







FROM POVERTY TO WEALTH,
FROM AFRICA TO AMERICA,
AND FROM CHILD SOLDIER
TO U.S. MARINE

Born into the Congolese wilderness, Tchicaya Missamou became a child soldier at age 11. As a horrific civil war loomed across his country, Tchicaya began using his militia connections to ferry jewels, cash, computers, and white diplomats out of the country. By 17, he was rich. By 18, he was a hunted man, his house destroyed, his family brutalized in front of him by his own militia. By 19, he’d left behind everything he’d ever known, escaping to Europe and, eventually, to America.

Incredibly, that was only the start of his journey.

In the Shadow of Freedom is the uplifting story of one man’s quest to achieve the American Dream. Tchicaya Missamou’s life is a shining example of why America is a gift that should not be taken for granted, and why we are limited only by the breadth of our imagination and the strength of our will.
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This work is a memoir. It reflects the author’s present recollections of his experiences over a period of years. Certain names and identifying characteristics have been changed and certain individuals are composites. Events have also been compressed.
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In the SHADOW of FREEDOM



PART 1
MUNDELÉ
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Born with less, but you still precious . . .

—TUPAC SHAKUR



Brazzaville, Congo
August 19th, 2004

Thursday

I am almost home.

The plane skims the treetops and I stare down at a country that is no longer mine.

Slowly, the shadows solidify into shacks, primitive buildings, run-down streets, and I feel excitement coiling in my stomach like a snake. The air around me charges and pulses with electricity as my seat begins to shudder. Flying into the Congo is never commonplace. It is never ordinary. It is never easy.

The plane touches down with a series of thumps and my heart pounds a rough counterpoint.

As the door swings open, the heat covers me like a blanket, but it’s not the heat of the Middle East or California. It is the heat of Africa. It burns my eyes, and I mistake the sharp stinging sensation for the onset of tears as my feet touch what passes for a tarmac.

The light feels strange against my skin, tangible, warm, thick, and I imagine for a second that a different sun shines here.

I smile and step into the terminal.

The noise explodes into my ears and the heat doubles, triples in this contained space. I notice the lack of air-conditioning and suddenly wonder how different I really am, how far I’ve really come.

I queue in the immigration line for foreigners and see Mama Nicole, my aunt, standing on the other side of the dusty glass. She waves at me, leaping up and down like a small child. I smile back, excitement swelling my chest. White people step ahead of me and are waved through the line, but I don’t let this bother me today.

“Passeport,” says the man in French. Like most of the Congolese police and government personnel, he wears civilian clothes. Dark sweat stains creep across his yellowed shirt.

I plaster a wide smile onto my face and pull out my American passport.

He stares at the blue document for a moment, his face wrinkled in confusion. He turns it over. There aren’t many Americans who venture this deep into the Congo.

“American?” he asks.

I nod.

“Next,” he says, placing my passport to the side and assisting the man behind me. I take a step to the right and wait patiently. I will not cause any disruptions.

He picks up my passport again. “I have to check this out,” he says, then disappears into the crowd. I stand there, separated from my people by a thin glass barrier. I watch as if they were a television show, moving and shouting and hustling for money in a cacophony of languages. It is more desperate than I remember, more violent.

The man doesn’t come back.

My aunt waves at me again, a confused look on her face. I raise my hand for reassurance, but her expression makes me nervous. I try to ask another immigration officer for help, but am ignored. Minutes pass. My aunt comes close to the glass. “What’s going on?”

“The man needed to check something with my passport.”

“Congolese?”

“American,” I say, shaking my head.

She clucks at me. “An American passport in the Congo is like gold. You should not have even let him leave the counter. There’s no one to be trusted here.” I start to answer, but she turns to the man beside her and says something. He walks off, returning a few moments later with the commandant of the terminal. My aunt is a strong woman, but it’s not permitted for her to express anger to a man such as this, so she keeps her mouth closed. Her friend discusses the situation with him instead, and I watch my aunt closely to determine exactly how worried I should be.

Minutes later, employees are lined up and threatened, and somehow my passport magically appears. The commandant attempts an apology, but I simply nod and move into the twisting, black cloud of the main terminal. I’m happy to let others do the talking for me. It never crossed my mind to brush up on languages I spoke for nearly twenty years.

I struggle not to touch the soft skin on my face. I’m as dark as anyone in the room, but seven years away from the dirt, the dust, and the winds has changed my complexion.

My aunt runs toward me and wraps her arms around my neck. I say hello to the man beside her, who turns out to be the boyfriend of my other aunt, Mama Julice. His name is Batsimba.

“He pretended to be a colonel,” says Mama Nicole, smiling. “They managed to find the passport very quickly after that.”

I look at Batsimba, and he shrugs. “They don’t know better,” he says. “Is it not good to get what you want?”

I nod and shake his hand.

“Last week, I was a captain,” he says, a slow grin overtaking his face. I feel my mouth mirroring his and pat his shoulder. I’m thankful for his presence, for his ability to deceive.

“Come,” says my aunt, “stay close.”

She sees me widening my eyes against the crowds and smiles. “American and European flights bring more people. More money to be made.”

I pull my satchel tightly against my back.

I’m wearing jeans and a T-shirt and heads turn as I walk. People reach out to touch me. Children point. No one who sees me counts me as a local and, for some reason, this makes me angry. My clothes would be nothing in America, but here, they set me apart.

“So is it everything you remember?” asks my aunt.

I speak softly, slowly, hesitant in my native tongue. “It is crowded,” I say.

She laughs, her teeth reflecting the dull halogen lights above us. “It’s always been crowded. It’s you who take up more space.”

