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            Sesa Wo Suban 
Change Your Character

         
         
            May 2007

         

         After the trial, I’ll no longer be a woman without a country. I’ll either live legally in America or be deported back to Ghana
            within six months. I welcome either choice. I’m weary of peripheral living.
         

         
         I’ve never voted in my life. When I was growing up in Ghana, the voting age was twenty-one. By the time they changed it to
            eighteen, I had already left. In America, I pay taxes but can’t vote. I’m a skeleton of a resident without the flesh of belonging.
         

         
         I’ve been up since three a.m.

         
         The letter my mother wrote a week ago lies unfolded on my bedside table. I’ve read it so many times that even when I close
            my eyes, I can still see the looping cursive swimming before me:
         

         
         
            
               
                  February 9, 2007

                  My dear Akua,

                  It is a pity that you have not seen fit to write to me, your mother, for such a long time. I hope you are doing well.

                  As for me, I am nearing the end of my life. Now my hair has hoary streaks. I am afraid you may never see me again. I don’t
                     know if you hold the nuggets of wisdom I tried to impart to you through those Adinkra symbols of our Akan people, but I cling
                     to the hope that you’re living a good life.
                  

                  I pray that the almighty God takes care of you and keeps you safe when I am no longer here.

                  Your loving mother,

                  S. D.

               

            

         
         Ten years. That’s how long I’ve been away from home. Akua is what my family called me because I was a girl born on Wednesday.
            I used to hate it. What scant appreciation I had for our culture then.
         

         
         I hated my Western name too: Olivia. My mother’s obsession with the name felt like a nutmeg grater on my skin. I didn’t care
            that it had belonged to her childhood best friend who died. My parents had given the name to my big sister who had died at
            age three or six, no one is sure exactly when. When I was born, they affixed the same name to me, which left me feeling that
            I was supposed to be a replacement for my dead sister. I felt no connection to her, no sense I’d been on earth before. The
            whole business kept me awake at night. I imagined my sister’s ghost hissing, “You’re not me!”
         

         
         From the moment I entered university, I called myself Lola, a Nigerian name I loved. The idea that Yoruba names are shaven from sentences appealed to me. Lola derives from Omolola, which means the child is wealth, which made me feel precious. This fueled a letter from Mama about how I had hurt her, how much Olivia meant to her. Now in America, I yearn to hear her call me Akua, Olivia. Anything. Just to hear her voice. This was my response to her letter: 

         
         
            
               
                  My dear Mama,

                  I’m so sorry for my silence. I know you think I’ve forgotten you, but I haven’t. How could I forget the woman I trusted not
                     to drown me when our car drifted off the road and ended up in the sea?
                  

                  You’ve always insisted that, at age three, I was too young to remember, that someone must have told me. Mama, to this day,
                     the scene swirls in my mind. I was sprawled on the backseat when the sound of men shouting and water splashing jolted me out
                     of sleep. We were in water. Darkness covered us. Shadowy men surrounded the car, grunting, pushing, pushing. The water was
                     so vast I couldn’t tell where the sky ended and where the sea began. Somehow, I knew to be quiet as you hunched over, twisting
                     and wrestling with the steering wheel. Right. Left. Like the windshield wipers. I didn’t understand how you ended up in the
                     driver’s seat and why Dadda was slumped beside you, never to get up again.
                  

                  The men pushed until the car turned around and we faced the sand, silhouettes of coconut trees rising to meet us. Then we
                     were no longer rocking in water but on the steady sand. That’s when you crumpled onto Dadda, shaking him, telling him to wake
                     up, the scream ripping from inside me.
                  

                  I don’t know how, but you got us home.

                  You got us through the funeral. You got me through life. Because of you, I never felt the urge to dive under a blanket and
                     remain there forever. You see, Mama, you are my safety.
                  

                  Yes, I think of the Adinkra symbols, now more than ever. Do you remember when I came home from university after skipping Christmas
                     and Easter? You pointed to the San kↄ fa swan symbol hanging on the wall and said, “Why do you think she arches her neck all the way back to pick up the egg she
                     laid and left behind? That’s because she realized it’s the source of future life, the continuation of she. She doesn’t fly
                     forward while looking back like foreigners think. No.  San kↄ fa. It simply means Return to take it. Her feet are grounded for a reason. Never forget where you come from or you will be lost.” I used to snort and roll my eyes,
                     but how well I understand, now that an ocean separates me from home. Oh, to be the San kↄ fa swan, reach over my back and
                     pick up what I left behind! I live for that day.
                  

                  Your daughter always,

                  Akua

                  Also known as Olivia

               

            

         
         My hands tremble. I brush down my gray skirt suit. Breathe, I tell myself. I pick up my purse and sling it over my shoulder,
            car keys in hand. It’s time to face the judge.
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            Ɛse Ne Tεkrεma 
The Teeth and the Tongue

         
         
            1995

         

         You could say I entered America while living in Senegal, by way of my American friends, one evening, in a house near the sea,
            filled with the smell of salt, flowers, alcohol, perfume, tobacco breath, and pheromones. Americans had crossed my path, but
            never this many in one space.
         

         
         Olga’s house boomed with their loud conversations. They circulated, fixed smiles on their faces, clutching wineglasses, bending over to reach for crackers and cheese laid out on the wicker table in the center of the room. They didn’t sit. They didn’t break into merengue, despite the Congolese soukous music thumping in the background. At twenty-one, I was a fresh university graduate. Everyone else was above thirty and married. I was the only African, one of three Blacks. The other two were a couple whose masculine half was laughing louder than anyone else. Olga had introduced him to me as Len George, or Lennard George, a man with a smile so broad his teeth seemed to begin at one ear and end at the other, strong and white. His wife, an oak-colored woman with green eyes and cotton-ball blond afro, formed part of a clump of people complaining about Senegal. 

         
         “Can you believe it? The houseboy was playing with my son’s toy car!” This was delivered with round-eyed indignation by a
            blonde.
         

         
         A collective “Nooooo!” arose from the group. They spurred one another on.

         
         “They’re so unbelievably lazy!”

         
         “And the weather, talk about the heat!”

         
         “I know, and then suddenly it gets cold and there’s no way to keep warm!”

         
         “No heat when it’s cold. No AC when it’s hot. Jesus Christ!”

         
         “Get me out of here, that’s what I say!”

         
         “Back to D.C.!”

         
         “Back to civilization!”

         
         They groaned, avoiding my pointed stare. I had a good mind to retort, Is life perfect where you come from? But I was reluctant to ruin Olga’s going-back-to-America party.
         

         
         From behind me, a shrill voice announced, “I love it here!” That was Olga, striding toward the complainers. My heart warmed over. She stood tall above them, in a loose
            print dress and scarf tied over her head to form two cat ears. Her slanted, dark eyes flashed. “Gosh, I’m gonna miss it. Come
            on, you guys are so ungrateful.” She spread out her arms. “I mean, look at this house. And listen to you all griping about
            servants. I’ll give a hundred dollars to anyone who can point to houses like this and servants back in Kansas or wherever
            you came from.”
         

