move on to the willows.


Bonnie looks away, slipping down under the sheets. Under those trees, now golden in the early morning sun, there is spray paint on the grass from where she and Mansour marked the staging for his Spanish shows. It is where they had walked off her nightmares in the days before he left, bare toes parting the knee-high grass. And, after time spent together in cities, there under the willows is where she also saw his true complexion for the first time. There were no streetlights, no fumes of industry to temper the strength of the moonlight and the emerald-green hiding in his shade of brown.









5. THE RADIO ANNOUNCES: A Black man was found dead in Geneva.


Twenty, maybe even forty-something. He was bloated from the water so they couldn’t tell his exact age.


It is a week into the opening and the best night they’ve had. The news plays quietly beneath the chatter of their diners.


Covered in layers of dark soil from the Arve river’s shore.


There is the pattering of dancing feet, the squeaking of the front door as more people enter.


Six foot three . . . No ID . . . A single silver bracelet corroding on his wrist.


The story is heard by each woman at a different moment as they work the crowded dining room floor.


Their panic moves through the room without the patrons noticing, like a stench overpowered by a stream of good aromas. The mountain dwellers are busy letting their guards down, smearing tomato jam and garlic on bread that is fresh, while more of it rises under checkered towels over the raging hearth. This is all to say that they wouldn’t have noticed a thing if Bonnie had not screamed.


The African women crack jokes to keep the diners cool. They migrate to the kitchen slowly but all at once, bumping into each other along the way. Sokhna spills yassa on a baby’s bald head, the dishwasher scorches the town’s banker with palm oil, a carafe of bissap smashes on the floor.


They find Bonnie in the kitchen, desperately twisting the dials on the radio for a clearer sound. Her frantic tuning only makes for more static, blurring out the report. Sokhna snatches the radio from her, tries her hand at tuning to no avail.


“Get Mama’s radio! Go!” Sokhna shouts at the dishwasher girl, who runs across the hall to retrieve it. Marie notes how Bonnie shakes and tries to be gentle with her, pulling her to a bench against the wall. Bonnie flinches with each buzz of static, her arms wrapped tight around her body as she tries hard to breathe.


The women huddle around the radio, still trying to make out the report. They shush one another and shut the windows to block out the noise of diners driving in and out of the yard. Their ears are so close to the tiny speakers that they are skin to skin, and, in feeling the heat of each other’s flesh, the fear and sweat, they all become more afraid. The chatter in the crowded dining room only seems to get louder, the laughter reaching a high-pitched shrill that makes Marie throw the kitchen door open. She yells into the dining room.


“Shut up! Please!”


Before the door swings closed again, Bonnie notices a bread roll fall from a woman’s mouth, stunned stiff by Marie’s command.


“Marie!” Mama exclaims, entering the kitchen last, hands holding an empty tray and streaked with peanut sauce from an order of maafe. She puts everything down and grabs her by her ear.


“Foog naa ne Mansour lañuy wax.” I think they’re talking about Mansour, Sokhna warns Mama.


Mama releases Marie.


The dishwasher girl finally returns with the good radio, her head down. “It’s over,” she says sullenly.


The women watch Mama for a cue, a directive on what to do next. But Mama will not meet their eyes. She wanders to the pot of frying fish, uncovers it, muttering quietly that they should know better, that covering the fish while it fries will make it soggy. When two of the women start sniffling, it gives the others permission, and soon the room is heavy with sobbing and moans of despair.


“Put your hands in cold water when you’re chopping onions,” Mama says to no one in particular, as if that is the cause of their tears.
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The only place for peace in this house is out in the horse shed. Mama goes there most mornings to empty her mind. This evening, after calming down the women and ending the night’s service, she goes out to feel the chill of the night air. As she settles herself, Mama thinks a familiar thought: This house will fall down. And I will go with it.


She said it every time a doorknob dropped to the floor or when another light bulb burned out; when the carrots choked the pipes out in the yard and the sink water turned orange; when mice invaded the rice bags in the basement and dropped dead from Bacillus cereus a week later.


The first step toward disaster had been the arrival of Bonnie. Prior to this, all Mama knew of Black Americans was what she’d gathered from dubbed episodes of Amos ’n’ Andy, American Bandstand, or sometimes a news program. She knew that women marched beside their men in a fight for rights. Some were good singers. Some were ignorant, others glamorous, others were lewd. Once or twice, she’d seen her own face mirrored in Aretha Franklin’s, but she said and thought no more about it.