I allow myself to smile, but can’t shake the twisting snake in the pit of my stomach. I can’t tell if it is fear, nervousness, or excitement. Possibly all three.

Beggars surround the crowd like a fence, and I wonder if there was always such poverty, such sadness. Children do not notice such things, but my new eyes are attuned to suffering.

I pull my Nalgene bottle out of my backpack, unscrew the top, and take a long swig. Stares accompany the gesture, and nearby children reach out to touch my legs as they pass. One little boy stops, his eyes bright, his mouth gaping.

“What’s that?” he says.

“It holds water,” I say, suddenly aware of this alien technology that I’ve brought into my homeland. It’s okay for a white man to carry such an object, but for a black man to hold this device is strange, foreign, confusing. I put the bottle away and resolve to keep it stowed until I get home.

The boy moves on, pulled by the endless tide of skin and sound.

“Find your bag,” says my aunt, and points to a line of tattered men and women dragging luggage into the terminal, sweating from the heat of the tarmac. Some are unable to see thanks to the sheer number of suitcases piled in front of their faces. A few push wheelbarrows full of other people’s possessions. Others have staked their fortune on one or two pieces of expensive-looking baggage. I pat my pocket to make sure I still have my money.

I spot my suitcase and tip the man a few extra francs, causing him to smile and pat my arm.

“I take it for you,” he says, and I nod.

There is an entire assembly-line operation here, from beggars to baggage handlers to porters to cab drivers. It’s a strange economy, thriving on the meager offerings of tired travelers. Again, it’s the same as when I left, but more desperate, scared, crowded.

The customs official grabs my bag from the handler, dismissing him with a wave. My face betrays no emotion as the squat man rubs his hands across an old, tattered shirt and pats his big belly. The woman next to him, dressed in an identical faded yellow uniform, glances at the bag.

“Remove the lock, please,” she says, and I do. She yanks the zipper with a harsh, practiced motion. The crowd presses against my back. The constant wash of voices weighs against my eardrums.

My face is still and calm.

She lifts the top and I watch her expression closely. Her eyes widen and she nudges the fat man. He glances into the bag, then looks at me.

Two officials come around the table to pat me down. This part, I remember watching as a child, and keep a careful eye on my wristwatch. They touch my chest and pockets, and then they move away. I double-check my possessions, finding cell phone and wallet intact. I move them both to my front pockets, where they are more difficult to steal. This, I should have done earlier, but I have never before carried a wallet on African soil.

The man behind the table reaches into the suitcase and pulls out my cover—my hat. I have purposely packed this item on top. The woman slides closer to him and together they pull out my uniform and lay it on the table. I approve of the way they have handled my second skin, my new life.

“What’s this?” they say.

“I’m a U.S. Marine,” I say, watching their eyes scan me from head to toe.

I feel my aunt behind me, her hand on my shoulder, but she says nothing. The customs officials work faster now, nicely repacking my jeans and tennis shoes, my carefully folded T-shirts, the small trinkets I’ve purchased for my family.

A crowd has gathered around us, and we are swept out to the taxi stands. Ten different voices clamor for our attention, offering services, help, advice, all for the smallest of fees. This is the Congolese economy at work. The freest of markets.

I raise my arm to signal for a car, but the man who grabbed my bag from the airplane resurfaces, gesturing toward a cab. “Best driver,” he says, smiling largely. “Already booked for you.” I follow him. My aunt sighs as if I have done something foolish, but I continue, giving him another hundred francs for his efforts.

“Hey, mokondzi,” says the driver in Lingala, a regional dialect from the north. “Where you going?” He wears a Kangol hat like Samuel L. Jackson and a shirt that looks older than me. The sweat from his armpits has stained the shirt a dull yellow.

My aunt speaks to him so I don’t have to. Here, I am mokondzi. Here, I am boss. Here, I am somebody.

“Moungali,” she says, directing him to one of the northern sections of Brazzaville, and chills spring up between beads of sweat. I haven’t heard that word spoken aloud in seven long years. I clench my fists, picturing my mother’s face, trying desperately to block out the last image I have of her, the one permanently etched into my brain.

I force my mind to happier thoughts.



Brazzaville, Congo
1978–87

CHAPTER 1

The grass reached all the way to the sky.

I moved through it, a ghost, a whisper.

To my left, the stuttering swishes of the other hunters assaulted my ears and I cursed their clumsiness.

The sky was clear, hot, bright, and I wiped tiny beads of sweat away from my forehead. I parted the grasses for a better view.

There, in the distance, approaching the Djoué River . . .

“Shhh,” I said, but no one could hear me amongst the clattering of feet and murmuring of mouths. “Shhh,” I said again, muscles tensed, focused on the prey not ten feet from me. It stopped and cocked its head.

Silence.

We all watched as it slowly pivoted, smelling us, hearing us, sensing our presence in the air. My stomach growled.

The monkey turned and ran for the river. Its tail was rigid, stiff, a finger pointing at us as it sprinted away.

The grasses exploded and we all charged the fleeing animal, tiny spears held high. Blood pumped in my ears. The ground disappeared under my feet as I pulled away from my friends. My mouth opened and a joyful howl erupted.

The monkey reached the river and spun to its right, sprinting along the bank.

I raised my arm high and pushed my legs even harder. Tiny clouds of dirt sprang up with every step, and I squinted my eyes against the dust, sweat, and sun. My world narrowed to this moment. I could hear the breath filling my lungs.

The monkey turned its head as it ran and we locked eyes. I smiled, delighting in the fear that crossed its face, reveling in the power that surged through my limbs.

