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			THESE BLAZING SUNS

	 
		


		
			1.
 
IRO

	
			I resented my older brother for a very long time. Living in his shadow, it seemed like everything in the world was arranged to suit him. I felt as if I’d been born to follow in his footsteps. I couldn’t see the burden he was carrying, couldn’t see the reluctance in those footsteps. If he moved forward, I moved forward. And I’d convinced myself those roles would never change. We’d been walking through a desert forever—that’s how he described our life. But one day he decided to let go of my hand, to go on without me, without looking back, even if the sand swallowed me up, or the pitiless sun reduced me to ashes. 

			I’d been battling that same ferocious sun ever since. I stood there, wiping the sweat out of my eyes, trying to look approachable. Dozens of T-shirts were draped over my arm, waiting to be shown to passers-by. I’d spent the last half hour waving around a blue shirt, one of the nicest ones I had in stock that day. All around me were other young guys showing off their merchandise with varying degrees of pride, all up and down Adjamé Liberté Boulevard. You could buy anything here: shirts, jackets, jeans, trousers, even shoes. 

			When the buses and gbakas that parked along the street weren’t getting in the way, we were constantly on the lookout for customers. Crowds of people swarmed back and forth noisily, but only a few of them had come out specifically to shop. The others you had to convince, following close on their heels, putting the clothes directly into their hands so they had to look at them. And all that effort might come to nothing if they asked “How much?” and didn’t like your answer. But unless they took off at full speed, you went after them and tried to bargain. There were all kinds of techniques. Flattery was the most effective, and Thierry had made it his specialty. 

			When he first brought me into street hawking I used to hang back, intimidated, caught between my determination to stand on my own two feet and the nagging fear that I’d only end up looking like an idiot. I remember Thierry handing me a T-shirt and standing back without a word, as if I would know what to do when in fact I was paralyzed with self-consciousness. He shot me a look that said, “You’d better do something, or you can forget about my help from now on.” That kind of hard, stony glare. For an instant, the face of my brother Oulahi appeared as if superimposed over Thierry’s. I managed to hold back the tears, but I must have looked like the little kid I’d never really stopped being.

			I forced myself not to look away from Thierry, who was nineteen, the same age as me. I compelled myself to act beneath that blazing sun, made myself sing and laugh with the people walking past, slip the clothes into their hands, flatter them and flatter them again. Sell, and sell again. Without my even realizing it, my fear gave way to a kind of enjoyment, and for the first time I paid attention to all those other kids doing the same things I was doing, at the same time, all of us with the same goal: to make our sales, and make it out. 

			 

			Before I came to Abidjan I used to picture it as a sort of terrifying, chaotic whirl where everyone was fighting their own private war. The few images that managed to make their way to our ancient TV sets, the photos in history books, and the accounts of people who had spent time in the city—they’d all persuaded me that anything was possible here, no dream too big, no miracle too unlikely that it couldn’t be achieved with patience and determination. And the Adjamé district came closest to the picture of Abidjan I’d created in my head. This was my world now, and the sooner I accepted that, the sooner I could leave it behind.

			That first day, I hadn’t managed to sell even the single T-shirt Thierry had handed me. We’d laughed about it, but I’d promised myself it would never happen again. Four months later, though, the sun was no less brutal.

			 

			For a while now, I’d been having these strange spells where I couldn’t move. Right there in the middle of the crowd I’d sink into a kind of empty space inside my own mind. My heart would start hammering hard and fast, my eyes filling with tears. Someone usually bumped into me eventually, jolting me back to myself, or Thierry would come over and thump me on the back, but this time the paralysis lasted longer, and I almost got run down by a gbaka. Thierry dashed toward me, hurling insults at both me and the bus driver. No one paid much attention to us. Scenes like this were an everyday occurrence in Adjamé.

			“You okay? What’s wrong with you? What the hell am I supposed to do with your dead body if you get killed out here like an idiot?” Thierry’s tone was concerned and authoritarian at the same time.

			

			“I’ll be fine,” I said weakly.