What surprised her most about Bonnie was the way she thought the world of herself. Mansour thought the world of her too. Mama had yet to discover why. Bonnie seemed to be such a strange choice.


He’d had many girls around before. Mama had loved Amalia, his last girlfriend, most of all. She was the one she’d thought he should marry. A broad-legged, beaming Italian girl he’d met in Paris, who knew to take off her shoes at the front door and who could rattle off four hundred years of her ancestry in the time it took to plait her hair. All blood is ancient, handed down, borrowed for a lifetime. Nobody’s blood is new, nobody’s life is their own, Amalia had said in response to Mansour’s passionate soliloquy about individuality.


Amalia knew where her blood had come from, all the way back to the beginning of things. She was pure nobility, just like Mama. So they talked heritage. Long nights swatting away the smoke drifting off Mama’s grill, the noise of the streets drifting in, swapping stories of forebearers, men and women long gone who’d made buildings and dug wells and gave wisdom that was still at work in the world.


Mansour had found another noble, an equal, in Amalia, so why did he now want to be with a ghost?


Still, Mama has worried about Bonnie incessantly. Lately she’s been thinking that the old roof will surely collapse into the attic and strike the girl and unborn child. Half of the mansion’s thirteen rooms are uninhabitable due to fallen ceilings and mold and God knows what else. She can’t imagine a time when she’ll have the means to restore it all. In the meantime, she’s deemed more than half of the house officially off-limits.


She had no choice after the dishwasher girl wandered out to the east wing and found a man squatting there. A wood-carver. He’d done a beautiful job with the mantle and bedposts of the room he’d chosen. He tried to bargain with them, first with labor and then with good Catholic prayers, promising them that as a former Latin scholar, he was privy to special words that could get them into heaven even though they didn’t have souls—a conclusion he’d likely come to from the propaganda defaming the Black soldiers moving about Europe in the Second World War. These pamphlets, for many of the elder villagers, showed the only Black faces they’d ever seen, before now.


Even here in the horse shed, Mama can see that the beams are rotting and liable to collapse. She grips her knees and notices the lightness of her skin, worries again that she is losing the pigmentation on her hands, even though the doctor told her that she was perfectly healthy, that her skin was only adjusting to the years she’s spent on a colder continent. She works hard to think of anything but Mansour.


In the end, I didn’t save him. Coming here didn’t save him.


But they cannot call the police. It could reveal Mama’s illegal status: a sponsorship from a job she’d been fired from over a decade before, the immigration applications she’d filed but that had been lost in bureaucratic wastelands. The rules of permanent citizenship seem to change with the seasons, and her temporary status—which, in her first few years in Europe had been a tremendous source of anxiety—soon faded into the background. She’d long learned to live beside impending disaster. Life meant daily triumph or defeat. She stayed alert and ready to move.


Mama had once been a twin, her sister disappearing in the wake of a storm. The day she lost her, Mama started a story in her mind, a life for her twin that ran parallel to her own. The story was now almost two decades old. In Mama’s mind, Kiné was married and had children. She owned her own restaurant (not as nice as Mama’s) in a small but lovely building in Dakar. Her restaurant was shrouded by bushes of limes—her favorite seasoning—and she sold soursop juice in glass bottles. Kiné had witnessed the independence of their country; she had watched the French run out of the Presidential Palace.


Those first years in Europe, Mama had written her sister letters, asking after these imagined life events as if they were true. She wrote in cursive, asking Kiné to tell her what revolution and childbirth felt like.


It’s been ten years since her last letter. The letters she drafted and redrafted until there were no blotches or marks, letters for which she walked the five miles to the post office, pretending to mail them. Pretending so much so that she believed her own lie.


Tonight, there is pen and paper in the horse shed. And there is news that Kiné must know: Mansour is missing. And though she will write this letter because she cannot bear this news alone, Mama tells herself that she is only writing this because Kiné, Mansour’s real mother, deserves to know.










II.


THE TWINS


Senegal, 1949


6. AT SEVENTEEN, Mama and Kiné were the best cooks of their sisters. They had a talent for market shopping; lugging home the best salt-cured fish, tomato paste, cassava, garlic, cabbage, onions; layering sauces. For their talents, their mother and their father’s second wife favored them and allowed them more freedom than the five others. Their father lived farther south with his third and youngest wife, returning home infrequently.


