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Chapter One The Call of Remembering

At dawn the sky over Niumi was the color of shea butter melting in a clay bowl, soft gold spreading slowly across the blue. Kande rose before the rooster cried, as he always did, because the stories woke him before sound ever could. They came like warm breaths against his inner ear, gentle but persistent, reminding him that memory was not something owned, only something carried.

He washed his face with cool water drawn from the calabash, whispering gratitude to the day before it had fully arrived. His hands were steady, though his heart carried a quiet weight. Today the village griot would choose a successor, and the elders had asked Kande to stand among the listeners. To be asked was an honor, but also a responsibility that made his chest feel full and fragile at the same time.

From the edge of the compound, the baobab watched him. Its massive roots curved out of the earth like patient arms. The elders said the tree remembered more than any human alive. Kande believed it. When the wind moved through its leaves, he often felt as if someone older than time was breathing alongside him.

He slung his satchel across his shoulder, the worn leather holding his notebook, a small gourd of water, and the old kora string his mother had given him before she joined the ancestors. She had told him, with a smile both tender and firm, that sound carries truth only when the heart is clean. He had kept that string as a reminder, not of loss, but of direction.

The village square was already stirring. Women swept the ground in wide arcs, leaving patterns that would soon disappear but mattered all the same. Children fetched firewood, laughing softly so as not to disturb the morning. No one hurried. In Niumi, time was treated like a guest, not a master.

At the center sat Baba Sory, the elder griot, his back straight despite the many seasons folded into his bones. His kora rested beside him, its surface polished by decades of faithful hands. Around him gathered the elders, their robes simple, their eyes alert. They were not there to judge skill alone. They were there to listen for balance.

When Kande approached, Baba Sory met his gaze and nodded once. That single movement carried welcome, expectation, and trust. Kande lowered himself to the earth and waited.

The gathering began not with words, but with silence. It stretched long enough for each person to hear their own thoughts and let the restless ones settle. Then Baba Sory spoke, his voice low and steady.

Our village has begun to forget itself.

No one argued. Forgetting did not mean the absence of facts. It meant the loss of connection between what was remembered and how it was lived. Crops still grew. Songs were still sung. But something essential had thinned, like soup stretched too far with water.

There are memories that have wandered, Baba Sory continued. Not lost, but unguarded. When memory drifts, the heart follows. We must call them home.

The elders murmured assent. Then Baba Sory turned his gaze toward Kande.

You have listened well since childhood. You ask before you speak. You repair what you break. These are the signs of one who may walk the Memory Hunt.

Kande felt his breath pause. The Memory Hunt was not a chase, nor a conquest. It was a journey taken by those willing to face not only forgotten stories, but the parts of themselves that resisted listening.

If you accept, Baba Sory said, you will travel beyond what is familiar. You will carry no weapon but attention, no shield but humility.

Kande bowed his head. I accept, he said, and meant it with every quiet corner of himself.

The elders placed their hands together, sealing the moment. A small bundle was brought forth and laid before him. Inside was a strip of cloth dyed indigo, marked with symbols representing listening, patience, and return. It was not magic. It was reminder.

You will begin at the river that listens, Baba Sory said. It is said the water remembers every foot that has crossed it. Ask it what we have forgotten.

Before the sun reached its height, Kande set out. He walked beyond the millet fields, past the place where children practiced drums, and into the path where red earth met green shadow. Each step was deliberate. He did not rush to arrive. Arrival meant nothing without understanding.

As he walked, he practiced the breathing his mother had taught him. Inhale gratitude. Exhale pride. Over and over, until the rhythm of his body matched the rhythm of the land.

The river revealed itself slowly, a silver curve through tall grass. It moved without urgency, reflecting the sky and the face of anyone willing to look. Kande knelt at its edge and waited. He did not speak at once. He let the river become aware of him, as one does with a respected elder.

Finally he said, I have come to listen.

The water rippled, not from wind, but from response. Images rose in Kande’s mind, not sharp visions, but feelings. Feet crossing in times of celebration and in times of flight. Hands washing before prayer. Tears falling unnoticed into the current. The river held them all without judgment.

What have we forgotten, Kande asked softly.

The answer did not come as words. It came as a sensation of separation, of people carrying stories as burdens instead of bridges. Of knowledge used to elevate the self rather than serve the community. Of memory spoken aloud but not lived.

Kande pressed his palm to the earth, grounding himself. He felt no urge to blame. Only to understand.

Teach me how to bring them back, he whispered.

The river offered a final image. A circle of people, young and old, listening together. Not to a performance, but to each other. Memory returned not by force, but by shared care.

When Kande rose, the sun was higher, and his path was clear. The Memory Hunt had begun, not with triumph, but with responsibility. He turned back toward the village, carrying nothing new in his hands, yet holding something steadier in his heart.

Chapter Two The Broken Kora

The village received Kande without ceremony. That, too, was a form of respect. When a person returned from listening, the community allowed the meaning to settle before shaping it with words. He placed his satchel inside his mother’s old room and stepped back into the courtyard, where the afternoon light rested gently on the walls.

Baba Sory sat beneath the baobab, his kora across his knees. He did not play it. His fingers rested on the strings as one rests a hand on the shoulder of a friend. When Kande approached, the elder did not ask what the river had said. Instead, he asked whether Kande had eaten.

After they shared a simple meal of rice and groundnut sauce, Baba Sory lifted the kora and began to tune it. The sound was careful, measured. Each string answered, except one. That string gave a dull, uncertain tone, like a voice unsure of its place.

It has been like this for some time, Baba Sory said. I mend it, it loosens. I tighten it, it resists.

Kande listened to the silence between the notes. The brokenness did not feel sudden. It felt patient, as if waiting to be noticed properly.

May I see it, Kande asked.

Baba Sory nodded and passed the instrument into his hands. Kande had touched koras before, but never this one. It carried the warmth of many palms, the weight of many gatherings. When he traced the faulty string to its peg, he saw a hairline crack in the wood. Not enough to destroy, enough to weaken.

This kora has carried many truths, Kande said carefully. Perhaps it is tired.

Baba Sory smiled, not with sadness, but with recognition. Even memory must be cared for, he said. Otherwise it becomes a demand instead of a gift.

They decided together that Kande would take the kora to Fanta, the instrument maker who lived near the edge of the forest. Fanta was known not only for skill, but for patience. She believed tools learned from their users, and users learned from their tools.

The path to her compound wound through tall grasses and low trees. Along the way, Kande met children carrying water, elders resting in the shade, and farmers returning from the fields. He greeted each with attention, not haste. The Memory Hunt, he realized, was already teaching him that presence was a form of repair.

Fanta’s workshop smelled of wood shavings and resin. Instruments in various stages of becoming lined the walls. Some were nearly complete, others only shapes waiting for purpose. Fanta herself sat cross-legged on the floor, sanding a calabash with slow, even strokes.

She did not look up when Kande entered. Sit, she said. Let the kora speak first.

Kande placed the instrument gently on the mat between them. Fanta ran her fingers along the frame, pausing at the cracked peg. She closed her eyes, as if listening beyond sound.

This is not damage from misuse, she said. This is strain from carrying what was not shared.

Kande felt the truth of it settle in his chest. Stories, he understood, were not meant to be stored like grain and guarded against hunger. They were meant to be cooked, shared, and replenished.

Can it be repaired, he asked.

Yes, Fanta said. But repair is not only wood and string. The one who carries it must change how it is held.

She worked through the afternoon, reinforcing the peg, replacing the string with one she had braided herself. As she worked, she spoke quietly, not to instruct, but to reflect.

When people begin to perform memory instead of live it
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