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Brussels Airport

September 10, 1996

THANK GOD I HAD NEVER GROWN SOFT WITH AGE, OR THE PAST four days stuck in this airport would have been hell. Along with our fellow travelers, we had turned luggage into pillows, jackets into blankets, creating a refugee camp in the heart of Europe. At least here we had solid floors and flush toilets, and the displaced persons surrounding us were far from dispossessed. Heading home to Kinshasa, they were hauling suitcases and cartons, nothing like my old friends who staggered out of Auschwitz with only striped pajamas on their backs and numbers tattooed on their forearms.

“Jacob, you know I would follow you anywhere, but how long do you want to wait for this fucking plane?” Dudu asked, squatting beside me in a sumo pose, his legs spread wide, his knees bent, his massive chest ready to absorb a blow.

“Have some faith, Dudu. It’ll get here eventually.”

Dudu pressed his arm sideways against his torso. “I hope this trip will be worth the trouble.”

I could never doubt his strength, nor his loyalty, but his constant questioning of our journey was making me crazy.

“Of course it’ll be worth it. There’s more to life than lying on a beach in Thailand.”

Wincing, he let the arm drop. “It was nice there, Aba. Better than this. What I can’t understand is why an old Jew like you, who has spent his life rescuing people, wants to get involved in this dirty business. You should retire already, take it easy.”

Dudu had called me “Aba” for years, ever since his father died and I helped him escape Soviet Odessa as a teenager. He meant it as a sign of appreciation, better than I could expect from my own son back in Brooklyn, but Dudu also took it as license to torment me.

“What retire? Can you picture me sitting on the beach like an alter kocker?”

“It doesn’t sound so bad, Jacob. If I live as long as you, all I will want is a big lady who knows how to use her tongue.” His gaze landed on the broad ass of Josephina, digging through her many suitcases for a fresh dress.

“You’d never survive what I’ve been through, not with your appetites.”

On our second night here, Dudu had challenged the heaviest Zairean, wide as a refrigerator, to an eating contest. It didn’t turn out to be much of a competition. Dudu overwhelmed his opponent, who lost momentum with each successive frankfurter. Before long, the poor bastard emptied his guts, while Dudu pounded his chest, cursed in Russian, and swore he was still hungry.

By this point, on our fourth morning, there was no use trying to entertain ourselves any longer. We had all settled in for the duration. Josephina and the other ladies were adjusting bright fabrics around their bodies, twirling smaller pieces of the same material into head scarves. Young guys lounged about like fruitcakes in their silky shirts and tight pants. Merchants in dark suits lurked behind huge boxes of contraband. Compared to them, Dudu and I must have looked like workers in a slaughterhouse. My shirt had lost its starched sheen; the collar felt grimy against my stubble of beard. Dudu’s soccer jersey grew more stained with every meal.

“Look, our friend is back.” Dudu pointed to the ticketing desk. The Air Zaire representative, who had been bullshitting us for days, had finally shown up to face off against a crowd of disgruntled passengers.

“Do something about the plane,” one of our fellow travelers demanded. “Pick up the telephone and call for another one.”

“Yes, tell President Mobutu to send his private jet,” another said.

“Shut your mouth, or you will be removed from the passenger list,” the Air Zaire man said, waving away his countrymen roughly.

We had tried cajoling and flattery, and bribery too. Now Dudu took a different approach. Slipping through the crowd, he wrapped his arm like a yoke around the ticket agent’s neck. “All right, my friend, where is that plane that you promised? It should have been here four days ago.” Dudu must have been exerting some pressure, because the guy’s face began to soften.

“It is coming, Sir. You must be patient. We are awaiting news any minute.”

“You told us the same shit yesterday, and when it turned out to be a lie, my boss wanted me to throw you onto the runway. I had to beg him to be merciful.”

Glancing at me, the agent promised us free tickets, drinks, all the goodies handed out by First World airlines. It was more bullshit. He didn’t have any power to give us freebies, much less a realistic timetable. Satisfied he had made our presence felt, Dudu released the man, and I slipped him a few greenbacks to remember our names—Jacob Furman and David Abramowich—for the seat assignments.

All we could do now was wait. This project that had sounded so promising—to help the Tutsis survive—was having trouble getting off the ground. Our momentum stalled, my thoughts turned back to Susanna. I would have liked to have said goodbye in person. Not that it could make up for a broken marriage, but at least we would have had a sweet memory of parting, in case anything happened.

A group of children edged close to challenge Dudu to arm wrestle. He knelt on the floor, braced his elbow against the hard plastic seat, and let them heave their collective weight against his wrist. The kids soon exhausted themselves, and Dudu slammed his arm down to crush them. As they scurried away, one of the African businessmen, an electronics dealer surrounded by canyons of cardboard, leaned forward to poke into our affairs.

“When we reach Kinshasa,” the man said, “I can introduce you to my friend in the mining ministry, if you want to do some business.”

He might have been a loudmouth, but Dudu knew not to give anything away. “Talk to Jacob. He makes all the decisions.”

Half the lounge turned to hear my response, even though none of them would have grasped the deeper meaning of our journey. The struggle of the Tutsis against the Hutus, the genocide in Rwanda, and the refugee camps filled with murderers were a thousand miles from their lives in Zaire’s capital.

“We won’t be staying long in Kinshasa. Only a few days, before we fly east to see the mountain gorillas.”

Who knew whether they believed me, or whether they just accepted that two foreigners so determined to make it out on this flight must have had a clear purpose.

“Jacob likes to chase the animals, but I prefer the ladies,” Dudu said, sidling up to the full-figured Josephina. After all our days in the lounge, she retained a smooth elegance, her dress fresh, her face glistening.

“Mama, you have very good taste,” he said, pinching at the fabric of her dress. “I bet you taste good too.” Dudu leaned in and whispered something that made her jerk away. Clearing his hand off her leg, she gave Dudu a shove. I couldn’t let this pass.