With money saved from their aggressive deals with vendors, Mama and Kiné sometimes took a cab into town to go dancing. One such night, a dance partner, someone finally tall enough to seduce Mama’s six-foot frame, emerged.


Adnan. His French was sharper than Mama’s, without melody. Like the radio personalities. She asked him if he was a government official’s son. He nodded.


“A child of the opposition, I’m afraid,” he said.


After three consecutive dances, the longest time that Mama had ever spent with a boy, they retreated against the half-finished tin wall that enclosed the party. Immersed in their conversation, Mama lost sight of Kiné in the crowd. She imagined her shy sister patiently waiting for her, nursing a Coke at the back of the room.


Wind raised the warm sand high. Every time Mama and Adnan laughed, they could feel it on their tongues. It crunched between their teeth. When it was time to say goodbye, Adnan kissed her neck.


The party dwindled around midnight. The speakers were tied down to a horse-drawn wagon, the glass Coke bottles clinking as they were gathered by a shopkeeper. Begrudging the end of the night, the young crowd strolled in the direction of home together for as long as they could. By the third mile, Mama and Kiné were alone. The sky was black, infinite, free from the glare of any buildings. The girls walked ahead blindly, navigating their way by a few stray stars.


Mama was saving up her story. Her anticipation of Kiné’s reaction excited her more than the experience itself—but she had to wait for Kiné to ask. It hadn’t been a real kiss. Adnan’s lips had only grazed her neck, but even that, Mama knew, would floor Kiné, who could not even look the neighborhood coal man in the eye.


But Kiné didn’t ask. She seemed to be in a world of her own.


Arriving home, Mama and Kiné noticed that their traditional clothes were no longer in the soursop tree where they’d hid them. Their headscarves were gone too. Mama scolded Kiné. Why hadn’t she chosen a better hiding place?


They spotted their father, waiting for them in the courtyard, sitting in his iron chair with a long wooden cane in his right hand.


Mama stepped forward first. Her father examined her. She hadn’t seen his face in several months, and, in defiance of customs, she sneaked glances. He’d lost weight. His hair was thinning to a gray fuzz, and one of his eyes was covered by a patch. Once a sturdy brigadier general with a perfect eye for shooting, her father had become so sad looking that she wanted to cry. When he grabbed her arm, his skeletal hands shaking and struggling to get a firm grip, she realized she pitied him.


But when he hit her, the force of the blow was a shock. Kiné flinched from several feet away, but Mama stood firm—she didn’t feel any shame.


Her father took his stick to Mama’s rear.


“Why do you encourage Kiné to do such horrible things?”


After a few strikes, she learned the rhythm of her father’s stick, making it easier to stand his blows. Until he stopped. Only then did she feel the enormous pain along her lower back.


He then moved toward Kiné, who screamed as he approached, but he only walked past her to go back inside.


Mama stood on damp bricks in the outhouse, poured cool water over her body. The pain dissipated as she watched ants march out into the patch of moonlight that illuminated her toes from beneath the wooden door, realizing then that she’d grown too big for her own world.


She dried off her skin in her mother’s bedroom. Kiné sat across from her sullenly, still weeping.


“He didn’t even touch you,” Mama said. “Why are you crying?”


Mama thought it might be a perfect time to tell Kiné her story about Adnan and lift their moods, but Kiné had a story of her own.


A short walk from the party, the building that Kiné and the shopkeeper came upon was made of clay. It trapped the torrid heat from the day into night, never releasing the sun. He propped her body into the hot crevice between two walls. Once sweat made her supple, her naked back chafed against the coarse grit.


In the beginning, she could only feel him. His scaly tongue moved in straight lines, heating and cooling the sides of her neck in turn, making her laugh. Her chuckle echoed against the ceiling and floor and came back to her tenfold, making her laugh even more. Making love was hilarious—much funnier than the way it sounded to Kiné in French novels: a sacred, silent ritual where the man held the woman’s gaze and hands and dared her to speak. But once Kiné’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, she saw him racing. Her ample flesh, spilling over his hands. He snarled and panted like she puzzled him. She wanted to tell him that there was time, to slow down. But there wasn’t time. He held her tight and still, forcing all of her enigmatic parts into one tangible thing, and came inside.









7. NEARLY THREE YEARS after that party, and seven hours after her twin sister is pronounced dead, Mama showers in the outhouse. She is rinsing sand and salt and dried tears from her skin. The air is humid, any hint of breeze stifling and warm. It grates her tongue, already raw and white from screaming at the police, the elders, and God. She’d tried (and failed) to dispel the myth the town had decided on to explain away her twin sister’s disappearance.