Five steps.

Four steps.

I raised my stick high and issued my best approximation of a battle cry, the one I heard the men in the village make when they returned triumphantly from the hunt.

Three steps.

The monkey was nearly in arm’s reach, and I could make out the streaks of mud coating its fur, the sheen of moisture across its arms. Time slowed and I watched the muscles coil and release under its skin.

In this moment, I felt alive.

Two steps.

I reached out my arms and grazed the tip of its tail.

It moved even faster, pulling away from me.

One step.

The monkey leaped, spinning toward the jungle, and my hands grasped only air. I turned back toward the grasses to avoid falling into the river. The other kids would never let me hear the end of it if I came back wet.

I stopped, breathing hard, panting in the thick heat. The other kids arrived, wheezing, smiling, laughing.

“You almost had him, Tchic!”

“That was the closest ever!”

I smiled, happy because I’d seen fear in the eyes of the prey. I didn’t catch it on that day, but I knew that I would. It was inevitable.

“Come on,” I said. “We don’t want to miss dinner.”

•   •   •

Matsimou is a small village in southern Brazzaville. It was, at least to my memory, nearly communal in arrangement. There were no walls, no gates, no locked doors. If I was hungry, there was no house that would not feed me. If I was thirsty, there was no woman who would not give me water.

When we approached from our hunt, the women were gathering coconut shells full of water for their husbands. Some walked from the river, carrying buckets on their heads, babies strapped to their backs, while others stoked the fires for the large amounts of meat the hunters were sure to bring home. A twinge of regret rang through my body as I pictured the closeness of the monkey.

I jockeyed for position with the other children as the deep voices echoed from the tree line. Dinner was upon us.

Huge monkeys, nearly five times the size of the one I’d chased along the banks of the Djoué. Stalks of cassava. Snakes. Mpukumbendé. The women carried baskets of fresh vegetables, and my mouth began watering.

The men set down the prey in front of their wives, who kneeled in return, holding out coconut shells full of fresh water. Boys ran to their fathers, clasping them around the leg and exclaiming about the size of the day’s catch.

I was surrounded by singing and dancing, the celebration of a successful hunt.

The sun edged toward the horizon.

I walked over to my grandmother, Mama Ntsiangani, and smiled.

“Did you have a good day?” she asked. I nodded, and she smiled back. “Good. Now run along while I get dinner ready.”

We sat on a dusty floor, crammed together, shoulder to shoulder, naked, sweating, dirty. The sharp edges of the kouala rug tickled the bare skin on my legs and butt. I quivered in excitement as my mother raised the lid of the pot.

A thick white smoke poured out, filling the room with the rich smell of smoked monkey stew, and I giggled in anticipation. The other kids in the house looked at me, smiles on their faces. The house was full, bustling, complete, with two of my grandmothers, my mother, about ten aunts and uncles, and nearly twenty other children.

My mother dipped the long wooden ladle into the pot and pulled out scoops of meat and fresh vegetables, placing them on the huge tray in the center of the room. An appreciative murmur erupted as it always did when such a dish was served. Outside, the fire pits crackled in the night air and I inhaled deeply, sucking the smells into my body.

Everyone gathered around the tray, reaching in with mud-covered hands, stuffing handfuls of food into their gaping mouths. Sighs of contentment merged with grunts of approval and my mother smiled. I licked my fingers, tasting the smoked monkey, imagining the hunt, feeling the warm broth as it raced down my throat and into my belly. I grabbed a piece of hot cassava from the tray and chewed it, letting the juices trickle over my teeth and chin.

A thousand different conversations happened around me as I sat there in the heat and smoke of my grandparents’ house, but I did not join any of them. I sat and I ate and I listened.

Pépé, my grandfather, stoked the flames of the fire pit high and we all gathered around him, laughing at his wild eyes and frantic movements. He lowered his voice and we crammed in even tighter, silent as he whispered stories of mundelé and black magic, of myth and legend.

I curled close to my mother, smiling to myself as her fingers traced mystical patterns up and down the bare skin of my back. Chills sprang up along my body, illuminated by the flickering sparks of fire in front of us.

Pépé was now just an outline, a shadow, a ghost flitting in front of the pit, and I stared, letting my eyes unfocus and drift, letting the gods reach into my head and steal my thoughts away from this moment.

My stomach gurgled gently, my muscles sore from the day’s play. My mother kissed the top of my head and the fire faded.

Sleep surrounded me like mist and I did not fight it.

Saturday meant cowboy movies, episodes of Dallas, or Rambo.

As the boys arrived from around Matsimou, I watched as Miekoutima, my uncle, picked up the small black-and-white television and ran the tangled wires over to the car battery that sat in the yard. He connected the frayed ends and watched the screen intently, breaking into a smile as bright rays splashed his face. I sat in front of the screen, marking my territory. Without a front-row seat, there was little chance that I would be able 
to hear the strange American accents or see the gunfights. Often, I’d be late to the movies and would get stuck in the back, hopping up and down to catch scattered glimpses of the flickering images, laughing when everyone else laughed, but not knowing why.

Right now, the screen showed only static, the strange jumbled hissing of black and white specks violently merging together. Amidst much grumbling, Fanfan, my cousin, was elected to hold the antenna. He climbed the nearby sapele tree and waved the thin wire around in the air.

“Wait!” I said as an image formed itself out of the random hissing, then disappeared. “Go back!”

I watched closely, giving him instructions, narrowing in on the cowboy clawing his way out of the background noise. Fanfan finally found the spot, then looked for a way to make himself comfortable. Tonight, he would only be able to listen to the movie and watch the glow of the tiny set reflected against the faces of his friends. It was a thankless job, but we’d all done it at one point or another.