			“You still hungry or what? That can’t be it; we just ate at Adja’s.”

			“It’s not that.”

			“Then wake up, okay? I’m going back over there.”

			I watched him walk away, his body athletic and loose-limbed. Did he ever doubt himself? Did he ever feel his heart contract in his chest? Would he understand what I was going through, if I were to confide in him? Could he grasp the fact that I felt like I was fading away a little more each day? I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to know. I was through with people looking down on me, no matter how much I was suffering.

			I had a T-shirt in my hands and was showing it off to the passing crowds when I heard someone call my name. My gaze swept the nearby pedestrians and landed on a young woman standing across the street in a short white dress. Dani. She smiled at me. A constant flow of cars streamed past, allowing us irregular glimpses of one another. During the brief times when I couldn’t see her, my mind shouted at me to go to her but my body, out of pride, refused to budge, and it was only my eyes that moved.

			A small group of pedestrians eventually formed on the other side of the road and crossed, unintimidated by the chaotic traffic. Dani was one of them. She came toward me. Her light complexion was as brilliant as ever, thick curls framing her round face. Still that same angelic little-girl look. It was only close-up that I saw her eyes were as haughty as ever, the only flaw in her mask of sweetness.

			She pulled me into a hug. My body tensed, and she stepped back.

			“Good to see you, cousin. Éric said I’d find you here. Thank God I didn’t have to look for long.”

			Her voice seemed theatrically sad, but there was a hint of sincerity in her smile. Something was up. Seeing her like this made me want to let bygones be bygones. After all, what I’d thought was the end of the world had really just been the end of one chapter, right?

			“How are you doing? The sun’s made your skin darker! And you’ve gotten so thin! Still a good-looking kid, though. How are things? I’ve missed you, you know? I often think back to the talks we had. Our jokes. I’m really glad to see you. Don’t you have anything to say? Not even ‘hi’? Is it because I’m disturbing you at work? I can’t believe a scaredy-cat like you is doing something like this. How are things at university?”

			No. Definitely no. I could never see her in the same way again. And it fascinated me that someone could be so naturally cruel that they couldn’t see the damage their words caused.

			“Iro, you—”

			“What do you want?” I asked, cutting her off.

			She went quiet, the smile slipping off her face, and looked down. Several moments ticked by.

			“I have something important to tell you,” she said finally, her tone more serious now.

			“What is it?”

			“It’s important, Iro. I mean it. I’d rather go somewhere quieter.”

			Curiosity got the better of me. “Wait for me here,” I told her, and went to where Thierry was standing.

			“Who’s that?” he asked as I approached.

			“My cousin. I’ll explain later.”

			I handed him my armful of T-shirts and went back to Dani. We sat down on each end of a rickety bench in the tiny park at the end of the Adjamé Liberté bridge, where a few wheelbarrow hawkers were slacking off on the job and one guy who clearly belonged in the nuthouse sat on the ground guarding a pile of things he’d stolen. I stared out at the road, waiting for Dani to speak. A crowd of passengers were harassing a trainee gbaka driver, demanding their change, closely watched by street vendors ready to exchange banknotes for coins—as long as the customer also bought a pack of chewing gum or a bottle of water. Dani, choosing her words carefully, spoke loudly to draw my attention from the hubbub surrounding us.

			“I know you can’t stand me. Here I show up and chat away like nothing happened, after what I did to you. I feel awful about all of that, Iro. I hate myself for it.”

			I could hear the words but they sounded hollow to me, as if her mouth stripped the phrases of their meaning just by saying them. I’d managed to draw a line under that part of my life. Why had she come here? Why bring it all up again now?

		


		
			2. 
 
IRO

	
			When I left the village in 2017, my only hope was that people would accept me, and that I’d be able to attend university without any trouble. My father had almost begged his half-brother to put me up in his large villa in Abidjan’s Riviéra Palmeraie district, even though they hadn’t spoken in years. I didn’t want to disappoint him like my older brother Oulahi had done. All the family’s hopes were resting on my shoulders.