When the tides defied the moon, they said, Mama’s twin was taken by the waves. The billion grains of sand beneath her feet rushed away, sliding her into the swallow of the ocean.


That day, a couple of weeks ago, Kiné had been hunched over, rinsing sand from her sandals. The tides had been low, the waves mild, but when Mama had looked up a moment later, Kiné was gone.


For Mama, Kiné cannot be dead. Death does not come that way, silently in broad daylight, and her sister’s body has yet to be found.


Orphaned by her twin when she vanished, Mansour has been placed in Mama’s charge. Now, as she washes herself, she distracts him by sitting him in the soursop garden. It seems to Mama that his craving for the fruit followed him out of the womb. His hunger still lingers after handfuls of the fruit’s rich, creamy flesh, and he’s taken to picking up the stray cats’ leftovers around the courtyard. To Mama, he seems content. Seems to have done all his crying and screaming the day Kiné disappeared and, in a mere week, forgotten her.


He is occupied by the sticky fruit until he hears the family’s chanting crescendo. A note in unison, sending prayers on Kiné’s soul. From the outhouse doorway, Mama sees Mansour turn toward the noise, urgently, like someone has called his name. On his hands, he drags himself toward it as if he’s regressed to crawling, and listens, unmoving. He stays this way, and after a moment Mama returns to showering, until she hears him moaning. She realizes that he’s straining to make something like the sordid sound he hears.
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That night, Mansour bites Mama’s breast, startling her out of sleep. Wide-eyed, he claws for her, scratching her neck and cheek. She jumps away, covering herself with her nightgown. From the edge of the bed, she trembles as she watches him flail alone. Mama remembers her mother’s words when she’d put the child in her charge: A semblance of a mother is better than no mother at all.


Mama had laid awake that first night, terrorized, her arms tight around her body, thinking through a plan to rid herself of him. The following day, she’d told Mansour, a shy two-year-old, to sit on a little wooden bench in the marketplace while she shopped. She’d ducked under the dusty maze of a multicolored awning, eager for him to lose sight of her in the crowd.


Mama and Kiné were their mother’s only children. Their hierarchy, the ranking of the three wives and children in their father’s eyes, was never discussed but always demonstrated in subtle ways: the siblings who went to private school, while Mama and Kiné did not; the siblings who were driven to school by the family driver, while Mama and Kiné walked, hardly ever seeing the inside of that car. Everything implicit became explicit when Mama and Kiné were pulled out of school entirely to pay for the college fees of their half-brother.


On the day of her father’s wedding to his third wife, Mama loathed that her mother had consented to appear, loathed her silence. She’d taken her sister by the hand and walked them far away to the dust road, so that they could not hear the singing nor see the whirling dancers. She’d wiped Kiné’s tears with the back of her back and vowed to take charge. She decided thereafter to be the one to dictate their future, the one to forge the careful path that would be their salvation in the wake of their father’s neglect.


Kiné had strayed from this path and now she was possibly dead. And in having failed to give her sister the protection and guidance she’d promised her, Mama could not tell what she was, or why she was, or what in her own life should come next.


In the market, Mama had watched while Mansour waited for her patiently. His trust in Mama endeared her to him. In this moment, he’d reminded her of the parts of Kiné that she missed the most: her love, her loyalty. When she’d returned to him, he’d showed no anger. Only reached up for her to take him.


The next evening, it happens again. Mansour’s sleep breaks and he’s scratching at the darkness, squirming on the hot bed. This time, his panic is deeper: soundless, breathless, his tiny chest pumping up and down like it might explode. He reaches out for her.


Pitying him, Mama opens her nightgown to the child’s mouth. Indifferent to her fear and the dryness of her breast, Mansour latches on. His wet eyes flicker but stay on hers as a calmness overtakes him. And his calmness loops back, slowing her heartbeat too. Though she wonders, and perhaps will always wonder, if he is really seeing her or seeing Kiné, Mama, seeking anchoring and purpose, breathes in his need for her, his wanting, like a perfume.









8. IN PREPARATION FOR Kiné’s funeral, Mama’s elder female relatives take their time cleaning the house, creating room for the barrage of guests. Everything else happens quickly. Their father arrives in Tivaouane. He discusses funeral preparations with his two elder wives. The town where Kiné disappeared builds fences at the entrance to Petit Mbao beach and runs a radio story about her. It results in ugly signs, handwritten by the lowest echelon of government officials, being staked at the entrance to the ocean and announcing that the beach is restricted.