         
         No one spoke. A chill had settled over them. Then Len George guffawed and the voices bubbled up again. Olga’s husband, Barry, appeared from nowhere and moved to the middle of the marble floor, clinking his fork against his wineglass. “Yoo hoo!” 

         
         The voices subsided as we all drew closer. He grinned, revealing his wolfish teeth. “I’d like to thank you all for coming
            to our goodbye party. It’s been a wild three years, but it’s time to head back to America.”
         

         
         “That’s right,” Lennard said. “Raise your glasses, y’all. To Olga and Barry!”

         
         “To Olga and Barry!”

         
         At that moment, someone’s glass shattered on the floor. Wine splashed on my ankles. We gasped, sprang away from the watery
            shards. That was when, with a benevolent smile, Lennard George looked across at me and said, “Fatou, you go get rag and—”
            he made wiping motions “—mopez le floor.”
         

         
         I froze. Fatou was not my name. Before I could unglue my tongue, Olga said, “That’s not the maid, she’s my best friend. My
            best friend in Senegal.” Either Len didn’t hear her or wanted to cover up his embarrassment, because he persisted, “Get rag,
            mopez le floor, haha!”
         

         
         “YOU mopez le floor.” I pivoted away from him.
         

         
         Olga called the maid while we spilled onto the veranda. Mindy, a blue-eyed lady, touched my arm, smiling as if to apologize
            for Lennard. Her husband, Ted, said, “Let me fill your glass. What are you drinking?”
         

         
         “Sauvignon blanc.”

         
         “Sauvignon blanc it is.”

         
         I handed my glass to him, and away he went on sturdy legs, his shaggy black hair bouncing around his ears. I had the impression one could lean on him and not fall. Mindy tilted her head in Len George’s direction. “What a fool.” 

         
         “I don’t want to talk about it.”

         
         “Yeah. Forget him. How are things going at the Thai embassy?”

         
         This cheered me up. “I love it. They’re really nice. Did you know they eat plantains just like Ghanaians?”

         
         “Huh, I didn’t know that. Last year, I visited Vietnam and they ate plantains too. I imagine most tropical countries have
            them.”
         

         
         “You went to Vietnam? How come?”

         
         She laughed as though it wasn’t a big deal. “Yeah, for my USAID project.” I wondered if Ted had gone too, since he also worked
            for the same organization, but before I could ask her, he returned with my wine. I took a sip, savoring its chilled semisweetness.
         

         
         He grinned through his glasses. “I take it you like it.”

         
         “I love it. Wine is the only alcohol I tolerate.”

         
         “So, you said you were writing a book. How is that going?”

         
         “Not well. I wish I had more time to write.”

         
         Mindy mentioned a book she was reading titled the Women’s Room, which she said was about women in various stages of problematic marriages. I was about to ask if she’d read Erica Jong’s
            Fear of Flying, a book depicting a woman’s sexual frustration, when Olga grabbed me from behind, wrapping me in a hug. Only she would breathe
            cigarette over me, mixed with a primal scent from her armpit. She eschewed perfume, deodorant, and underarm shaving. When
            I turned around, she kissed my cheek.
         

         
         “I’m going to miss you, Lola.” She teared up for an instant, then flashed a naughty smile, her voice throaty. “You could come
            with us, you know. In whatever capacity you want. Mistress to Barry. Whatever.”
         

         
         “Olga!” I whipped around to see if Mindy and Ted had heard her. They had drifted away and were now engaged in conversation with another couple. 

         
         Olga’s slim shoulders went up in a careless shrug. “In some cultures, it’s done, you know. I mean, Barry is always whooping
            about your breasts.” She waved at her husband. “Hey, Barry! Tell Lola she must come with us.”
         

         
         He sidled over and pinched my butt. “You yummy thing,” he said in a playful, raspy voice. I swatted his hand, whereupon he
            ouched and slipped away, chuckling to himself. For all his constant pinching of my butt, he was a toothless wolf. Whenever
            he found himself alone with me, he’d stammer, hands glued to his sides and eyes on the floor. Olga loved to goad him.
         

         
         “Can you blame him? You’ve got the most beautiful body.”

         
         “You’re crazy, Olga. I can’t believe you’re thirty-eight and a mother of three.”

         
         Her laughter was unrepentant. “Now, come on. Let’s have it one last time.”

         
         I looked at her suspiciously. “Have what?” One never knew what percolated beneath her words.

         
         “That song you taught us.”

         
         Ah, she was talking about a little ditty from Treasure Island. For reasons I didn’t get, that song threw her into giggles each time I sang it. I didn’t want those snobbish ears to hear
            me, but then I looked around and thought, why not give them one more thing to complain about? I lifted my chin and belted
            out the tune my mother made up:
         

         
         
            Fifteen men on a dead man’s chest,

            Yo ho ho and a bottle of rum!

         

         The room went silent. Olga threw her head back, a loud cackle erupting from her. A few guests giggled, then their conversations resumed their buzzing. Olga’s eyes misted. “God, Lola, what am I going to do without you? There’s no one like you for fun. Listen, don’t pay attention to Len George. What he said. He means no harm.” 

         
         It still stung, I wanted to tell her, but she was in no mood to listen.

         
         “Let’s just dance,” she said, striding toward the boom box and turning up the volume.

         
         Len’s casual treatment of me as a maid cut deeply. And yet, weeks later, when we bumped into each other without the presence
            of an audience, he beamed at me as though he’d encountered a lost friend. “Lola! How are you? Good to see you! Why don’t we grab a cup of coffee? Come on!” Reluctantly, I accepted, and was surprised to find him pulling out a chair
            for me, smiling at me, pressing pastries on me.
         

         
         Typical, I thought, as I bit into a chocolate croissant. “How come you mocked me in the presence of Whites, but now you’re
            pushing chocolate and croissant at me?”
         

         
         His smile disappeared. “Mocked you? What are you talking about?”

         
         “Mopez le floor, remember? Fatou?”
         

         
         “Come on, Lola, you know I was only kidding.”

         
         “I don’t know that. You called me Fatou. Olga had just introduced us, yet you called me Fatou. Fatou is what the French colonialists called their maids when they couldn’t be bothered to know their names. A name isn’t just a name. It’s my family, my dignity. We have a whole ceremony, a whole day of feasting set aside just to give you your name after you’re born. How could you dismiss mine like that?” 

         
         He grew quiet, his coffee untouched. “Gee, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were that upset.”

         
         “You don’t understand. At my university in Ghana, I used to trace the faces of American Blacks in the Ebony magazines that traveled by mysterious ways to tables in our cafeteria. I wanted all you Blacks to come home to Ghana. Then
            I come to Senegal and discover you Black diplomats don’t want to know us. Here, we live in this layer-cake society the French
            created: Whites frosting over deepening shades of brown, Blacks firmly packed at the bottom. I don’t blame you for distancing
            yourself, but don’t expect me to love you for it.”
         