			I still remember the advice he gave me before I left. We were sitting on a mat laid out on the terrace, facing each other, which we hadn’t done in a long time. I found myself unable to meet his piercing gaze. His face was creased with wrinkles, his still-thick hair a wild tangle. I found him handsome, even shrunken and aging as he was, but I kept my eyes on the chickens pecking for God knows what in the sand. A cool breeze had entered the discussion, laden with the sounds of the village—sounds that I would have found comforting under other circumstances, but which, this time, failed to penetrate my unsettled mind. I was so used to hearing my father speak with weakness and shame in his voice that the strength of his first words stunned me, and then nothing in the world could have distracted me. 

			“Listen to me. Remember what I’m about to tell you. Always be respectful. Always be the first one awake, to sweep and mop the floor. Be helpful whenever you have the opportunity. Never complain about what you don’t have, and appreciate what little you do. Try to get along with everyone, and get over that shyness of yours, so that no one takes it for arrogance. And if, despite everything, problems arise, you must not give way to anger. Simply explain, and apologize if you need to. Know, in difficult moments, that I and your younger brother, your family, are here, and we love you, and we’re proud of you. Be humble in all things. Hardship is necessary for a man’s development. Don’t do what I’ve done. Do not be a coward.”

			I’m sure that was the day my heart troubles began.

			I’d grown up wanting to be just like my brother Oulahi, and we both considered our father the perfect example of what not to do. He’d failed where his brothers had succeeded, but he lived his life as if that didn’t matter at all, mooching off everyone around him, even the people who made fun of him. The deliberately moronic attitude he put on, his pathetic neediness, his annoying extroversion. Our personalities had developed in response to all that. Oulahi had become a serious and responsible young man. I’d only managed to erase myself. I remembered again the sound of Oulahi’s deep voice shouting at me—“Get up! Clench your fists, Iro!”—when a bully in my class shoved me to the sandy ground. For once in my life, it seemed as if my father and my older brother were combining forces to give me courage.

			Maybe he’d etched his words into my flesh, like the commandments in those stone tablets. Otherwise, I couldn’t explain the fact I practically turned into an automaton once I moved into my uncle’s house. I agreed to be the house gofer and handyman in return for room and board. I got to know my cousins: Éric, the oldest at age twenty-two; Brice, the athlete; Simon, the stereotypical black sheep; his twin sister Dani, and the baby, Line. None of them became my friends except Brice, Dani, and Line. Éric wasn’t interested in anything but the family business, and Simon’s attitude toward me vacillated between disdain and manipulation, so I did my best to avoid him. As for the rest, aside from a few demeaning comments about my father or our life in the village, I was treated considerately, and in return I made sure no one had any cause to complain about me—which worked so well that, little by little, I came to feel like I’d always lived with them. That illusion lasted for a year.

			I was trying to be someone else, an accomplished version of myself light-years away from my self-doubt and unhappiness. I’d been told to study, to never stop studying. Like a child who’d had complex things explained to him with drawings, I’d sketched an outline in my head: a stick figure getting his diploma, leaving his tiny village for Abidjan, bending over backwards to please his host family, going to university, getting his doctorate after however many years, and then, finally, living the dream life. 

			“There are approximately a thousand of you in this auditorium today, but by the end of the year, maybe three hundred of you will be left, or even slightly fewer.” That was the first lesson taught to me by an emeritus professor on the day I first set foot in one of the university’s mythical lecture theaters. That simple phrase had so many implications, and my confidence wavered immediately. I’d just run almost five kilometers so as not to miss the start of class and I’d arrived on time, but I was finding out the hard way that, in order to have a seat, you must have had to get there an hour or two early. People were jostling for space at every entrance, and even the stairs had been turned into makeshift desks. I was looking carefully around the auditorium, praying to find a scrap of room where I could sit down, when I spotted a bag between two students in the fifth row. Gathering my courage, I made my way over there and greeted the students, but they didn’t answer.

			“Sorry, there’s a bag there—could you just put it on the table? I don’t take up much room, I could squeeze in.” I thought for a second that they weren’t going to reply at all, but then the bag’s owner rebuffed me coldly.