No one goes back to look for Kiné again. That would require an unraveling of things: wrestling with divine decree, a bold-faced quest for disaster.


Neighbors pray loudly and quickly, not for Mama’s sister, but for their own children, for sense and order to remain in their own lives. For days, Mama speaks to no one. Her only comfort is the radio as the funeral preparations carry on.


Fula cousins bring sympathy to Tivaouane in the frothy milk of horned cattle. Overflowing the worn brims of handmade wooden bowls, it spills and settles on the plastic table in the hallway, attracting elderly neighbors and flies. Perfected over centuries, the vibrating cry of the mourners rocks the bowls, spilling more of the fluid with every song for the soul of the girl who Mama knows isn’t dead. She’s missing, Mama insists. But with sympathetic eyes, Mama’s father again refuses her plea to return to Petit Mbao with another search party.


Now, she is under the plastic table on her hands and knees. She mops the sticky puddles of milk with an old rag. The flies are too satiated to fight. They let their bodies drown in the heavily powdered soap and water. As she sops up the last of the milk from the floor, Mama is reminded of the steady drip of milk from her sister’s breasts in the mornings after Mansour was born.
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Mama had traveled a full week during Ramadan to reach Kiné in Kedougou. She’d traveled with loaves of French bread and two outfits for Kiné that she had washed by hand. She’d traveled secretly, without the blessing of her family, who had meant for Kiné to birth Mansour out of sight. The first bus left Tivaouane in the early morning, cramped with fasting people, sucking on miswak, chanting prayers in a hypnotic unison that lulled Mama to sleep.


She’d hitched a ride on the broken wagon of a Tuareg nomad. In and out of sleep, Mama watched the slight green-eyed woman, whose skeletal hands never left the hunched cow’s reins. She didn’t know how long they traveled for, but the henna on the nomad’s nails seemed to fade as time went by. By the time they’d arrived, it was the palest orange, nearly gone.


Mama had walked another day and night to reach her nephew’s place of birth.


In Tambacounda, country people guided her, waving their grass fans in the direction of the right, the right, the right . . . until when? Until she could see the water.


Through the dusty wind, she’d only seen more brown, more cracked ground and elegant trees. Women bent to the ground, making their homes by their own hands, their task a plea and bargain with nature. The deeper into the desert Mama went, the animals changed. Lizards became grotesque reptiles that moved slower and held Mama’s gaze with confidence. On her journey’s final night, she had passed a wedding celebration, people roasting meat, whole cows and goats blackened over fires. That night, Mama had warmed her hands by the flames. She’d put the goat meat into her mouth and sighed—so tender and hot, it melted on her tongue.


The following morning, an elderly stranger insisted she stop and pray Fajr. After, Mama asked the old woman where to find the pond. She’d been told along the way to look for water, and a pond was all she could imagine, having grown up in a desert. But the woman laughed.


“In Kedougou, there are waterfalls,” she said.


Soon the ground changed colors. A richer hue, a solid surface without cracks. Then she’d seen grass for the first time. The air had been different too, reeking of wet earth, a place so fertile that it almost smelled rotten. And finally, she’d come across a waterfall fed by a narrow stream of white water, on whose banks lay a pale Mansour, ten days old.


She had long missed the birth.


Kiné sat nearby, at the mouth of the stream. Naked and huddled on the ground, the murky fluid seeping from her breasts ran down her body like tears.
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Of course, there is no body for the burial. The absence of a body to bury has stumped the imam, who is seated in the grandest chair in the courtyard, deep in the pageantry of meditation. He rhythmically fondles his black prayer beads, his long feet outstretched. Flies, fattened and drunk from the Fula milk, settle in the large gaps between his toes.


Though the other children of the household have been taken to a relative’s home for the duration of the funeral, Mansour has been left behind. In twos and threes, curious relatives sneak down the hall to see Kiné’s sin. Up from a long sleep, Mansour sits on Yaye’s bed, trying to fit his foot into his mouth.


Mama has been instructed to cook the funeral’s repast. The salted palm oil scorches the few hairs left on the shank of the senile ram: Mama gags at his smell and the act of cooking him. She pulls his browned thigh from the boiling pot of grease. Once it’s stuffed with pepper cloves and parsley, she drowns it in a pan of tomato and onion sauce. In a better mood, she would have seduced herself with the warmth and aroma of the bubbling fluid.