         
         He reached over and grabbed my hand. “Whoa, whoa, hold it there, girl. You do get off on being an intellectual, don’t you?”

         
         I snatched back my hand and stood up, my chair scraping the concrete. “You know what, thanks for the croissant.”

         
         “Come on, Lola.” He rushed around to block my way. “Look, I was only joking. That’s what I do. When I’m embarrassed or something,
            I try to be goofy, you know, funny.”
         

         
         “I wanted to throw my wine in your face.”

         
         A childlike grin spread on his face. “You should have. I’m truly sorry. Truth is, I totally forgot your name and just said Fatou. I thought . . . I don’t know what I was thinking. Look, sit down. Please. Let me make it up to you.” He walked back to the table to hold out my chair. He looked so contrite I found myself relenting, dragging myself to the table and slouching down. He returned to his seat, picked up his coffee mug, set it down. “You’re so lucky to be growing up in Africa. You’ve never walked into a room feeling like you had to prove you belonged, have you?” 

         
         “Why would I need to prove I belonged?”

         
         He laughed softly. “Wait till you go to America. By the way, do you know the head of the UN Food and Agriculture Organization?
            He’s also from Ghana.”
         

         
         I sat back, surprised. “Mr. Koranteng? Yes, his son is my friend. A true brother.”

         
         “Ouch. A true brother, eh? Well, Mr. Koranteng’s my boss. I work for the FAO, you know. So, you see, I can’t look down on
            you. You Ghanaians are so smart.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Man, that guy is fit. I mean, he’s sixty. I’m forty, but
            he beats me at tennis every time.”
         

         
         “Tennis?” It was hard to associate the game, which I thought of as a well-mannered sport, with this man who irritated me so
            much. “I didn’t know you played tennis. I always wanted to learn. At university, I tried, but the coach shooed me away because
            I hit all the balls into the bushes.”
         

         
         He leaned forward eagerly. “I could teach you. Listen, let’s start over. No more goofiness from me. I promise.” I said nothing,
            which prompted another “Come on” until I yielded. “Aha! I see that smile. That’s what I’m talking about. Now, are you ready
            for your lesson?”
         

         
         “Right now? Isn’t it dangerous to exercise after a meal?”

         
         “You call a croissant and coffee a meal?” He pushed to his feet and held out his hand. “Come on, let’s go. By the time you
            go home and get changed, what you ate will be long gone.”
         

         
         I allowed him to take me by the elbow. He ushered me into a white VW Beetle and zoomed away to my apartment building, which
            was only minutes away.
         

         
         “Wow,” he said, swiveling, taking in the gray three-story building. “So, this is where you live? Not bad at all. Wow, Plateau. Are you rich or something?” 

         
         That made me giggle. “No, I’m not. Ours is the plebian dwelling of the neighborhood.” I pointed to a tall, aloof building
            in the distance. “Look at Immeuble Kébé, with its uniformed doormen and garbage chutes. That’s where Mr. Koranteng lives.
            His son Kwaku, too, when he comes to Senegal. We don’t even have an elevator. I have to climb to the third floor.”
         

         
         “Still. You’re right across from the American Embassy. Wow.”

         
         “I’m within shouting distance. What of it?”

         
         “I mean, I could stop by and say hello anytime I’m in the neighborhood. Pick you up for tennis. Whatever. Wow, Plateau. The
            neighborhood of the rich. You live alone?”
         

         
         “No, I live with my friend Joana, also from Ghana.”

         
         “Awesome. Wow, you Ghanaians are something else.” I felt suddenly shy and hoped he wouldn’t follow me up to the flat. It was
            nothing unusual for married men to befriend single women and visit them. Sometimes the visit was innocent, sometimes not.
            It was important for me not to give him the wrong impression. As if guessing my thoughts, he leaned his elbows on the hood
            of the car. “I’ll wait here while you get ready. You’ve got sneakers?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         I darted upstairs to get changed, feeling the budding of a friendship.

         
         We had fun. He showed me how to hold a racket. He pulled two cans of yellow balls out of his bag and said, “These are yours. You’re gonna hit them. Don’t worry if they fly into the trees.” He bounced the balls in front of me and showed me how to step, pivot, and swing the racquet to my shoulder. I kept hitting the ball out of the court, over the cage, but he never lost patience. “Keep trying. Just hit it over the net. There you go! You’re a natural. Come on, hit it.” 

         
         I loved the way the ball and racket connected with a resounding thwack. When I figured out how to hit the ball over the net
            without it sailing into the sky, he trotted to the opposite side and fed me more balls. I chased them down, laughing and swinging
            away, thrilled at my power.
         

         
         An hour later, I couldn’t believe how quickly I had gone from disliking him to sitting beside him on a bench, our sweaty skins
            touching, expelling air into the Senegalese breeze. It was the easy air of friendship. I wanted nothing more from a married
            man. 
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            Bi Nka Bi
No One Bites the Other

         
         I pushed into the studio to find Joana dancing, music blaring from the stereo, her copper-colored thighs straining through
            the rips in her jeans. She grinned and waved hello before closing her eyes, gyrating to the reggae. Normally, a constant troupe
            of visitors climbed up the stairs to see us every day, but this time she was alone. Half-Ghanaian and half-Jamaican, Joana
            loved to collect peddler friends and hard-up artists who sat on our floor penning poems about life’s injustice.
         

         
         “No visitors today?” I asked.

         
         She opened her eyes, grinning. “Weird, eh?”

         
         I sat in the big wicker chair and peeled off my tennis shoes and socks. “Let’s go out. They’re showing Scarface at the cinema. Do you want to see it?”
         

         
         She stopped dancing. “Scarface? That film must be at least ten years old.”
         

         
         “Have you seen it?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Well, then. You know there’s just one cinema house in all of Dakar. We watch whatever is showing. I just want to go out.”

         
         “Okay then, let’s go.” She looked me up and down and screwed up her face. “You’re so sweaty.”

         
         “That’s why I’m going to bathe.”

         
         “Good luck, ha. She is there.”
         

         
         She was our maid. Jobs were so scarce in Dakar that women routinely knocked on our door to ask if they could wash our clothes
            or sweep for us for a pittance. We’d ended up hiring Thérèse, who behaved more like our mother. It’s midi and you’re still sleeping. Dancing every night until morning. You didn’t eat my couscous and you say you’re hungry. I headed to the bathroom, where she was passing a ropy mop on the floor.
         

         
         “Mademoiselle wants to take a bath?” she asked in grumpy French.

         
         “Oui, Thérèse, ça va, non?”

         
         For an answer, she picked up the bucket, mop stick tucked under her arm, and shut the door behind her. I giggled, filling
            the tub before sliding in and letting the cool water cover my body.
         

         
         We were strolling by the Place de l’Indépendance, almost at the cinema, when Joana grabbed my arm. “That’s Armand!” She pointed
            at a café to our right. Through the glass wall, a large man perched on a bar stool, a glass of foamy beer the color of tea
            in his hand. Joana had mentioned him weeks before as an American marine stationed at the U.S. Embassy, originally from Haiti.
         