“Please forgive me, Josephina. For years I’ve tried to teach Dudu some manners, but it’s hard to change a man’s inner nature. If he offends you in any way, you have my blessing to give him a good smack.”

Josephina eyed me with a mixture of suspicion and cheek. “He is your son?”

“No. If he were that, I’d have slapped him down long ago.”

Dudu faked outrage. “Mama, how can you ask that? I’m much better looking than he is. Although they say Jacob can still be very charming with the ladies.”

“You should be more respectful of your friend.” She pushed him again, this time with enough force to send him flopping back onto the seat beside me.

“Are you going to make trouble for me this entire trip?” I said, punching him on his upper arm. Dudu bent over in pain, strangely melodramatic for a guy who must have withstood plenty of hard blows. I figured he was baiting me until he gingerly rolled up his shirtsleeve to expose a fresh tattoo, all red and puffy.

“What the hell did you do to yourself?”

He shrugged. “There was a girl in Phuket who drew it like I asked. She had a great ass too. I could have stayed with her forever if you hadn’t called for me.”

He dropped his sleeve before I could identify the image in blue, green, and yellow, or the black lettering that wound into his armpit.

“I meant: what kind of Jew gets a tattoo? I didn’t help you escape the Soviets so you could mark up your body like a barbarian.”

“Oy, Jacob. Don’t tell me you’re turning Hassidische in your old age.”

“It’s not Hassidische to believe that the only tattoos our people should bear are the numbers they received in the camps.”

“Ach, Jacob, this is the problem with you. You saw so much shit fighting Hitler that you have death on the brain. Before it was Auschwitz and Buchenwald, now it’s the Tutsis and Rwanda. It’s like when you hear about genocide, your eyes light up and you become the happiest person in the world.”

“Happiness has nothing to do with it. These are debts we owe to the dead.”

“I can’t afford any more debts, Aba, not even to you. After this trip is over, my bill is repaid.”

Dudu had turned ungrateful, as bad as my own son. Just like Shalom, he lacked any perspective on history. Ah, well, all I could do was live by example. Leaving for the bathroom, I faced the mirror and felt the prickly patches of white wire covering my face. It would have been simpler to let the beard grow, but that would have failed to honor the survivors whose stories still haunted me. Compared to what they had suffered, I couldn’t exactly complain about a few days trapped in an airport. I pumped the faucet to let the hot water flow, pulled out a razor, and cleaned myself up.

Returning to the lounge, I found Dudu in pitched battle with the Africans. The fight was always the same, over who was the best soccer player in the world. Dudu appeared to have finally conceded that his guy, a young Brazilian tearing up the Spanish league, couldn’t match the popular favorite: a tough Liberian playing in Italy.

“Why are you wasting time arguing over a stupid game?”

“Come on, Jacob. It’s better for men to fight about football than to start killing each other over a piece of earth.”

“You have a ridiculous way of viewing the world. Can’t you take anything seriously?”

“What could be more serious than a beautiful goal?”

Reappearing across the lounge, the ticket agent weaved his way through the encampment to our seats. “Good news. The plane is here.” He pointed across the tarmac to a battered junker that looked like it was patched together with buckles. Even the insignia of a golden flying leopard was missing paint. A couple of Belgian officials were peering into the engines and poking at the flaps. Too bad their propensity for safety hadn’t applied when the Nazis rounded up the Jews of Antwerp.

“How long before that one crashes into the ocean?” Dudu asked.

“Not today, Dudu. Today it will take us to Kinshasa.”

“You are a man of great faith.”

“About some things.”

“Not me.” His fist pumped his chest. “I have learned never to trust in anything. Not even in you, Aba.”

Despite Dudu’s cynicism, the sight of the plane, no matter the condition, roused the lounge to action. Our fellow travelers all rushed to the gate. We could afford to take our time. As the others jostled for seat assignments, I slid the ticket agent a few more bills to wave us down the gangway. We were crossing the tarmac when Dudu nudged me.

“Jacob, you’ve been like a father to me, but isn’t it better to die at home, with your wife by your bedside, than to be lost fighting someone else’s war?”

I couldn’t fault his attention to risk. It was, after all, his job to protect me. What I didn’t need was him digging into my personal affairs. Dudu’s attitude toward women was too rough for him to understand the nature of my regret, especially in terms of Susanna.

“Don’t worry, Dudu. It’ll be worth it in the end.”

Boarding the plane, I settled into my seat, fastened the frayed belt, and ignored the cracks in the side panels. As we shot down the runway, I breathed in deep, glad to commit myself one more time to the fight. Even if this business ended badly, at least my sacrifice would be for a higher purpose.
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Brooklyn

September 12, 1996

PEEKING IN AT SHALOM, I SUCCUMBED TO MY DEEPEST MATERNAL impulse and swooned over my grown son. The need to protect him felt overwhelming, even at a time that impelled me to attend to my own well-being. Faltering at the parlor door, I watched him engage his comrades in the band. Shalom deserved to hear my news, but not yet, not when he presented himself before his friends as their guide to a new world. The last thing he needed, as they assembled for another of their interminable meetings in my living room, was to confront the eschatological anvil hanging around my neck. A little delay wouldn’t change anything.

“Hey, Mom, I didn’t realize you were home,” Shalom said, catching me spying on him. “Come on in. The guys want to say hello.”

“Please don’t let me interrupt. You must have much to discuss.”

“That’s all right. You remember Delacroix. And Ismael, our musical director.”

His companions, dapper musicians from West Africa, rose with a deference that recalled the formality of my childhood in Europe. Ismael, the sullen saxophonist, nodded while gripping his horn, while the drummer Delacroix extended his hand and thanked me for allowing them to gather in my home.