When it’s time for dessert, Mama carries a tray of fluffy, hot thiéré and seasoned cow’s milk into the room of the male elders. There, the men debate the meaning of her sister’s life. Smiling like children, the town’s officials make loose, mushy balls of her food and suck their fingers. The imam has eaten so much that he can hardly sit up. He rests his weight on his side and laughs. He’s discarded his prayer beads now. The string of beads is tangled in the pile of shoes near the door. Mama imagines poisoning these men with her food, standing in the doorway and watching their laughter melt into scratching and sores.


When she brings the calabash of fresh water and holds it before each man to wash his hands, she listens. They have shifted from the subject of Kiné’s lost virtue and the country’s overdue independence to talk of Mansour. He should be sent to the Saint to join the talibé order, one clergyman suggests. Mama looks to her father, who is silent on the matter. That he does not immediately reject this suggestion frightens her. The talibés wear no shoes. They sing prayers and beg for change and rice. They roam the streets with old canisters around their necks. They eat with the goats and rams. A fate for Kiné’s son she cannot bear to imagine.


She lies awake that night, plotting a way to keep him home, though she knows it is ultimately her father’s decision.


Well into the morning, the sound of the maid scrubbing the ram’s blood from the courtyard tiles wakes her. She goes to her father’s room to plead her case, but the maid tells her that he has already gone. The imam has summoned everyone to the mosque for prayers.


The maid tells Mama that her father wants her to bring Mansour to meet the Saint. To delay the inevitable, Mama pretends to be dissatisfied with the maid’s job and begins cleaning the courtyard a second time. She slowly sweeps a few stray feathers and ram fur into a corner, Mansour tied to her back so that no one else can take him. Some hours later, when she still hasn’t shown up, a young talibé is sent from the mosque to the house to fetch Mama and Mansour. Mama notices the boy’s foot, hanging loose and limp like a tail, and the thin wooden cane he maneuvers from under his sleeve. But when he speaks his voice is firm, and he moves swiftly along the unpaved road as she anxiously follows him the two blocks to the mosque, heeding her father’s command.


Inside, incense cloves roast over crackling coals in the corner, and a green felt rug lines the tile floor. The first room they enter has a high ceiling, squares carved out of the cement walls that stand for windows, and painted murals of ornate Arabic calligraphy. The young talibé guides her to an open doorway. In the musalla’s center, her father and the imam are seated at the feet of the Saint.


Cloaked in a white cloth, the Saint’s face is not visible—only his hands are, outstretched and curved upward. The imam gestures for her to place Mansour before him. Slowly untying the toddler from her back and bringing him into her arms, she studies the Saint’s long fingers and nails, his stacks of gold and brass rings. She hears someone begin to incant the call to prayer on the mosque’s loudspeaker. The vibrato in his voice reaches Mama in her spine, a jolt that awakens her willingness to fight for Kiné’s son. She holds Mansour to her hip, tightening her grip.


“Mama,” her father says sternly. “Give the child to the Saint.”


Mama stands, defiantly, head down, holding on to Mansour.


“Is this the child’s mother?” asks the Saint, his voice softer and sweeter than most women’s.


“Yes. Yes, I am,” Mama replies, surrendering to the title for the first time.


The Saint turns to her father, perplexed, and states, “If this is his mother, she must have a say.”


Her father struggles to his feet. “This child’s mother is dead.”










III.


THE SEARCH FOR MANSOUR


Switzerland, 1969


9. AS BONNIE ENTERS the kitchen from the hallway, she lets in the sound of the hall clock chiming midnight and a breeze that stirs a clashing tone from the clean pots and pans that swing overhead. Bonnie turns up her nose as Marie tips a pot of burnt rice in her direction.


“Want some?”


“Hell no.”


“Your loss,” Marie retorts, eating a spoonful.


The lights of the prairie are extinguished by a sudden gust of wind.


The storm is relentless. The kind that warms the river until it’s rancid and ruins harvests, washing away settled seeds and buds that were already green. The village elders have named her Sheba. She is, they say, a curse that these dark women have brought with them, corrupting Swiss land that had been fruitful and blessed for generations.


Meanwhile, the younger Swiss folks patronize the restaurant a third, a fourth, a fifth time. For whoever does go, it seems, cannot go only once. They return home potbellied and bewitched, without words when asked to describe what they’ve tasted.
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