         
         “Lovely, Joana. Now, can we go on, please?” I knew that once she started a conversation with someone, I could say bye-bye
            to the cinema. I took her arm and began leading her away from the window. She brushed off my hand.
         

         
         “Come on, Lolo, let’s say hello to him.” Lolo was the pet name she used whenever she wanted to coax me into doing something.

         
         “I don’t want to say hello.”

         
         She was already inside, leaning in to exchange French-style kisses with him. She turned to wave me closer. “This is my friend
            Lola. You bad boy, I haven’t seen you in a long time. How have you been?”
         

         
         “I’ve been doing fine.” He rose to his feet, fixing grave eyes on me. I gave him a reserved smile and turned around to focus
            on the people strolling in the town square. I couldn’t get over how beautiful the women were, their blue-black bodies in off-shoulder
            boubou that caressed their ankles and billowed in the wind.
         

         
         Joana prattled away while I resisted the urge to tap my foot. Mercifully, she said we had to leave.

         
         “Nice meeting you,” Armand said to me.

         
         “Nice to meet you, too,” I lied, pushing out the door.

         
         Joana clucked after me, “You know, Lola, I wish you wouldn’t be so aloof with men.”

         
         She was right and she was wrong. I loved men, just not those sugar daddy, expat types who thought it fine to push their tongues
            into my mouth or avail themselves of my body without an invitation. Take the septuagenarian German dwelling in the apartment
            below us, who invited us to the beach and proceeded to insinuate his fingers into my bikini top. When he didn’t grasp the
            word no, my palm left a scarlet imprint on his cheek. Or the Gambian diplomat, uncle to a university friend. A perfect papa whose
            benign smile barely illumined his face, who cornered me at a party and tried to pry my legs apart. I concluded it was something
            about me. Something in my smile. A mark on my forehead that bid old men to come hither, that said I wanted it so desperately
            they had to go at me. From that day, I steeled my face, determined to alter whatever signals I was emitting, doling out cautious
            smiles when the occasion demanded.
         

         
         The minute we returned home from the cinema, our clothes flew off and the music came on. We each shimmied into a loose blouse and wrapped cloths around our waists. Then we danced like mad. That was our drug of choice: dancing, singing, and laughing ourselves into a stupor, Armand completely forgotten. 

         
         The day after the movie, we were doing our thing, practicing salsa, when someone knocked on the door. I opened it to find
            him standing there. I turned around to glare at Joana. She was bouncing on her heels, her teeth on full display. “Hello, Armand!
            Come in. Make yourself at home.”
         

         
         I picked up a book, fell backward onto the couch that also doubled as my bed, and fixed my eyes on a page. Armand strolled
            past me and sat forward on Joana’s bed, facing me, his long arms dangling between his knees. I heaved away and turned my back
            to him. For two hours until he left, I read. Afterward, Joana lectured me some more. “You know, it doesn’t take much to be
            friendly. Humans shouldn’t bite other humans, as you yourself say. You don’t treat Kwaku that way. You didn’t even blink when
            he invited us to spend the night at Immeuble Kébé.”
         

         
         “Kwaku is a Ghanaian brother,” I said with defiance.

         
         “He was a stranger when we first met him.”

         
         “Yeah. Well. I know how to relate to Africans. I don’t know about Black Americans. Len George was snobbish when I first met
            him.” I pinched my lips together.
         

         
         She shook her head slowly, as if to say I was hopeless.

         
         Armand took to knocking on our door often. His visits were like a fly buzzing in my ear. Each time, I tuned him out and read.
            A couple of weeks later, when Joana left for the market to get us food for an overnight party, I was stuffing beachwear into
            a plastic bag when someone rapped on the door. I opened.
         

         
         Dear God. Armand again, towering over me with his six-foot-plus frame, his hands buried in the pockets of his brown trousers.

         
         “Joana is not here,” I said, not moving back to let him step inside. His shoulders sagged with obvious disappointment. With
            Joana’s last lecture ringing in my ears, I invited him in, wondering how I was going to entertain him.
         

         
         “Would you like something to drink?”

         
         “Yeah, thanks a lot.”

         
         I wished he wasn’t so polite because it made it hard to be rude. I went outside to our kitchen, which was an enclosed balcony,
            and poured a glass of iced water.
         

         
         “Here you go,” I said briskly. He accepted the glass with his big hands. I didn’t ask him to sit down. We stood in the middle
            of the room without talking. Only the hum of cars and conversation from the street below edged the silence. He seemed to fill
            the studio, sucking up the air. I cleared my throat. “Joana went to Sandaga Market to buy some food. We’re going to Gorée
            Island for a party. Our friends have just graduated from medical school, so we’re going to celebrate.” He said nothing. I
            cast my eyes around the room and met his eyes again. He was looking at me with the intensity of a cat. I loathed cats, they
            scared me. I cleared my throat again. “Gorée Island is a lot of fun. It used to be a slave port.”
         

         
         “Sounds interesting.”

         
         Another uncomfortable silence. I studied the gray sand painting on the wall, a portrait of a Senegalese woman sucking on a
            pipe, black smoke spiraling upward, her arms folded under her bare breasts, an emblem of bold femaleness. Her eyes dared me,
            Say something, you oaf. “Actually, I have to get ready. We’re meeting our friends at three p.m. at the docks to catch the ferry.” I was hoping he’d take the hint and leave, but his eyes continued to burn into mine, so I added lamely, “You’re welcome to come with us if you want.” I fully expected him to understand I was just being polite and refuse. That was the Ghanaian way. 

         
         “I’d love to. I can get ready quickly and meet you at the docks. I just need to go to the Marine House and get my swimming
            trunks.”
         

         
         My jaw was still on my chest when he turned and dashed down the stairs.

         
         When Joana returned from the market, I explained the invitation. “Now, remember, he is your guest. Not mine. You’d better
            entertain him.” I hoped he would miss the ferry.
         

         
         Around three p.m., we made our way to the docks and boarded, the sun heating our bodies. The ferry was full of tourists as
            well as locals and friends, some dripping with water from having jumped into the sea. I was laughing at a man who had slipped
            and fallen to the floor, when someone said, “Hi, Lola.”
         

         
         My stomach dropped. It was Armand in shorts and T-shirt, holding a duffel bag, a pleased smile on his face.

         
         “Armand!” Joana said. “Oh, look, there’s Chantal!” She dashed toward a biracial girl with tight curls. I expected Armand to
            follow her, but he stayed by my side. We stood without speaking, my eyes looking everywhere but at him. At length, the silence
            forced me to attempt a conversation.
         

         
         “So, what does a marine do?”

         
         He told me, and it sounded like a lot of hardship: little sleep and constant physical exercise.

         
         “Do you feel homesick for your family?”