I wanted to leave before Shally noticed the telltale signs of my unease: the frayed breathing, the trembling hands, the drowning in an afternoon cup of tea. If my son recognized this discomfort, he said nothing about it as he pressed on through the final introduction. “And you know Sang Froid from his music.”

The pianist bowed at the keyboard, as if facing a recital audience. All afternoon, the sounds of his practicing had resonated through the brownstone. It had provided a lovely distraction.

“Yes, of course. I have enjoyed your playing. The piano gets so little use.”

The Steinway, in its long peripatetic existence, had probably never been asked to deliver anything quite like Sang Froid’s jazzy compositions. For years it had brooded in silence, its only action coming every few months when Jacob dispatched an aged Holocaust survivor to keep it tuned, in case I should change my mind and take up lessons. My former husband, long ago consigned to his basement netherworld, was a man who stuck fast to his dreams. He had never stopped hoping my resolve might weaken.

How odd that life with Jacob should come back to me now. It had certainly been an afternoon for reflection, after the pathology report confirmed my darkest fears, that the black moles across my shoulder, long ignored, had burrowed too deep to be excised fully. My oncologist had outlined a rigorous course of chemotherapy, offered without enthusiasm, as the best available treatment. What felt strange was my own response: not the panic that had pursued me through my days, but an eerie sort of relief. After a lifetime of neuroses—aerophobia, claustrophobia, and hypochondria over every imaginable ache—I didn’t have to worry any more. The diagnosis was absolute and assured. And yet, much as it provided me with a measure of resolution, I dreaded the burden it would impose on Shally. It had comforted me no end to watch him set sail on his own odyssey with these African troubadours, whose music inspired him more profoundly than my anthropological tractates. Now that he had finally found his way, I couldn’t allow him to be sucked into the whirlpool with me.

Excusing myself to the kitchen, I set the kettle atop a burner and plunked a fresh tea bag into my mug. Behind me, a cigarette lighter scraped the air. The whispers and successive draw-back of breath informed me that my son was assuring his friends that his mother was too immersed in thoughts of language and evolution to notice the rich scent of cannabis spreading through the house. I didn’t object. Better to let him enjoy himself while he still had time.

The water had nearly boiled when the telephone bolted to life. In normal times, I never rushed to answer. My years with Jacob had steeled me to expect nothing good to come across the telephone lines. Now, after an afternoon of grim revelation, I was struck by a unsettling notion: what if it had been a mistake, a lab mix-up, a misinterpretation of scans, a cruel joke. The thought, once broached, cracked my insouciance like the discovery of scientific fraud. Lifting the receiver, I became acutely aware of my hand shaking.

“Good evening, Madame Professeur.” A man addressed me with the same Francophone lilt as the dignified musicians occupying my living room. “It is Pascal. Might I to speak with Shalom?”

Denied a reprieve, I called for my son. As Shally strode across the parlor, I marveled at how little of Jacob there seemed to be in him. He lacked not only his father’s evasiveness and capacity for deception, but also his imposing physical bearing. Instead, Shally resembled my own father, Dr. Sigismund Sussman, fixed in my memory through a handful of photographs. So handsome they both were: my father looking somber in his medical clinic, with reclusive smile and stern, dark brow; and Shalom among his friends, casual and dashing and, despite all my efforts to guide him, perpetually lost. They must have been about the same age: my father fossilized in the few black-and-white images that survived my escape from Poland, and Shalom—the living, chattering impresario, whose setbacks never seemed to deflate his ambitions. One who I could barely remember, the other who had drifted beyond my reach.

Shalom’s thumb brushed against my wrist as he relieved me of the phone. It had been ages since he held my hand, not since his childhood, when he would accompany me to record baboon vocalizations at the zoo. Of course, he still kissed me in greeting or parting, but the unimpeachable attachment of a boy to his mother had vanished into the murky pond of memory and regret.

Addressing his friend, Shally sounded testy in spelling out directions from the train to our brownstone. As he spoke, I allowed the words to blend, until all I could perceive was the ineffable chattering that had propelled me through a life in science: the buzzing of the larynx, so low in the trachea that it gave birth to a morphological cacophony; the marvelous flexibility of the tongue, so thick and lithe and muscular that it could carve vowels from the air and pound consonants off the teeth; and the creative genius of the Homo sapiens brain, spinning out an infinite array of sentences, each of them unique in the universe. All together they produced language, so essential, but perhaps not exclusive, to being human.

“Everything all right, Mom?” Having completed his call, Shalom faced me with an alarming degree of expectation.

“Of course. What shouldn’t I be all right?”

“You seem a little frazzled, that’s all.”

It was comforting that he could read my mood, even if he knew nothing about the dark cells coursing through my lymphatic system.

“Oh, no, I’m fine, just fine. I’m just contemplating the epic descent of the human larynx. You know, the usual stuff.”

“All right, cool. You don’t mind if me and the guys hang out for a while?”

What I minded was his tortured grammar and poor diction, but the time had long since passed when it would have been appropriate to correct him. In any regard, he wasn’t really asking for permission, as much as informing me of his plans.

“Of course, don’t worry about me. Go entertain your friends.”

He turned to leave, but paused at the doorway. “Say, Mom, we’ve got a show this weekend. You should come out, if you have time.”

I weighed whether to reveal my condition right then, if only to deflect any further invitations. The words stayed inside me. My son had such a vibrant spirit and so much enthusiasm for his newest project that I stopped myself, hating to box him in with me. Jacob had always accused me of coddling him, of trying to shield him from every little bruise, as if wishing to spare him all the anguish of my own refugee childhood.

“Oh, Shally, you don’t want your mother embarrassing you in front of your friends.” This answer was preferable to another truth, that crowded spaces incited my claustrophobia and dark nightclubs triggered my flight instinct.