The movie started, one we’d all seen countless times, and we crowded in for a better look.

“Shh,” said somebody as the first gunshot rang out.

American movies were what kept us in line, week after week. If a mother decided that you had done something truly deserving of punishment, she would deny television time. It was an action with far-reaching repercussions. The Saturday movie was all we talked about on the five-mile walk to school Monday morning. Sister Antoinette, the teacher, would watch it at her own house and make references repeatedly throughout the day’s lessons. If you hadn’t seen the film on Saturday, the dismay lasted until at least Wednesday or Thursday of the following week. In the life of a child, this might as well have been a year.

In addition, so much of our slang derived from American sources—Ninja, Cobra, Stallone, Schwarzenegger—that if you didn’t watch the movies, you could expect to be left out of countless conversations. Eventually, even our militias and political structures came to be shaped around these American idols.

“Gringo!” shouted Sazouka, throwing his head back in delight, and all the children laughed.

Gringo was what the bad guys called mundelé, and it made us happy to know that other people in the world had special names for the white man. The sounds of gunfire filled the air, and all the boys giggled to themselves and pushed and talked about what they would do when they had their own guns.

“Pow,” said Sazouka.

“Pow,” I said.

“Tchic! Voumbouka!”

The cold water hit my head like a fist and I sat up, sputtering. My mother smiled, holding an empty bucket. My grandmothers, Mama Loukoula and Mama Ntsiangani, nodded, the latter kicking my leg.

I was late for school. Again.

Hopping up, I stood still as my mother flattened my hair 
and hung the ardoise, the blackboard, around my neck. She shoved a piece of charcoal into my hand and kissed my forehead.

“You come back with this filled, do you hear me?” she said. “Every time you write something down, you remember it. The man who writes will be remembered forever. The man who talks is forgotten.”

“Okay,” I said, heading for the door. She always said these things before I went to school.

Mama Ntsiangani followed me outside, a machete in one hand and a half-burned cigarette in the other. She began chopping wood, grunting as the sun rose, and the strange sounds followed me deep into the jungle.

It was a five-mile walk to the baobab tree where school was taught. The tree was large and hollow and, when it rained, would allow all the students and Sister Antoinette to fit comfortably inside. I caught up to Loko, Bakala, and Taty, laughing and quoting Schwarzenegger movies.

I liked these boys because they hated school as much as I did. I’d skipped school only once in my life. My mother found out and told Pépé (who was illiterate himself ), Mama Loukoula, and Mama Ntsiangani, and I’d been beaten with sugarcane until my blood ran thick. Now I went, but didn’t enjoy it.

There is nothing more powerful than a man with knowledge.

I knew my mother meant well, but to a young boy, nothing was more exciting than hunting or fishing. Some days, when 
the village was hungry, we would have to miss school in order 
to hunt small game for our families. If the hunger pains weren’t especially bad, I almost always enjoyed this more than my 
lessons.

“You’ll never guess what happened to my Pépé,” I said to the boys as I caught up, breathlessly interrupting them.

“He got drunk again?” Taty laughed.

“Yes,” I said, “but listen.” The boys quieted down, and the only sounds were the crunching of leaves under our feet and the chatter of birds. “He was visiting all of his palm trees two nights ago, collecting the wine.”

“How many trees does he have?” asked Loko.

“At least a hundred,” said Taty, shuffling his feet in the moist dirt.

My grandfather, Pépé, would use a rope made of roots to climb to the tops of palm trees and leave cups to collect the sweet palm wine. Every so often, he would go from tree to tree, collecting his prizes and getting extremely intoxicated. This habit was well known around the village.

“He got drunk and fell asleep in the middle of the jungle, next to the river. When he woke up, a boa constrictor had swallowed his leg all the way up to his waist!”

The boys laughed and jumped up and down. I smiled, quieting them.

“So my Pépé stared at the boa constrictor, who couldn’t go any farther, and said, ‘You should have started at my head.’ And then he pulled out his knife and cut both of the snake’s eyes out. He slit the boa’s throat like this.” I mimed cutting around my thigh with a knife, severing the imaginary snake’s head from its body. “And then he took the boa home for soup!”

Taty shook his head. “Your grandfather is crazy.”

“He tells me to always carry a knife.”

“I guess so!” said Bakala. “And maybe you shouldn’t drink any of the palm wine!”

The boys laughed. It was good advice.

To this day, I have had only one sip of alcohol.

 

CHAPTER 2

The first time I saw a white man was on a golf course.

I stared, impressed by the muscular arms of this stranger, by his easy, confident gait, by the power he exuded. Never before had I seen a man carry himself in this way.

His shoes were gleaming white and the crease in his trousers was so sharp that I could have sliced a mango on it. It seemed to me that he was dressed for a date or a ceremony, not to play golf.

The other boys ran over to the lakes, but I held back, apprehensive, excited.

He was joined by two other men, dressed in similar clothes and colors. They laughed and patted one another on the back and smoked cigarettes, waving their golf clubs around as if they were made of twigs.

These were men who I’d expected to see only on the television or in my imagination—not this close. Not in my hometown.

“Tchic! Come on!” shouted Taty, and I ran to join the others before the first ball landed with a resounding ploop.

After years of watching the older boys come back from the courses with fistfuls of money, I’d finally been allowed to participate in the games. The white men would show up and hit balls into the water, sometimes on purpose, sometimes not. We would race each other, diving into the lakes, holding our breath, hoping to come up with a white-dimpled sphere or two. If we did, we’d run back to the men, breathlessly returning the balls in exchange for a few francs. It was good fun, but at seven years old, it was also my only hope of earning any money at all.