         
         “Yeah, I miss them a lot, especially my two kid sisters. They love to jump on me and be like, ‘give me a quarter.’ They’re good kids, you know.” His father was a mechanic who worked hard to support his family. Armand admired his commitment to them. Dad had left for America first, leaving them behind in Martinique for years––they’d moved from Haiti to Martinique. As soon as he’d saved enough money for an apartment and tickets, he sent for all of them: five kids plus Mummy. Oddly, I found myself wanting to stroke his cheek. There was something touching about this big man who talked so lovingly about his family. We stood at the bow of the boat, the wind on our faces, my skin tingling. The boat churned through the turquoise water, causing it to froth and arch away in symmetry. Armand wasn’t watching the water, though. I felt his eyes on me. My cheeks heated. 

         
         I concentrated on the Senegalese boys leaping out of the water and diving like dolphins. When he wasn’t looking, I sneaked
            peeks at his profile. He didn’t look Black American to me. Those I had met seemed of mixed race. His skin was the color of
            mahogany. His nose had a broken bridge and lay flat as though someone had punched it. Huge shoulders. No one would call him
            pretty. He was pure maleness and, unlike Len, he was single. My underarm prickled.
         

         
         The beach was crowded when we stepped off at Gorée, an island where slaves were packed tighter than tuna and shipped to America.
            Feet sinking into the baked white sand, we picked our way through sunbathing tourists and canoes painted in a riot of blues,
            reds—every color. The smell of sizzling meat rose off kebab stands. We dodged shrieking children playing catch-me with the
            waves. Turning into an alley, we ambled between moldy stone houses until we found the place, a gray two-story building. Then
            we creaked up the wooden steps to the deck where our hostess, a German diplomat called Heidi, bustled over a grill.
         

         
         “God,” Joana muttered, “isn’t it awful, partying on an island previously owned by slave masters.”

         
         “I know.” I hated the holdings where female slaves were washed before being hauled to the colonial governor, who raged inside their vaginas. I hated the rusty iron chains and cannons used to fire on would-be liberators or escapees. “Have you seen the castles in Ghana, though? Much worse.” 

         
         “If you’re trying to console me, it’s not working.”

         
         I slipped my arm around her shoulders. “Look, today is different. I mean, we’re celebrating our African brothers. What’s the
            point of dwelling on the past? We are the kaleidoscopic future: all colors of people frolicking together. Jah and peace and
            all that good stuff you’re always drumming in my ears.”
         

         
         Joana gave in to the smile. “Yeah. I suppose you’re right.”

         
         It was a nice party. Heidi grilled shrimp, chicken, and fish. We had brought drinks, baguettes, cheeses, and grapes. Other
            guests stood in little groups, chatting and sipping from highballs. At some point, a half-Vietnamese man grabbed Joana by
            the waist and said, “Come on, let’s party.” Her head bobbed as she shook her head and hips, brown arms waving to Bob Marley’s
            “Who the cap fits, doo doo doo, let them wear it, doo doo doo . . .”

         
         Armand leaned back against the wooden railing, studying me from narrowed eyes. On an impulse, I said, “Do you want to dance?”

         
         He did his best to imitate the merengue. After a couple of numbers, I tried to catch Joana’s eye for her to come and claim
            her guest, but she just smiled, raised her arms, and drew circles with her hips. When the sun turned orange and slid into
            the ocean, we drifted inside. It was a huge house, with rooms rambling from one to another. The air smelled damp. We settled
            into a large room whose Moroccan couches lined the stone walls. The music boomed.
         

         
         Armand danced with me and no one else. His eyes followed me as I danced with a Senegalese guy. Around midnight, everybody decided to go for a walk on the beach. The moon was so bright you’d have thought it was day. Apart from our voices and the crunch of our feet on the sand, the only sounds came from birds cawing, and waves sneezing and spraying us with icy water. 

         
         I didn’t mind the rocks that were slippery and sharp under my bare feet. Armand lagged behind. Wondering what was holding
            him up, I turned around to see this huge muscleman grimacing, like someone walking on live coals. The moment his foot touched
            a rock, he raised it. I bent over laughing. “Don’t you ever walk barefoot?”
         

         
         “In New York City? No way. I don’t go anywhere with no shoes on. This hurts.”

         
         I decided I wouldn’t love New York, a place where no one walked barefoot. I darted ahead of him, my arms wide, embracing the
            wind. The earth was mine. It was such an innocent time. My beliefs were still intact: faith in the world order, in the church,
            and in goodwill to all people.
         

         
         At some point, Joana jumped into the water. “Come on, Lolo, get in with me.”

         
         “No way. I’m not swimming when I can see nothing but ink.”

         
         She splashed water in my direction. When I refused to budge, she shouted, “Hey, everyone, let’s throw Lola into the water!”

         
         Someone grabbed my arm and another grabbed my legs. I beat off hairy arms, protesting, “Stop! I don’t want to swim!” Just
            then Armand’s quietly authoritative voice cut through. “Leave her alone.” He stepped forward and put an iron arm around my
            waist. They couldn’t free me from him. I was ice cream in the sun, melting into him. My cheeks brushed against his hairless
            chest, which was so hard my fingers wanted to drum on it. The tangy scent of Old Spice entered me and I knew I had to pull
            away fast.
         

         
         “Thanks for rescuing me.” My voice sounded cracked.

         
         “My pleasure.”

         
         Something caught in my throat and I couldn’t speak another word.

         
         After we meandered back to the house, we danced some more until people began dropping off. We girls piled up in rooms separate
            from the boys. This was what I loved. Great friends enjoying a grand time together. No old married men trying to sneak into
            our panties. I told Armand he could sleep in any of the rooms with the boys, but he said he wanted to sleep wherever I slept.
         

         
         “There aren’t enough beds,” I said. “You would have to sleep on the floor.” The stone floor was cold.

         
         He shrugged. “I’m a marine. I’ve slept in worse places.”

         
         I averted my eyes and chose a bed in a corner for myself. He spread a blanket near the foot of the bed and lay down, a homage
            that made my face hot with embarrassment. I thanked God for my dark skin that didn’t redden. From the bed next to mine, so
            close I could touch her, Joana leaned toward me, whispering, “He likes you.”
         

         
         “No, he doesn’t,” I hissed. “He is just being nice.”

         
         “Right,” she said with a sly smile.

         
         In the morning, I showed him where to shower. When he returned, dabbing at rivulets running down his temples, I explained
            that the group was leaving the island for another beach, about eighty kilometers away, to swim and ride horses. I told him
            he could go if he wanted.
         

         
         He broke into a big smile. “That’s great. I’ve always wanted to be John Wayne.”

         
         “Who is John Wayne?”

         
         “He’s an actor. Rides horses in cowboy movies. Usually a hero.”

         
         Well, I wasn’t going with the group, I said. I had to return to the mainland because the ambassador of Zimbabwe had invited
            me to watch a soccer match between Senegal and his country.
         

         
         “The ambassador himself? How do you know him?”