“Don’t be crazy, Mom. You’d never embarrass me. Plus, the guys love you. Sang Froid is even working on a piece called ‘The Susanna Variations.’”

“That’s very kind, Shally, but I have a mountain of departmental paperwork awaiting my attention. You remember how busy it can be right before the semester.”

I cringed at my excuse. It was insensitive of me to remind Shally of the Anthropology department that had expelled him without mercy before I could help formulate his defense. My son had been so gifted as a listener, and so attuned to music and stories, that his ambivalence as a scholar broke my heart. Standing before me, he didn’t seem offended by my reference to the department, only impatient for his final bandmate to arrive. Ever since childhood, my son had been in constant motion. I could never keep up with his intensity, his need for activity, and he in turn seemed to feel immured by my research. Even as a boy, he had tugged against the constraints of my discipline and teased me for my dreaminess, forever admiring images of skulls—ape or hominid. “Skull gazing,” Shally called it, pretending that I had some special gift to reanimate bare bone with flesh and muscle.

The water finally boiled after Shally returned to the parlor, and I refilled my mug when once again the phone ruptured the evening calm. By this time, Dr. Bradley would have finished his clinical rounds, making this the last chance for him to lift the severity of the decree. I picked up the receiver, which seemed to have grown heavier in my hand, and tried to contain the disquiet in my voice. What emerged was an untempered quailing; the two syllables of “hello” hovering between despondency, desperation, and anguish.

“Good evening. Did I call at a bad time? You sound troubled.”

It took only a moment to recognize Jacob’s voice: the commanding, resonant bass that had coaxed countless compromises from me.

“It’s not an especially bad time,” I said, recognizing myself to be a poor, unpracticed liar. “I’m simply surprised to hear you break radio silence. It’s not like you to reach out from your travels.”

Given our history, I wondered whether Jacob had an inside line on my medical condition. It didn’t seem likely. For all his skill at deception, he had always respected my demand for privacy.

“Well, Susanna, at the risk of violating our established boundaries, I wanted to call one more time. This may be a hard trip, and before I dropped off the map, it felt right to say goodbye.” He paused for a moment, sizing up his words. “In case anything unexpected happens, you should know that I was thinking of you.”

His banter transported me back to an unwavering courtship, when he presented his credentials as a fellow orphan and wore me down with a surfeit of ever more opulent gifts. The material items didn’t charm me as much as his vow of devotion. If he could only have honored that commitment, I might never have thrown him out.

“Jacob, I hope for your sake this undertaking isn’t unduly dangerous.”

“It’s tough to know what will happen, even for a guy like me, who can predict the future.” His old joke about prescience, manifested in a purported ability to recognize when an airplane would plummet to earth, brought me back to our times together. It had comforted me once, to believe in him, but that was only because I had been deceiving myself.

Jacob reminded me of the emergency cache of funds stored in his cabinet downstairs. It was a habit of his, to prepare for every contingency. “Would you mind taking care of my bills over next few months? The power company always threatens to turn off the lights if I miss a few payments. I hate to come home to chaos.”

The last thing I needed was another chore, but refusing him would have required its own explanation, and so I consented. The old temptation stirred within me, to pry some hint of his antics from his disciplined jaws. What a futile endeavor that would have been. Jacob remained as sturdy as ever. His hair had given over to white but had lost none of its thickness. His exuberant stride had barely slowed, his barrel chest served as a bulwark against the slovenly spread of most men his age. His eyes retained the same alertness, a falcon patrolling from on high, watching all activity below.

“One more thing you should know,” he said. “My will is next to the cash.”

How ironic that he should speak of wills on this particular day. If it continued in this vein, he would soon be reminding me of his preference for being interred in the orthodox fashion—in a plain pine box, as if it made any difference to the dead, especially compared with the involuntary cremation of both sets of our parents.

“Wouldn’t it be better for Shalom to handle that for you? He would be most directly affected.”

“No, he’d only screw it up. Anyway, you’re still the principal beneficiary.”

It didn’t surprise me that Jacob remained faithful in this final regard. I even felt tempted, for a moment, to share my news, if only to test him, whether he would abandon his clandestine enterprises and dash home to attend to my care. It wasn’t worth the risk. As the sun set on this harrowing day, the last thing I needed was any more disappointments. Once a man—be it husband or father—betrayed you, promised one thing and did the opposite, there was no turning back to the status quo ante. In my entire life, the only one who had been true to me was Shally. For all his flaws, he was the only one I could trust.

“Would you like to speak to our son?”

“That’s all right. He won’t want to be bothered,” Jacob said. “What’s he up to?”

“Shally is meeting with his musician friends, the Africa Rumba Express.”

“If they were smart, they’d ride that express far away from him. What does he know about the music business, anyway?”

Throughout our years apart, Jacob had never failed to be charming and solicitous of me. Yet, for all his courtesy, and his acceptance of my boundaries, he refused to show any respect to our son. What motivated his disdain for Shally no longer concerned me, except insofar as it added to our son’s burdens. Shally might have failed to live up to his father’s standards, but he deserved better than condescension and competitiveness. Now, more than ever, a son would need his father.

“Jacob, try to be kind. Shally has always had a good ear, and a gift for listening. Perhaps this will be how he finally finds himself.”

“If he’s got such a good ear, why didn’t he ever listen to me? I tried for years to get through to him.”

Jacob let it drop, and we reverted to the formality that had guided us since our marriage came apart in October 1973, in the wake of war and betrayal. I promised to attend to his affairs, and he wished me well and hung up, leaving me as alone as ever.

The rumble of a jet engine drew my attention out the window to the carousel of airplanes beginning their final descent to Kennedy Airport. Each one flickered in the twilight as it emerged from the horizon and grew gradually larger until it passed overhead. Years ago I used to track the flights in horror, worried that one might tumble to earth and incinerate a row of brownstones. Now, given my current diagnosis, the threat seemed irrelevant. The engine noise blended into the ambient sounds of the street and even provided some consolation that, after lifetime of aerophobia, I need never again gaze through the portal of a departing plane.