The men laughed as we ran and dove, our naked bodies shimmering in the warm waters of the resort. Those who spoke our language called us “mwana ya ngando” or “crocodile kids.” Sometimes, they would pick us up, smiling and letting us touch their hair. I remember patting the head of this one man, twisting the thin billowy strands of gold between my fingers, feeling the sinews and muscles tensing in his arms as he held me. He laughed, his teeth blinding white, his eyes a piercing blue. I wondered if everything he saw was coated with a blue tinge and resolved to ask my mother this vexing question.

“How can I be like you?” I said in my best French.

He smiled and put me down, playfully slapping the back of my head. “You’re never going to be like me,” he said. “You have to be an American before you can become a Marine.”

“What is a Marine?” I asked.

He replied, the smile never leaving his face. “It’s too complicated for an African boy.”

“But what is it?”

“Why, we’re the saviors of the world,” he said.

“Like Star Wars?”

He thought for a moment, then said, “Yeah. Like Star Wars.”

“I want to be like you,” I said again.

He laughed, turned me around, and gave me a little push. “Not a chance. Now get back over there.”

I ran back to the lake to wait for the next errant ball, the sun beating down upon us in waves, the men pointing and laughing as we chased their mistakes.

We began going out to the Djoué River to watch the white tourists play. We stared, openmouthed, as they rode motor scooters across the river, gaped as they kicked off their skis and skipped barefoot across the water.

It was magic.

It was power.

I couldn’t get enough of it.

I hid in the bushes, watching as they took out frozen pieces of meat and threw them onto open flames.

“What is that?” whispered Loko.

“I think it’s a chicken,” I said.

“Not a real chicken.”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“No. Not a real chicken.”

I never tired of the adventure or the constant surprises. Bottles of milk. Real milk. Ours was either powdered or warm and sticky from the teats of the goats. These strangers drank cold milk in the middle of the jungle as if it were an everyday activity. Endless supplies of it.

And the shoes! All mundelé—even the littlest ones—wore shoes, no matter where they went.

“Do you think it makes them walk faster?” asked Bakala.

“Maybe,” I said doubtfully, “but they can’t be comfortable.”

“Or all those clothes on your body,” added Lema.

“Then why do they do it?” I asked.

Loko shook his head. “Because of their chicken skin. The sun would burn them, the bugs would eat them. They have to wear these things so they don’t get injured. They don’t have strong skin like us.”

We all nodded. This seemed to make sense.

They would leave such amazing things behind after their excursions, and I remember the excitement we’d feel as 
we rummaged through their garbage cans. Incredible treasures like water containers made of hard plastic or strange metallic cups with ridged handles. There was no end to the things we could find if we dug deep enough. Every night during Mbangala, or the hot season, we would return with our prizes and present them proudly, beaming as our parents examined the day’s haul.

“Why would they get rid of this?” wondered my mother, turning over an unopened container of fresh water. I could only shake my head and smile, happy to study this mystery with my mother. The garbage cans of golf courses, riverbanks, and mundelé houses in the nearby village—these were the places I found the greatest treasures of my youth.

Remote-control cars.

Electronic games.

Bicycles.

It became our goal to befriend as many of the mundelé children as possible.

The only toys I’d ever played with were the ones constructed by my older brothers and sisters. Now, staring at the incredible array of gadgets and equipment carried around by nearly every white child, my mind began to spin, my mouth to water.

We became bold in our approaches, striding right up to the whites sitting along the banks of the Djoué. Many of them spoke French, so we were able to communicate without difficulty, and when in doubt, we found that a large smile would go a long way. More often than not, they would laugh and offer us anything we asked for, grinning and taking pictures of us as we rummaged through their boxes. It became an understood exchange—we’d pose for the bright flashing cameras, exposing our naked African butts, and they’d bring toys for us to play with.

Many of these activities, we kept secret from our parents. Our whole lives, we’d been given the impression that white people were gods, that the French had given us life. After all, they were the ones who had come to Africa and taught us to read and write, given us government, taught us civility. Everything the French touched was gold, but everything we touched was nothing. It was like seeing perfection from a distance, like living in the shadow of freedom. Still, children have no respect for history, and we were shameless in our quest for fun and excitement.

We became experts in knowing when and where to find mundelé, and in knowing which ones were likely to have the best toys.

One of our favorite games was football, what Americans call soccer. We’d take a hollowed coconut and wrap it in plastic, kicking it with our bare feet across the sticks and sand. We usually went down and played at a local park that was a favorite hangout for many of the richer families in the area. If no one showed up, we played football. If they did, there was no telling what incredible toys we might have access to.

One day, a strange boy showed up at the park while we were kicking the coconut around. He was dressed in all the proper apparel, even down to the cleats and shin guards. He carried a real soccer ball that looked as if it had never touched the ground. Staring at us, he slowly set the ball on the ground and halfheartedly kicked at it.

We played for a few more minutes, watching this mundelé out of the corners of our eyes, waiting to see if he had other toys with him. He stayed in a small corner of the park, kicking his regulation ball forward and backward, running across the ground in his black spiked shoes.

“Hey,” I shouted.

He looked up.

“Come over here and play with us.”

“Bring your ball,” shouted Lema.

He smiled, picked up his ball, and ran over.

“What’s your name?” I said.

“Gervais,” he said, out of breath from the short jog.

“Do you want to play with us?”

He nodded.

“I’m Tchicaya,” I said. “You can be on my team.”

We stood there, six naked African boys and one mundelé in a full football uniform. One by one, we all began to smile.