         
         I shrugged. “It’s a small city. As an employee of the Thai embassy, I get to meet people at receptions, you know.”

         
         “Wow, you speak Thai?”

         
         I laughed. “No. I’m actually the ambassador’s special assistant. He speaks English, not French. I translate or interpret for
            him.”
         

         
         “Very impressive. So, you say you’re going back to the mainland?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         His smile faded. “In that case, I’ll ride the ferry with you and go back to the Marine House.”

         
         “I thought you wanted to ride horses.”

         
         “I can do that another time.” He started packing.

         
         Joana, who had been listening, sidled up to me. “I told you he liked you.”

         
         “No, he doesn’t. He’s leaving because he’s quiet, and I’m the only one that talked to him.”

         
         She gave me that knowing smile again.

         
         Around noon, Armand and I boarded the ferry. We stood on the deck, watching the island recede behind the white foam, the wind
            lifting my skirt. He recounted how many of his marine friends frequented bars and prostitutes, which meant isolation on his
            off days when he’d rather visit the theater or see a bit of the country. As I watched his solid chin and calm face, I had
            a sudden urge to show him the lake whose water was pink, and Ngor Island, where Joana and I sat around a fire, eating grilled
            lobster. I told him about the inlet at a private beach where I lay on my back on a cool boulder, sipping champagne while tiny
            fish nibbled my feet.
         

         
         “Wow,” he said, “I had no idea there was so much to see.”

         
         I promised him a tour. When we got to the mainland, he hailed a taxi and took me to my building, telling the driver to wait while he carried my bag up to the studio. He kissed me on both cheeks before leaving. Living in a Francophone country, I was used to kisses as a way of greeting or saying goodbye, but Armand’s lips burned my cheeks. 

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Mama,

                  Thank you for your letter that I received this afternoon. You see how quickly I’m replying? I do miss you.

                  Dakar is such a lovely city! I am behaving myself, Mama. Yes, I will make sure not to stay out late at night. Please don’t
                     worry so much about me. I really want to go to church on Sundays, but this is a Muslim country. I know of just one Methodist
                     Church with a congregation of fifteen, hardly any young people. It’s so boring! But I do make sure to pray before sleeping.
                  

                  Please greet everyone for me.

                  Love,

                  Your daughter, Akua

                  P.S. Could you kindly not put “Olivia” on the back of the envelope? It’s so Shakespearean à la Twelfth Night, that play I
                     read to you: “When mine eyes didst first see Olivia, methought she purged the air of pestilence . . .”
                  

                   

                  Bye again.
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            Menso Wo Kɛntɛn 
I Don’t Carry Your Basket

         
         “I’m going back to America,” Len George said. Having played tennis earlier, he sat on the couch sipping iced water, sweat
            trickling down his temples. From my cross-legged perch on the floor, I looked up at his face, surprised at how my stomach
            dipped at his news. We’d come a long way from the day he’d asked me to mopez le floor. He dropped in once in a while on his
            way to the American Embassy. Surprisingly, he’d turned out to be a decent friend, not the usual married man hoping for a squeeze.
         

         
         “Who would have thought you’d be sitting here on the couch I sleep on? We didn’t exactly get along the first time we met.”

         
         “I know, haha. Look at you now, a half-decent tennis player. Admit it, you love me now.”

         
         I scowled playfully. “No, I don’t”

         
         His head bobbed up and down. “Yeah, you do, I see that smile, haha. Boy, I tell you, I miss Olga. She was one heck of a lady.”

         
         “She brought so many people together, didn’t she?”

         
         “Yeah, she was real special. I’ll go visit her when I get back to America.” He grew quiet, as if his thoughts were far away. “So, ever thought about moving to America?” 

         
         “No! I mean, I’ve always wanted to see America. Who doesn’t? But to live there? No.”

         
         “Really?” He had the look of someone who couldn’t believe how a person could turn down diamonds.

         
         I tried to explain, counting off on my fingers. “I have a good life here. I love my job. I love my flat. I’m only twenty-one,
            yet I have a maid who comes to clean, cook, and wash my clothes. I’m just a middle-class girl. Could I afford that in America?”
         

         
         “Yeah! Well. Maybe not a maid, but you could earn some serious money. Work for the UN or something, you with your language
            skills.” He set his glass on the floor and flipped his hands open. “You make what, four hundred dollars a month?”
         

         
         I had to laugh. “It’s funny how you Americans talk. Actually, I make the equivalent of six hundred dollars, but my flat costs
            two hundred a month. Okay, it’s only a studio, but, as you yourself said, it’s in the best neighborhood in town, with granite
            floors. I pay my maid twenty. Could I live like this in your America?”
         

         
         “Well, not at the beginning. But you’d have more opportunities. Look, what do you really want?”

         
         I stretched out on my belly, propping myself on my elbows, the granite cool under me. “I want to write. I’m always writing
            anyway, but it would be great to write for a living. Right now, I’m translating a book into French for Macmillan, besides
            my job at the embassy.”
         

         
         He nodded vigorously, pointing with his finger. “There you go. You can write in America. You can’t make it here.”

         
         I was pulling my fingers, shaking my head. “I’m scared of snow. You people live in a deep freezer.”

         
         He threw his muscled arms out. “Aw, come on, it’s not that bad. You put on a winter coat, gloves, boots, and you’re fine.
            And you know, you’re so pretty. You’ll meet a nice guy and make pretty babies with him.”
         

         
         “I’m not keen to marry and give birth. But can I tell you something?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I’ve always nursed a secret wish to adopt orphans.” I told him about an orphanage I’d visited once in Ghana, where a boy
            ran crying after me as I was leaving. I could do something for kids like that. “I mean, you walk on the streets of Dakar and
            what do you see? Children poking through rubbish for a piece of baguette.”
         

         
         “True. Here’s the thing, you can do more for the poor when you’ve got dollars coming out of your ears.” I agreed and, with
            that, we drifted into a heated discussion about the merits and demerits of giving money to the poor, until he said something
            about taking his wife to dinner. He pushed to his feet, patting around his pockets. “Do you have a piece of paper?”
         

         
         I fumbled around for one in the chest Joana kept in a corner. He scrawled down his address and number and held it out to me.
            “Anytime you want to come to America, just call me. I’ll give you room and board. But,” he wagged his finger, “only one boyfriend,
            okay? You have too many admirers, haha.”
         

         
         I gave him a teasing smile. “Look who is talking. Don’t think I haven’t noticed American wives turning red and acting hot
            and bothered around you. Especially Olga.”
         

         
         “Don’t go there, Lola.”

         
         That was an Americanism to get used to, as though words were vehicles that could transport you to a dangerous location. After he left, I tossed the paper with his address and number into a drawer, convinced I would never need it. Everyone had to carry their own basket. I lay on my bed, a vague sense of loss niggling at me. 

         
         Joana struggled in, bearing a baguette under her arm and a bag of fruit, her slippers slapping the floor.

         
         “I just met your friend Len,” she said. “How come he never stays around to visit with me?”