Shally leaned into the kitchen. “Hey, Mom, was that Pascal calling again? He should have been here by now.”

“No. This time it was your father.”

“You’re kidding. What kind of skulduggery is he up to now?”

“He wasn’t terribly forthcoming.”

“No, I wouldn’t imagine. Did he say how long he’d be gone?”

“He didn’t specify, but it sounded as if it would be several months.”

“Cool, then we’ll use his place downstairs to rehearse.”

Returning to his friends, Shally proclaimed that they now had a space to practice. I couldn’t bring myself to object; father and son would have to sort out their differences at a later date.

When he left, I turned to the poster that had kept me company since my early days with Jacob. This framed image of a Holbein painting had been a gift from my husband before he started taking himself so seriously. The Ambassadors comprised two men standing over a table laden with the articles of their trade—tools of navigation, maps and a globe turned to Affrica, spelled so strangely. Each of the figures somehow bore a striking resemblance to Jacob, except for the beard of course, but it was the burly Ambassador on the left, with his resolute posture and aura of command, that had always reminded me most of my former husband. At their feet, floating above a marble floor, was a surprising modernist twist: a skull distended through some trick of light and lenses, as if the Ambassadors brought death with them, carrying the fate of nations within their mantle of power.

That Jacob should have called, on this of all nights, challenged my disbelief in supernatural spirits. While I remained steadfastly skeptical of an omniscient being, Jacob’s timing made me wonder about a god of irony. Such a fickle presence could account for my ambivalence toward him a quarter century after he betrayed me in Ethiopia. No, impish deities, like mercurial husbands, were merely romantic distractions. My faith was embedded in language alone. With time running out, I needed to get back to work.
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Brooklyn

September 12, 1996

DAD’S DISAPPEARANCE CAME AT THE PERFECT TIME. THROUGHOUT my life, he had always been dashing off somewhere, but this was the first occasion when his travels actually provided me with a tangible benefit. His vacant basement apartment meant no more schlepping around instruments and no more burning pricey studio time waiting for Pascal. All we needed to do now was to shift Dad’s dumpy furniture to one side and set up for rehearsal.

“Guys, this is great news. My father could be gone for months.”

The four leading members of the Africa Rumba Express didn’t share my excitement. Gathered around Mom’s coffee table, they tinkered with their instruments or gazed at their hands, until Delacroix tapped out a beat and said: “Shalom, this will be a great intrusion on your father. What will he say when he returns?”

Back in their countries, the guys must have lived by a more rarefied sense of filial piety than I did. As far as I was concerned, lending us his place downstairs was the least my father could do to make up for a lifetime of condescension and neglect.

“Don’t worry, my mom gave her blessing, and no one can challenge her authority in this brownstone.”

“But our playing will be very loud,” Sang Froid called over from the piano. “It will disturb the professeur.”

“Believe me, she’s too immersed in screaming baboons to notice,” I said. “Her research puts her into a trance.”

Reaching into my guayabera, I pulled out a joint, the third so far this evening. Or maybe it was the fourth.

“Shalom, you should not smoke so much. It is bad for the piano,” Sang Froid said, brushing his finger along the keyboard.

“That piano must have survived worse that a little ganja.” I took a deep puff, eyed the Steinway and stubbed out the joint.

The one whose voice counted most, Ismael Camara, our musical director, hadn’t yet said anything. He was busy tending to his saxophone as if dressing a small child for winter. After testing the action on the keys and valves, Ismael applied the oil that made the brass smell like an engine, one that plied the ocean currents between Africa and the New World. Around the table, the guys waited for him to render his opinion. To his left sat Delacroix Soumarahu, the Clark Kent of our band—UN investigator by day, conga player from Côte d’Ivoire by night, a judicious presence in either incarnation. At the piano was Sang Froid, whose real name was Mouhamadou Bah, but who had adopted a bracing nom de guerre to avoid any administrative conflicts with the City University, where he taught higher math. And in the chair facing me was Pascal Sidibe, a fast-talking hustler who spent his days peddling knock-off handbags along Broadway. He sang a spirited vocals, but never stopped questioning whether my managerial instincts matched their musical talents.

“Our problem is not the practice space,” Pascal said, removing his sunglasses and clipping them onto his open shirt. “Our problem is a manager who does not have the correct strategy to promote our music. My friends in Europe are performing at the biggest festivals, but you bring us only to very small clubs.”

Pascal fed me this horseshit all the time. What he really wanted was to seize the mantle of headliner, to call the band his own, “Pascal Sidibe and the Africa Rumba Express,” when in reality it was Ismael who gave form and pace to our music.

“We’ve got to be patient,” I said. “It takes time to build an audience, and I have an idea that could change things for us.”

“You always talk about the big ideas,” Pascal said. “We do not want to play before any more festivals of the renaissance.”

That particular gig, at the Robin Hood Country Faire, sure hadn’t worked out as planned. My idea had been to reach out to the crunchy types who actually listened to World Music. Unfortunately, this Faire turned out to be a gathering of dorks and hippies pining for “Greensleeves.” Only a handful of them even bothered to break away from the maypole to listen to the Rumba Express.

Ismael wiped the excess oil from his horn and kissed the bell, as he did before every performance. “Shalom, you work like a donkey to support us, but it was not worth driving five hours to play for people who dress up in crazy costumes.”

It was always hard to get a read on Ismael. He seemed dreamy, contemplating a galaxy of notes beneath the dark kufi that covered his close-cropped hair, but he had a clear sense of direction forged by years of struggle. The saxophone that he cradled on his lap had been his most intimate companion, closer even than his wife and children in Senegal, more reliable than his bandmates, and far more essential than his manager.