•   •   •

We became inseparable.

People began to expect us to arrive in pairs. If you wanted to find Tchicaya, all you had to do was look for Gervais, or vice versa.

His French was perfect, eloquent, measured, and I attempted to sculpt my voice like his, form my words in his accent. He was half-black and half-white, which, in the Congo, made him mundelé. In America, I came to learn, it is the opposite. His mother was a beautiful Russian woman named Olga, who accepted everything my friends and I did with a quiet smile. She also never greeted us without first offering a piece of candy or a cookie. We loved her immediately.

And the toys . . . Gervais had everything a child could ever want!

Board games, electronics, remote-control vehicles, balls, bats, gloves, fishing poles, gadgets, gizmos, things even he couldn’t figure out how to work.

He lived nearly ten miles away, and during the summer, it became a habit for me to walk to his house in the morning and run back at night, racing the rapidly falling sun. The jungle was not a safe place to be after dark, and my mother was not a safe person to talk to if I was ever late.

We would walk through the jungles of Matsimou, talking for hours. I would regale him with tall tales of my father, who’d been away on military training in Romania ever since my birth. I would tell him of the strongest hunters in our village, how they could kill a leopard with their bare hands. I would tell him about my brothers and sisters and their crushes and hopes and dreams. And he would listen, nodding thoughtfully.

This mundelé was my best friend, my closest companion. We came from different worlds, but there is no racism in children and we quickly grew to love each other.

•   •   •

“Want to come to my house for lunch tomorrow?” asked Gervais as we marched out of the jungle.

“All of us?” I said.

Gervais shrugged. “Whoever you want. The four of you can come. My mom said it’s okay to invite as many people as I want.” I looked at the other boys, all of us struggling to contain our excitement. My mouth twitched, imagining the foods I’d be stuffing into my face in less than a day. “Do you have to check with your mom?”

I spat on the ground and rubbed it into paste with my foot. “I don’t have to check with anybody. We can come. I know it.”

Gervais smiled. “Okay. I’ll tell my mom you’re all coming.”

As he ran to his mother’s waiting car, the four of us began to laugh and jump around. Eating a meal with mundelé! There was no one in the village who wouldn’t be jealous.

The next day, we showed up at Gervais’s door and waited until his mother came to answer it. I’d been to his house many times, but we’d always played outside, so I had never actually gone in before. I carefully wiped my feet on the rug, as I’d seen Gervais do. His mother smiled, and the other boys followed my example. We’d been playing, so dirt and mud caked our naked bodies as we slowly stepped onto the gleaming wooden floors of the main room.

It was enormous.

Paintings covered the walls and colorful rugs were carefully positioned every few feet. The house smelled of cinnamon, and my mouth watered in anticipation. Gervais ran down the staircase, smiling.

“Salut!” he said and we waved, awkward in our new surroundings. The floor felt strange against my feet—cold and hard.

His mother led us from room to room, explaining what everything was for, where everything went.

“This is where Bony sleeps,” she said, opening the door to a gigantic room.

I tried to keep my mouth from dropping open, but couldn’t help it. The dog slept inside the house. It had its own room.

In my village, animals stayed outside. I mentally recorded everything so I could report back to my mother. She wouldn’t believe me. I’d have to get the other boys to support my story so she wouldn’t think I was making the whole thing up.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing to a large plate on the floor.

Gervais’s mother smiled, shutting the door. “Her food bowl.”

The dog had its own plate. I was beginning to feel a little dizzy. Even I didn’t have my own plate. Even I didn’t have my own room.

Bony walked up, apparently upset that we were intruding on her space.

“Sit,” said Gervais’s mother, and the dog sat.

I shook my head. The white man told animals what to do, and the animals listened. It was beyond anything I could have imagined.

“Go away,” she said, and the dog lowered its head and walked toward the back of the house.

I was careful not to make eye contact with the other boys. I thought my head might explode. Truly, mundelé was magic.

Gervais pointed us to the enormous television in the center of the room. It was easily ten times bigger than the one we used to watch our cowboy movies.

“Wow,” I said.

“Watch,” he said, and picked up a tiny black stick. He pointed this at the television and pressed a button.

The screen growled and sprang to life, and the four of us murmured in shock. It was in color. Vibrant pictures, not much different from the world around us, played in front of our eyes. The images were so clear that they could have been inside the huge box itself and I never would have been able to tell the difference.

“Color,” said Bakala.

The rest of us watched silently, thinking that we could stay in this house forever.

My brothers and sisters were going to be so jealous.

In the dining room, we stared as Gervais’s mother gestured for us to sit. Eight chairs were placed around a dark wooden table.

We looked at each other. In our eight years of existence, none of us had ever sat at a table for dinner, and we had assumed that we would be eating on the floor as we normally did. Gervais smiled and climbed onto one of the chairs, his chest barely reaching the table. I hopped up on the seat across from him, my heart thumping, my bare butt scratching against the fibers of the cushion.

Gervais’s mother disappeared into the kitchen, leaving us to sit in silence, waiting for the meal to begin. No one spoke, but I saw Gervais grinning.

After a few minutes, she returned carrying a small container of oily liquid and a large bowl of water. She had a towel draped over her arm.

“Here,” she said, extending the bowl toward me. “You must wash.”

Wash, I thought, surprised. She must think I’m too dirty to sit on her nice chairs. Maybe I offended her by coming to her home with so much mud on my body. I plastered a serious, apologetic expression onto my face.

“Here?” I said.

She nodded and extended the smaller container. “I brought soap for all of you.”

“This is soap?” I said, staring doubtfully at the strange oil.