         
         “You know how Americans are, always rushing.”

         
         “Hmm.” She strode onto the balcony and returned with a glass of milk and a piece of baguette. She held out the bread to me.
            “Have a bite?” I said no. She settled into the wicker chair, munching and talking with her mouth full. “Why not?”
         

         
         “I want proper food. I hope Thérèse cooks us some mafé or something. How long does it take to hang clothes on the drying line?”
            I loved the peppery groundnut stew with chunks of cabbage, carrots, and eggplant lurking in it.
         

         
         “You’re so bourgeois.”

         
         “No, I’m not! And I’ll have you know that during the French Revolution, the bourgeois were merely merchants, not upper class.
            Don’t you roll your eyes at me.”
         

         
         “Fine, you’re not bourgeois. Your mother is only a judge.”

         
         “And your father is only a university professor whose books are read everywhere in the world.”
         

         
         We glared at each other. Her lips twitched. I tried to maintain an angry face but tittered. We collapsed into laughter.

         
         “Oh, Lolo, what a pair we are!” She got up and slouched beside me on the couch. I wiggled closer to rest my head on her lap, looking up at the ceiling as she stroked my hair. “Our parents did well, didn’t they? Look at us, fresh out of university and into our own flat.” 

         
         “You know this would never happen if we were in Ghana, right? We’d have to live at home.”

         
         “I know! No overnight parties with male friends, however innocent. Church every Sunday, everyone poking around to make sure
            we’re not disgracing the sacred family name.”
         

         
         “So true, haha! Here, we get away with living on our own. Just because we aren’t Senegalese or Muslims. My mother would die
            if she knew.”
         

         
         We fell silent. Islam in Senegal, Christianity in Ghana. Both powerful imprints on the mind. Closing my eyes, I saw myself,
            a child in my mother’s bed, she whispering fierce prayers: God, I beg you to watch over your daughter. Banish bad dreams from her. Keep poverty and disease from her. May her good name
               be untarnished.

         
         Tears rolled out of my eyes, tickling into my ears. “She worked so hard, my mother. Everyone clucked on about what a man-woman
            she was because she wouldn’t marry after my father died. Sometimes I wish she had. Then she wouldn’t have had her eyes so
            fixed on me. My sister, Awurama, had it easier because she was older, but me? Boarding school was the only time I got to be
            away from her protective eyes.”
         

         
         “I don’t know, Lolo. What if you’d ended up with an abusive stepfather?”

         
         “You have a point there.”

         
         We must have drifted off to sleep, because when I opened my eyes, the sky was black. Joana sat up, rubbing her eyes. There
            was no sign of Thérèse. I glided out to the balcony. There was no stew steaming on the stove. She had left without cooking.
         

         
         I sighed. “She’s still upset with us. No cooking today, too. I guess she wants us to eat the couscous.”

         
         “Let’s go to the Marine House,” Joana said.

         
         At the Marine House, the place where English-speaking diplomats congregated on Friday nights, the smell of grilled meat and
            beer greeted us. It was a welcome change to hear English spoken around us as opposed to French.
         

         
         “Look,” Joana whispered as we entered the buzzing hall, “there’s Armand.”

         
         He was standing near a couch, beer in hand as usual. Something warm spread through me. As soon as he saw us, he strode over
            to meet us, a broad smile on his face. “Hi, ladies, how are you doing?”
         

         
         “Hungry. Thérèse is angry,” I said.

         
         “Say what?”

         
         Joana explained. “Our maid didn’t cook today.”

         
         He burst out laughing. “You have a maid? You girls are too much. Here, sit right here.” He led us to a sitting area in a corner,
            decorated with two armchairs and a couch for two, beating the couch as though he wanted to soften it for me. “Is this okay?”
         

         
         “Thank you. It is, really.” I sank into the couch while Joana took the chair opposite me.

         
         “What would you like to drink?” He was looking at me as if I might disappear. “Anything you want, it’s on me.”

         
         I found my cheeks heating up. “Coke for me, please. Thanks.”

         
         “Just Coke?”

         
         “Yes, for now. Maybe I’ll have wine later.”

         
         “All right, then. Coke coming up.” He turned to Joana. “What about you?”

         
         “I want a beer.” She grinned from Armand to me.

         
         “How about something to eat?” He was looking at me.

         
         “I don’t know. Perhaps a burger?”

         
         “You got it. Joana?”

         
         “Grilled chicken.”

         
         “Be right back.”

         
         I wanted to smack the smile off Joana’s face. “Stop it.”

         
         She arranged her face into innocence. “Have I said a word? I’m just sitting here enjoying the breeze.”

         
         I wagged my finger at her. “Don’t say anything.”

         
         “Oh, come on, Lolo, why not? He likes you, and if you weren’t so stuck up, you’d admit you like him, too.”

         
         I couldn’t help smiling a little. “Well, he’s actually nice, not snobbish like I thought he’d be.”

         
         “So . . . ?”

         
         “So what?”

         
         “Nothing, forget it,” she said as Armand returned with the drinks.

         
         “Here you go.” He handed us a glass each and slid onto the couch beside me. “Your food should be ready in about five minutes.”

         
         We sat back sipping, Joana beaming at us as though she were our mother. I wished my leg were long enough to kick her. The
            Coke burned my throat. I turned to him, delight on my face. “You sprinkled pepper in my drink. How did you know I liked that?”
         

         
         “That night on Gorée Island, you asked the German lady for pepper. You sprinkled it in your drink.”

         
         I was stunned. “You saw that?”

         
         “I notice everything you do,” he said softly. “I hear every word you say.” Our eyes locked. It was as if Joana wasn’t facing
            us, as if other people weren’t milling around talking and laughing. I couldn’t tear my eyes away, couldn’t breathe. At length,
            he exhaled. “So, if I asked you to dinner, would you come? I just want to—”
         

         
         “By myself? I wouldn’t want Joana to feel left out.” I wasn’t sure why I said that.

         
         An amused smile played about his lips. “Sure. Joana can come too.”

         
         I stole a look at Joana, who mouthed, I don’t need to come. I looked away quickly. “Okay. We’ll go out with you.”
         

         
         “As long as you’re at the same table,” he whispered.

         
         The burger was delicious, I thought, licking the mustard oozing from its sides. Somehow Armand had known not to put ketchup
            on it. I smiled at him, with him looking happy, Joana giving me sly looks.
         

         
         He took us to dinner the following Wednesday. Then Saturday. Each time, I centered the conversation on banalities like sports
            and the best beaches for swimming. On Saturday night, when we returned to the studio, Joana said, “Armand has been so nice
            to us. Why don’t we invite him to dinner? I could cook.”
         

         
         “You cook?” She either burned everything she cooked or put too much salt in it. “No, I’m doing the cooking.”
         

         
         “Fine, then, you cook.”

         
         Since he was Caribbean, I made rice and peas in coconut milk, fried plantains, and meat stew. All my thirty-two teeth showed
            when I opened the door and saw him standing there.
         