“That’s true, compañero, the Faire was a big disappointment, but this next idea could really change everything.”

I called him compañero as a nod to our shared passion for Cuba. Ismael had grown up in Dakar listening to the old records of the great Havana bands, and developed his sound to reflect the melding of African and Cuban strains. My ties to old Havana were far more corporeal: a doomed summer of anthropological fieldwork spent cycling through the beds of various muchachas, the bill for which came due on my return home when the department spurned my ethnographic take on seduction.

“Shalom, why do you always need to change everything?” Pascal piped in. “It is not your place to tell us how to play the music.”

“I don’t want to do anything to the music, only present it a little differently.”

“What do you suggest?” Delacroix asked.

“That we make our image more political.”

“You are crazy, man.” Pascal rolled his head back in laughter, as if the village idiot had suggested rising up to overthrow the government. “No one cares about politics when they come to listen to me sing. They want to drink the beer, meet the girls, have a good time.”

He had a point: women and wine were certainly what drew me out at night.

“Compañeros, believe me, Americans only give a shit about the world if they can shed their grace on it. What I’m proposing is that we adapt our name, to let our audiences feel like the saviors of lost children.”

“What name do you propose?” Ismael asked, inserting a fresh reed into his mouthpiece.

“The African Refugee Mega-Stars.”

The parlor went silent.

“But we are not refugees,” Delacroix said. As one who translated victims’ testimonies for war crimes prosecutions, Delacroix demanded precision in language, the same exactitude that went into his impeccable suits, the flawless starched shirts, the glistening sheen of his perfectly shaved head.

“You’re forgetting about Robbie,” I said. “That’s his official status, so we wouldn’t be deceiving anyone, or at least not completely deceiving them.”

A flicker of nods recognized that Robbie Benson, the session musician who played the timbales for us, was indeed a refugee. He’d escaped Liberia’s civil war right before the rebels rolled into Monrovia chopping off the hands of anyone in their way. Fortunately for him, Robbie found passage on a freighter out of the burning city. Functioning hands were pretty much a sine qua non for a drummer.

“In fact, you guys could all be considered refugees,” I said. “You came here seeking a better life. You shouldn’t be required to have run from an invading army to use that term.”

My argument sounded crass, even exploitive. These were professional musicians seeking a broader forum for their art, not a six-year-old Susanna Sussman fleeing Hitler. All around me, brows were tightening, chins were being scratched.

“I do not like this name: African Refugees,” Pascal said, wriggling a fake Rolex on his wrist. “In Senegal, we have known peace since independence. Our people live in cities with great culture and learning. The warlords and child soldiers on your television are not part of our reality. You should not think that all Africans are the same.”

Delacroix rubbed his hands together slowly, as if milling the evidence into a just conclusion. “Pascal is correct. The designation of ‘refugee’ has specific legal requirements. You must have left your country due to what we call a ‘well-founded fear of persecution.’ None of us here can claim that, not that we could prove before a judge.”

Nothing was ever easy. Even a simple name change set off a grand ontological debate.

“Guys, it doesn’t have to mean anything cosmic. The name is only a way of playing into the American vanity that the whole world revolves around them. We want to give our audiences a reason to cheer for us, to see the underdog make good.”

Looking around the table, I longed for some of my father’s clear sense of conviction, or at least his forcefulness. If I had learned one thing from a lifetime of dealing with Dad, it was never to show your critics any doubt, or they would use it to crush you. Survival rested on the certainty that when you stepped out onto a frozen river, the ice would act as a bridge to carry you across.

“Hey, compañeros, this is something you obviously have to decide among yourselves. But this issue may be symbolic of something bigger, about the direction of the band, and whether you want to proceed with me as manager. If so, then we should press ahead together, but if not, I’ll step aside and let you go your own way.”

My threat of resignation was meant to blast away their resistance. No such luck. Power plays were never my strength. Delacroix thanked me for my candor and informed me they would consider my recommendations. He smoothed out his tie, turned to his bandmates, and addressed them not in French, which I could have followed, but in Wolof, which he had picked up during a long stint with the UN in Dakar. Much as I didn’t appreciate Delacroix’s shift in language, I could recognize that any hope of retaining my position rested with his capacity to plead my case. If he still believed in me, and I had every indication that he did, then at least I had a fighting chance. He was fair, prudent, and circumspect. Music was more passion than vocation for him, something to take his mind off the testimonies of butchery he dealt with during his days sorting through evidence for the UN war-crimes tribunals.

For all of Delacroix’s temperance, Pascal seemed to be angling for a fight. His voice rose quickly, and he pointed to me while laughing derisively. It wasn’t hard to peg Pascal as echoing my father, who swore that incompetence tainted everything I touched: Shalom the fuck-up, Shalom the dilettante, Shalom the reverse-alchemist, turning every golden opportunity into lead. Not that I hadn’t given Dad plenty of ammunition—what with getting thrown out of grad school and embarking on a slew of far-fetched schemes. This time was different, though. Now I had a real plan, and a resolute commitment to see it through. Provided the guys didn’t fire me right here in my own mother’s living room.

I rose from the couch and drifted toward the bookshelves running floor to ceiling along the parlor. Serving as the pillars of my mother’s world, the stacks bore the lode of all four branches of anthropology: from linguistic to biological to archeological to cultural. The volumes that had once informed my studies now stood as totem to my failure. I never should have tried to keep up with her, something that became clear from my first breath in graduate school.

“Shalom, come back to us. You must be present for this discussion,” Delacroix called out. He was standing as the rest of the guys looked away, leading me to conclude that the decision had gone against me. Girding myself for the inevitable dismissal, I wondered how I would recast my life yet again.

“Tell him,” Delacroix instructed Ismael. “Do not make him wait any longer.”