She smiled and squeezed a tiny bit into my hands. It smelled of flowers.

I reached into the bowl, my eyes widening as I encountered warmth. Only mundelé used warm water. I smiled, cupped my hands, and poured a large handful of water over my head.

“No!” shouted Gervais’s mother, but it was too late. Water was everywhere. It dripped off my body in brown rivulets, falling in streams onto the white stitching of the chair. Droplets littered the carpet. I stared up at her.

“Your hands,” she said. “You need to wash your hands. For lunch.”

I felt my cheeks begin to burn. I had never been asked to wash only my hands. I opened my mouth to apologize, but she just shook her head. “Wash your hands. I’ll dry the water.”

I stuck my arms back into the warm water, watching the clouds of dirt spiral around the bowl. I could have kept my hands in that water forever, rubbing them over and over again with that magical liquid soap. In my village, we bathed with sand from the river, using it to scrub the grime off our bodies. This strange soap smelled of perfume and felt smooth like palm oil. I smiled, even though the heat on my cheeks reminded me of my mistake.

I resolved to wash my hands again after lunch and to rub that soap all over my body so I would smell good the whole way home.

Soon, the table was laden with bowls of salad, fine cuts of meat, fresh vegetables, and a strawberry cake. I stared at the food, swallowing more and more to control the watering of my mouth. My arm moved toward the nearest dish, but I stopped myself, remembering to look around first. Gervais’s brother came into the room and took a seat across from me, beside Gervais. Their father, a black man who acted like mundelé and worked in a bank, entered last and sat at the end of the table across from his wife. The four guests sat side by side on plush chairs, our dirty legs dangling against the polished wood. Gervais’s father picked up the bowl of salad and spooned some onto one of the three plates in front of him. He picked up a fork and stabbed a raw tomato, placing it gently into his mouth. He looked at his wife and let a slight smile play across his face.

I’d never seen anyone eat a raw vegetable. Everything my mother made was boiled, cooked, heated. It seemed reckless and exciting, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to risk it. Raw lettuce, raw carrots, raw tomatoes—the crisp crunch of the vegetables in Gervais’s mouth made me smile.

In front of me, a large plate sat beneath a smaller plate, which sat beside an even smaller plate. A folded napkin lay on top, and a glass full of clear water was to my right, tiny beads of moisture dripping down its sides. Not only had I been given my own plate—I’d been given three of them! And they had provided me a blanket for my hands! My mother would never believe any of this, and I wished that she were there, sitting beside me. It didn’t make any sense. If everything went to one stomach, what was the point of separating the food as you ate it? I made a mental note to ask Gervais this question the next time we were alone.

The plates were almost at chest level, and I was nervous to reach up, afraid that I would break something, scared that I would drop food onto the already damp rug below. It was awful, having so many delights in front of me, but being too nervous to take them!

I picked up my fork, staring at it, observing the others out of the corner of my eye. How should I hold it? The metal was cool and heavy against my fingers, and I suddenly felt clumsy. Why did mundelé use such things after washing? Was it not faster to use hands and fingers? Stabbing the food, putting it onto the fork or the spoon, cutting it with a knife—the process was unnecessarily complicated, and it forced them to eat so slowly! The other boys appeared just as perplexed as me, and fiddled anxiously with their forks or spoons.

“What would you like to eat?” asked Gervais’s mother, reaching over and grabbing the largest of my plates.

The strawberry cake was staring at me. There had never been an opportunity to taste such extravagant mundelé treats before, and the smell was overpowering everything else in the room. I pointed to it.

“Cake?” she said, cocking her head. She looked at her husband, who shrugged. Had I done something wrong? She looked back at me. “That is an excellent idea, Tchicaya.” She cut a large piece of cake and lifted it onto my plate. “Perhaps we should all start with dessert tonight. Who wants a piece of cake?”

Everyone raised their hands, even Gervais’s father, and I took a bite of the softest, sweetest bread I’d ever tasted. I smiled and grunted my appreciation.

“Good?” she said, lifting a bite to her mouth.

“It’s the best thing I’ve ever had in my life,” I said, truthfully.

She smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. Eat up. There’s plenty.”

And I did, slowly stuffing my mouth with succulent meats and boiled vegetables. I quickly gave up on the fork and knife and began using my hands to pile these delicious treats into my mouth. I pulled my feet up onto the chair, giggling as I felt my stomach pushing against my thighs. I worried that it would take me until the next day to walk home with this much food in my body.

Bite by bite, they chatted and sipped and chewed while I stayed quiet, eating and listening. In my village, cooking was a social event, but eating was something done as efficiently as possible. In Gervais’s world, it appeared that the opposite was true. There was a discipline, a structure to their eating, specific rituals and meaning and purpose behind their movements that I could not immediately discern.

I wondered if all mundelé lived this way.

I wondered why Gervais and I had such different lives, though we lived so close to each other.

Bony poked her head into the dining room and stared at the strangers one last time before being sent away.

•   •   •

Every boy in my village learned to swim, fish, use a spear, and paddle a canoe. These were the things I taught Gervais.

In return, he taught me about something called cartoons.

Tom and Jerry was our favorite. It became a ritual—every afternoon, after Gervais got out of his mundelé school, I would meet him at his house and he would put in the nearly worn-out tape while we decided what to play with that day. The seemingly limitless pranks never ceased to amaze me. The way they ran, the way they talked—I couldn’t get enough of it.

The other show that Gervais and I grew to love was an adventure program about a boy named Tom Sawyer. Here was a mundelé with my life! Tom spent his days swimming and fishing, avoiding school, making fun of grown-ups and falling in love with Becky Thatcher.