         
         This time he sat in the big wicker chair in the corner instead of on Joana’s bed. She served and he took a mouthful. “This
            is delicious!”
         

         
         “Lola cooked it,” she said.

         
         He looked up at me. “You cooked this?”

         
         I nodded, my cheeks burning.

         
         “I’m going to marry you.”

         
         Normally I would bristle at the thought of someone wanting to marry me for my cooking, but I knew that wasn’t the case with him. My armpits prickled with heat. I forked some rice into my mouth. After dinner, Joana put on some music and we started dancing. Armand looked on, admiration on his face. “You girls are very liberated. That’s not what I expected from African girls. Here you are, living on your own, doing your own thing. I like that.” 

         
         Joana changed the music and the room vibrated with the drums and chanting for adowa, a traditional dance of the Asante. To
            perfect my skills, I had taken dance in an African studies class at university. With adowa, you move the right foot and arm
            at the same time, then the left foot and left arm. The whole time, your hips, chest, and shoulders undulate to the beat: taa
            ta taa ta, taa ta taa ta. Joana didn’t know how to do it.
         

         
         “Dance for us, Lolo,” she said.

         
         I was wearing a blouse over a cloth wrapped loosely around my waist. The marble floor felt oiled on my bare soles as my body
            snaked to the rhythm. Everything vanished save the pulse of the music vibrating through me. Not even Armand’s camera setting
            off a series of flashes broke the trance. When the music stopped, I collapsed onto the couch and they both applauded.
         

         
         At some point, Joana said, “Let’s go to Le Sahel, oui?” It was a club where Youssou N’Dour performed regularly. I slipped on some pants and we piled into a taxi.
         

         
         At the club, Armand slipped his arm around my waist and pressed me to his chest, the heat of his body matching my own. We danced until I could barely stand. When we finished dancing, we dropped onto a couch, side by side. I tilted my head back, my eyes closed. Then Youssou N’Dour and Super Etoile started another song, setting my torso swaying. I felt Armand’s hand brush the hair away from my forehead, his breath hot on my cheek. “You don’t even have to think about dancing, do you? It just comes naturally to you.” 

         
         “Yes, dancing is the thing I love most.” I felt him take strands of my fluffy hair and draw them out. Then he brushed them
            back repeatedly, and it felt right that he should touch me.
         

         
         “How about we go for a walk, just you and me?”

         
         I opened my eyes. “What about Joana?”

         
         “I don’t think she’ll miss us, do you?” He was looking at me with more intensity than usual.

         
         I glanced at the dance floor. Under the pink and purple strobe lights, Joana was dancing with an old friend she’d found, gyrating
            to the drums. I said okay, but not before I had walked over to let her know Armand and I were stepping outside.
         

         
         The air was warm. Armand put his arm around my shoulders, and we strolled along the canal, looking at the shimmering waters.
            During the day, the canal was murky, trashed by traders who peddled groundnuts and bananas at the edge. But at two a.m., the
            streets were vacant. I could hear my heartbeat. When a taxi rolled toward us, Armand hailed it. This wasn’t part of the plan,
            but I said nothing. It was as though an invisible force were nudging us toward something we both knew but were unwilling to
            name. We got in the back of the taxi, not saying a word. Electrons zigzagged between us.
         

         
         “Marine House,” he said to the driver.

         
         Armand had once told me that women weren’t allowed in marines’ private rooms because of fears of espionage. Hostile intelligence agents could use women to seduce marines and cause them to betray codes. But it was tough going not to be allowed to get married while on embassy duty, so marines broke the rules all the time. The gunner, the marine in charge, turned a blind eye. The Senegalese guards merely shrugged. 

         
         With Armand’s arm around my shoulders, we entered the huge recreational hall. We sailed past the bar and pool table, past
            the deep couches, and slipped through a door that opened onto a narrow corridor. In his room, the only furniture was a desk
            with a wooden chair, and a single bed made military style, covered with a lime-green blanket. My chest expanded with so much
            air I couldn’t exhale.
         

         
         “Please, sit down,” he said. I sat on the bed, smoothing the blanket with my hands even though it was already smooth, anything
            to postpone what was now inevitable. “Would you like some wine?”
         

         
         “Yes,” I whispered. A glass of wine would give my hands something else to do. He poured some red into a goblet and gave it
            to me. The wine burned my throat. I lifted my eyes to his for a moment, and then I couldn’t look at him anymore. I gulped
            more wine. Then he reached over and took the glass from my hand. Slowly, he lowered his head toward mine until I was breathing
            him in and he was breathing me. I lifted my chin and our lips met. I hesitated for a minute, then I melted into him.
         

         
         He pulled away to look into my eyes. “I’m in love with you, you know that?”

         
         I could only nod.

         
         “You’re okay with this?”

         
         I silenced him with my finger on his lips. I rose from the bed, crossed my arms over my head, and pulled off my dress. I had nothing else underneath. I wrapped my arms around him, pulling him down with me, the mattress firm under me. Oh God, the feel of him. How I met him. How I moved, moved, moved, long after the tremors had shaken me down to my toes. Still I moved, a dancer possessed, unable to stop. 

         
         I didn’t return to the studio until noon the next day. Joana was not amused. She met me at the door, serious as malaria. “I
            was worried, Lola.”
         

         
         “Sorry.” I couldn’t stop smiling.

         
         “I waited and waited and waited for you!”

         
         “I’m sorry.” I tried to look serious. “Truly. I am.”

         
         The smile overcame her. “I forgive you. That’s only because I like Armand. See, I knew he’d fall in love with you when I introduced
            you two!”
         

         
         I hadn’t known I would fall, too, and so quickly, so deeply into a love that would alter my life forever.
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         “What are you doing?” I asked Joana, who was folding clothes into a suitcase.

         
         “Leaving Dakar, me dear.”

         
         The air thickened. I needed to process her words. Carefully, I closed the door behind me. I had just returned from spending
            another night with Armand, two months after he and I had disappeared from the club. Now she was leaving? She was humming a
            tune, smiling to herself, not looking at me.
         

         
         “Why? Is it . . . is it because I’m always gone?”

         
         “No, silly.” She burst out laughing. “You should see your face!” The dress she was folding slid from her hand into the suitcase.
            It was a striped dress I had got her for her birthday. I failed to see the humor. She took my hand and walked me to the couch,
            patting the spot next to her. I remained standing. “Come on, Lolo. Sit down.”
         

         
         Slowly, I obeyed.

         
         “Okay, maybe you do have something to do with it. You and Armand are so happy. I had forgotten how it used to be. Remember my old boyfriend, Pete?” 

         
         “The one in Jordan? I thought you didn’t want him. You haven’t mentioned him in a long time!” She wasn’t making any sense.
            As far as I knew, he was a bore who was better off with another bore.
         

         
         “Well,” she said with an embarrassed smile, “I had felt I needed space from him, but the truth is I miss him. I went to Télé-Senegal
            and called
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