Fingering his sax, as if rehearsing a tune, Ismael slowly revealed his judgment: “When Shalom joined us, we were playing in the metro, waiting for the police to push us away. Then he found us a place at the Shamrock, with five people in the audience, but the next week, ten others came to hear us, and each time since then has been bigger clubs and more people. So I say ‘yes,’ let us stay with him as manager. We will become, as he says, the ‘African Refugee Mega-Stars.’”

It didn’t sound like much of an endorsement, but at this stage I couldn’t afford to take offense. The guys all rose to celebrate the renewal of our vows, and I made my way around the circle shaking hands with each of them.

As soon as we sealed the deal, my beeper came alive, tingling around the hip. Squaring the little box before me, I recognized the number as belonging to Mia, a spoiled ex-dancer now studying for a doctorate in my mother’s department. She had a penchant for ganja, an open expense account and a lithe body.

“Guys, I gotta go.”

“But Shalom, what about the practice?” Delacroix asked. He had stood up for me, and now I was standing them up.

“You go on downstairs. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

I dropped the keys to Dad’s apartment, grabbed a few dime bags from my stash upstairs, and bolted. It would take me an hour to reach Mia uptown, and she would want me to stay while she sampled both product and messenger. Sure, it was more time wasted in a lifetime of wasted opportunities, but I couldn’t help myself.
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Goma, Zaire

September 16, 1996

AS THE PLANE TURNED TOWARD GOMA, I PEERED OUT THE window at a dark lake ringed by green mountains. To the north, barely visible through the storm clouds, a string of soaring volcanoes shot up to the heavens. These must have been the Virunga Mountains, looming over Lake Kivu and the sprawling city below.

“What the fuck is that?” Dudu asked. He was pointing west, to a crazy mosaic of reds, greens, and blues spread across a vast field.

“It must be one of the refugee camps.”

“Aba, you promised this wasn’t going to be like Ethiopia.”

“Don’t worry, we won’t be doing any rescuing. Not this time.”

The camp below was filled with Hutus, the perpetrators of genocide, who had hacked to death a million Tutsis faster than Hitler had exterminated the Jews of my father’s Galicia. One thing I knew for certain: those murderous bastards wouldn’t get any help from us.

We bounced down on a bumpy airfield. As the brakes slowed our momentum, the plane shot past a succession of broken aircraft that had been left to rust just off the runway. Arriving in what passed for a terminal, we walked through a crowd of hustlers making like we were old friends.

“Muzungu, come this way. I have a taxi. Let me take your bags.”

“Muzungu, I have a good hotel.”

Dudu didn’t hesitate. Pushing straight into their midst, he opened a channel through their groping hands. Denied a day’s pay, the men turned nasty, fingers pinched together, moving up and down as if milking a cow, the same motion we had seen in Kinshasa, where every loafer wanted a handout. They hounded us until we came to a short fellow holding a sign with my name—Jacob Furman—written in block letters.

“You must be Patrice,” I said.

The others fell away, the hunt was over.

“Yes, that is me. I have come for you.”

He was so small that he looked stunted, with a big smile and a head too large for his body. Loading our bags into his car, I directed him to the Hotel Bruegel and we headed out into traffic behind a truck marked with the initials WFP that was bouncing all over the pockmarked road. As we entered a rotary, the truck slowed before a pothole as big as a bathtub, rocked back and forth, and then turned west as a volcano appeared through the mist.

“That is the way to Mugunga,” our driver said. “They are delivering food for the Rwandans.”

“Rwandans, you mean the Hutus?”

“Yes, the ones who came two years ago. Our government let them stay in the refugee camps after they lost their war. You are coming with the UN?”

Dudu leaned over the front seat with a big smile. “Do we look like do-gooders?”

Patrice shrugged. “The man who contacted me only said you would arrive on the morning flight.”

The last thing I needed was for Dudu to stir up any confusion. “We have some business here,” I told the driver, “some people to see.”

We slogged through the center of town, past open-air markets where peasant women sat on blankets with produce stretched out before them. Young guys straddling motorbikes waited for passengers to taxi across town. Outside the storefronts hung battered signs illustrating diamonds and gold; inside, the brokers weighed the fruit of the mines. On the corner, big women in colorful robes held calculators in one hand and wads of cash in the other, the same posture we had seen in Kinshasa, a profitable enterprise built on the collapsing value of President Mobutu’s banknotes.

Passing through the commercial district, Patrice turned right at another traffic circle and headed into a neighborhood of fine villas guarded by high stone walls, making the place look like a Swiss lake town. A checkpoint appeared. A half dozen Zairean soldiers leaned over the car ahead of us, leering into the windows, waving their Kalashnikovs like toys, pretending to spray the occupants with automatic fire.

“Here we go, Aba. More fun,” Dudu said, turning to see our retreat blocked by cars behind and stone walls on both sides. He leaned forward to wrap an arm around Patrice’s shoulder: “Stay calm, my friend. You can’t outrun a bullet.”

Spotting our car, the gang of soldiers rushed toward us. Their shirts hanging out, they banged on the roof, rubbed their bellies, and made the same up-and-down pinching gesture as the airport porters.

“Give us something, Muzungu. Give us some money.”

“A sweet, give us a sweet. You have plenty.”

Dudu patted my arm to indicate he would handle this. Bribes, like beer, were his specialty. Opening his window halfway, he passed them enough to buy a round.

“Enjoy, my friends. Think of us when you are drinking tonight.”

The soldiers who scrambled over the money weren’t satisfied with his generosity. “That’s not enough, Muzungu. The price of beer has gone up since last week.”

Dudu slipped a few more bills more out the window. “All right, go spend this fast before the cost rises again.”