These were things I could understand.

We were in the den one afternoon watching Tom Sawyer. I was silently mouthing the words while Gervais spun a remote-control car around the wooden floor.

Gervais’s mom came into the room holding some clothes.

“Tchicaya, do you want these?” she asked.

I stared at the bright red pair of shorts.

“Well?”

I sat there.

“Here, try them on.” She handed them to me, and I stood, feeling the rough fabric between my fingers. I bent over and slipped one leg in.

“This way,” she said, turning the shorts around. Gervais smiled, watching silently from the corner, the car remote dangling from his hands.

I nodded, pulling them up. She fastened them and took two steps backward. “A perfect fit!”

Gervais clapped, and I smiled, spinning around, showing off all sides of my first pair of shorts. I glanced toward the television and saw my reflection standing beside Tom Sawyer. My new clothes were even better than his! I felt my grin widen even farther.

“I have other clothes for you, too, Tchicaya. Things Gervais won’t wear anymore. They would look great on you.”

Wide-eyed, I took the gifts with thank-you after thank-you after thank-you.

That evening, I came home wearing my new clothes. My mother looked at them, then hugged me. She said nothing.

I took off the shorts.

At eight years old, I was continually getting into fights, always causing trouble. I didn’t mean anyone harm, but this was fun for me, playful.

If I ever complained to my uncle, Miekoutima, that someone had beaten me up, he would slap me across the back of the head, turn me around, and send me back outside.

I quickly learned to finish what I started.

I quickly learned not to be afraid of anyone.

My uncle convinced my family that I needed an outlet, somewhere to spend all that excess energy, something to keep me out of trouble. With my grandparents’ blessing, he signed me up for martial arts classes—an African style called “Mpongo.”

The first day my uncle dropped me off, I stared at the circle of sand and bit my lip. The other kids stared at me. I wanted to be somewhere else, anywhere else.

The instructor brought me into the ring with a much older boy, and I proceeded to swallow half the sand in the area. I was slammed onto the ground, hit, twisted, bruised, and battered for over an hour.

I limped to my uncle’s car, crying all the way home.

The next day, my uncle sent me back again.

And again.

Mpongo became part of my life. After a year of this, I didn’t feel right unless I exercised every day. Cuts turned into calluses. Soreness turned into strength. Fear turned into confidence.

I would teach Gervais the moves of the snake, or the leopard, or the monkey. He would take off his shoes and shirt when he played with us, but I noticed he always left his shorts on.

Gervais became quick, lithe, agile. For a man of the Congo, he was nowhere near capable, but for a mundelé, he was amazing.

He became like a brother to me.

I assumed that we would be friends forever.

 

CHAPTER 3

Come with me. We’re going to meet your father.”

I stared at my aunt, Mama Nicole, not comprehending her statement.

“Come on,” she said. “Your father is back and you should meet him.”

I ran to get my red shorts, feeling the comforting scratch against my thighs.

“Pack your things,” Mama Nicole called out, and I gathered a few of my belongings into a plastic bag. Would I be staying the night?

My father.

It had been eight years since he’d left. I’d never met him.

My father.

Suddenly, I wished I were taller, stronger, different. Mama Nicole smiled at me as we walked down the dusty roads of Brazzaville. I wished for my nervousness to disappear. Why had he waited so long?

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Potopoto.”

The sun was hot, and my shorts began to itch as they rubbed against my butt.

What would my father be like?

What would he look like?

Sweat formed and rolled across my body. Mama Nicole walked with a steady gait, a neutral expression on her face. Had she ever met my father?

All I knew was that he was a lieutenant in the National Police and had been away, training in Romania for many years.

We traveled over ten miles before stopping at the outskirts of Potopoto. I stared up at the minarets obscuring the skyline and listened as a strange voice sang unrecognizable words over a loudspeaker. The city was quiet.

“Shh,” said Mama Nicole and stepped forward. “Keep your head down.”

I did.

We stood in front of an enormous apartment complex while Mama Nicole examined the scrap of paper in her hand. She grabbed my arm, and led me to a staircase. Higher and higher we climbed, three flights of stairs, my anxiety growing with every step. Only rich men lived this high off the ground. Did my father live like mundelé? I replayed everything I’d learned from Gervais over the last few years, the placement of the forks, the proper way of greeting a stranger.

My aunt knocked on the door.

“Come in.”

She smiled at me, turned the knob, and stepped into a carpeted living room. Children played on the floor.

“Is your father home?” asked Mama Nicole.

The kids shook their heads.

“Ah,” said Mama Nicole and looked over at me. Something flipped through her eyes. Finally, she pulled me over to a corner of the room. “Wait here,” she said. “I’ll be back.”

She walked out of the apartment, leaving me alone on the strange carpet. The other kids stared and played around me. After a few minutes, an older girl walked up.

“I’m Mireille,” she said.

“I’m Tchicaya,” I said.

“Are you our brother?”

“I think so.”

“Okay.

She walked off. Another girl took her place. “I’m Brigitte.”

“Tchicaya.”

“How old are you?”

“Eight.”

No one else approached me. I sat against the wall for over two hours, growing increasingly despondent. Where was Mama Nicole? What had happened to her? Was I stuck in the apartment with a group of strangers?

The doorknob turned, and I stood, ready to leave. Instead of Mama Nicole, a towering man with a gigantic mustache entered. He looked around the room, stopping on me.

“This is Tchicaya,” said Brigitte. “He’s our brother.”

The man nodded and walked over, scanning me from head to toe. I nodded back, unsure what we were agreeing upon.
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