The thugs moved on to their next victims, and Patrice wasted no time putting the car in gear. The road led along Lake Kivu, whose shore was lined with palm trees and fancy homes. Reaching the Hotel Bruegel, we found a restored colonial villa transformed into a luxury lakeside resort, albeit one filled with shaggy relief workers. The do-gooders paraded through the lobby, kibitzing in a dozen languages, wearing tan vests emblazoned with the initials of their particular aid group. Damn fools, aiding the Hutus as if they were any other refugees. Avoiding them, we proceeded to the marble reception desk, registered with the uniformed concierge, and were led upstairs to adjoining rooms facing the lake. Alone at last, I flopped on the bed and allowed myself to be seduced by an afternoon nap, nestled by the trees rustling in the breeze. The scene was nice and peaceful, but if I had learned one thing from history, it was that tranquility never lasts.

A thunderstorm rolling through Goma woke me in the late afternoon. After the rain passed, I returned to the hotel lobby and found myself surrounded by more do-gooders. Craving some privacy, I strolled out onto the hotel’s back lawn. Beyond the grass lay Lake Kivu, cold and dark as oil, the waves slapping the rocky shore. Somewhere up north, another wave of thunder boomed, still far off. To the east, already shrouded in darkness, was Rwanda, where the trouble all began two years ago. Out on the lake, the oranges and reds of dusk reflected in the water. It was a glorious vision. A real Eden that brought me back to an earlier time in Africa, when Susanna went digging for the bones of our ancestors.

Susanna always considered my nostalgia to be a curse, but it saddened me to think of Ethiopia, how we could have built something enduring, what the rabbis called “palaces in time.” If only she had trusted me, if only she could have had faith in my intentions. Back then our lives had seemed intertwined, like the Havdalah candles lit by observant Jews at the end of Shabbat, three discrete strands of wax braided together, so that the wicks burned separately but at the same time. It was a sweet, romantic notion of togetherness. Even though she was lost to me now, I was glad to have called her a few days ago from Kinshasa, to remind her that my feelings had never changed, not from the moment she first stumbled into my arms.

“Aba, what are you doing out here all by yourself?” Beer in hand, Dudu slipped in behind my chair. “It’s no good for an old man to be left alone with his regrets.” This was what made Dudu so dangerous. Somehow he could see right through you.

“Have you ever known me to look back in regret?” I replied quickly, not wanting to give him even the slightest opening

Easing himself quietly into a lawn chair, he still moved as if on night maneuvers through hostile territory. “Not you, Jacob. You don’t allow anyone to peek into your heart, beneath all the scar tissue.”

“Don’t worry about me, Dudu. My heart is plenty strong. Otherwise I could never have survived so many disappointments.”

He looked me up and down, like a fighter scanning for weakness. “This is what makes me so crazy about this assignment, Aba. Why did you let yourself get mixed up with Salik again? You may be a nudnik, but you’ve always been an idealist.”

Dudu deserved an answer, for our many travels together, beginning with my placing him and his mother on a night train out of Odessa, after the Soviets hounded to death his refusenik father, and culminating with the last great Ethiopian airlift, when he helped me transport thousands of Beta Israel out of Addis Ababa, the planes taking off so full that whole villages vanished into thin air.

“I’m still an idealist, Dudu, that’s why I agreed to Salik’s request. The Tutsis need our help.”

He downed a big drink of beer. “Oy, Jacob. You’re going to make a mess here.”

A loudmouth like Dudu couldn’t comprehend the scope of the tragedy, how the Hutus had slaughtered the Tutsis without mercy and had then stolen the mantle of victimhood for themselves.

“This mess existed long before us. Now it’s time for justice.”

“It will take a hard man to watch that, Aba. You don’t have the stomach to be so ruthless.”

“Just watch, it may surprise you how ruthless I can be.”

“Not the Jacob who I have known. Not the man who lives to save people.”

He lifted his shirtsleeve and placed the beer bottle directly against his left arm, high up, by the shoulder. He rotated the arm stiffly, as if opening and closing a lock.

“Still bothering you, eh?” I asked.

“The damp annoys it.”

The weather made my fingertips ache, but at least my pains weren’t self-inflicted. “Serves you right for getting that stupid tattoo.”

“Aba, you always talk about remembering the past. Well, this is my memorial to bad times in Lebanon. It’s guaranteed until ten days after death.”

The story, as it had been passed on to me, was that, during the early days of the Lebanon War, a rocket-propelled grenade had wiped out half of Dudu’s unit. For years he hadn’t wanted to discuss it, and I never pressed him. Now he had the whole saga painted onto his arm.

The last vestiges of daylight illuminated the lake like a painting of Moses and the revelation at Sinai. The scene before us, of course, looked nothing like the desert. It was far too wet for that, with the lake disappearing in the mist and dark clouds to the east promising a fresh tempest.

“What a beautiful place,” I said.

He lifted the bottle from his tattoo and took a drink. “Beauty is no good, Aba. It tricks you to believe in illusions. This is how we got stuck in Lebanon. We couldn’t see the truth, only what we wanted to believe.”

This kind of sentiment I might have expected from Susanna or Shalom, but not from Dudu, who had loved guns so much as a teenaged immigrant to Haifa that his poor widowed mother worried for his sanity.

“When did you turn into a peacenik?”

“What peacenik? I only refuse to live in a fantasy world, thinking that what you win in battle will ever last.”

Our conversation was cut off by the shouts of fishermen rowing out onto the lake. Darkness was creeping in, but we could still make out the men in their crazy-looking boat—three canoes lashed together with long poles—arguing over how to clear an obstruction in their nets. One of the fishermen tried to dislodge the object with his oar, but soon he needed to lean over the water and tug hard at the net. A few shakes set loose the unmistakable shape of an arm and a torso, rolling across the surface. Easing their catch onto open water, the fisherman went back to rowing.

Dudu rubbed his head as if it were hurting him. “So, say you eat the fish from there, would that make you a cannibal?”
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