			“Can’t you see we’re crammed in tight enough already? If a person could fit there, the guy by your feet wouldn’t be sitting on a step.”

			I was torn between turning around and getting angry. Snapping back at her in the same tone—but I wasn’t brave enough for that. I was turning to walk away when the student sitting next to the owner of the bag picked it up and moved it to the table. The girl’s mouth twisted in astonishment, but he scooted closer to her and instructed the people on his right to make room. I was as surprised as the girl who owned the bag, but unlike her, I was smiling. I quickly sat down, babbling thanks.

			At the podium, the professor was speaking, but her microphone didn’t seem to be working. 

			“What gave you the right to touch my bag?” snapped the girl I’d first approached.

			“Quiet!” her companion hissed.

			A third voice: “Can you both shut up, please? People are staring at us.”

			“Don’t you hear how he’s talking to me?”

			People were looking, and I wished I’d just remained standing.

			“Get me another microphone!” the professor barked. A student rushed forward with a microphone, looking both apologetic and terrified. 

			“You in that row! The fifth!” the professor said, and her voice was much louder this time. She was talking about us. A wave of shame engulfed me. “What exactly is the problem? Am I expected to play room monitor for a bunch of overgrown children now?” The auditorium erupted in laughter. I felt my insides crumbling.

			“Please, continue!” the professor said. “Everyone wants to hear what happens next. Give them a microphone.” 

			The same student scurried over with another microphone.

			“Now, I’m going to ask you a question,” the professor continued. “And if any one of you can give me a satisfactory answer, I’ll let this whole thing drop. If not, I’m kicking your whole row out of this auditorium.”

			The microphone was quickly passed down the row like a hot potato until it landed in the hand of the young man who’d helped me, as if to say, this whole thing is your fault. “On your feet!” the professor instructed him. He looked straight into her eyes and stood up, his expression grave.

			

			“And you are?” she prompted.

			“Thierry Atsé Junior.” I listened closely to the guy as he spoke, and my first impression was that, although his voice was deep and clear, his words sounded strained, as if the name didn’t really belong to him. 

			The silence that followed made me squirm with discomfort. 

			“Well, Monsieur Atsé, what does modern literature represent for you?”

			A few endless seconds ticked by, murmurs filling the auditorium, the professor’s gaze focused intently on the guy, Thierry. His fingers clenched around the microphone. I leaped to my feet like I’d been stung by a bee, but then I just stood there, paralyzed. I had no idea what to do next. But Thierry realized I was trying to help him. I held out my hand, and he gave me the microphone. Back in fourth grade I’d been a participant on Petit à petit, a TV show in which different primary schools from the same village competed to answer questions on a variety of subjects. My school had lost, but I’d answered all my questions correctly, and people had started calling me “that kid who knows books.” A decade later I still didn’t know how far away to hold the microphone, but I was hoping for beginner’s luck. 

			“Once I found a box of old books in a hut,” I began. “Pages and pages of stories and authors whose names I couldn’t even pronounce correctly back then. Ever since, whenever I read a new book, I become a different person, a receptacle capable of absorbing other lives. I want to evolve and develop in a place where all we talk about is the incredible thing that literature is, and where people will understand what I mean. That’s what this course represents for me.”

			A smile appeared on the professor’s face. “Good!” she said. I handed back the microphone and we sat back down. A feeling of pride swept through me. Naïve as I was, I thought I’d done something amazing on my very first day at university. Something worthy of applause. I kept my expression serious, trying my best to look relaxed and scholarly at the same, but the young guy caught my eye and gave me a grin that told me he saw right through me.

			“Iro?” I heard someone call my name after class, as I was putting away my things. I’d seen a few familiar faces around campus over the past few days, but Minieni, with whom I’d shared a desk in third grade, was the last person I’d expected to run into. The girl I’d considered my class rival way back then still had the glasses and the beautiful dark complexion I’d forgotten about. We came from the same village and were part of the same ethnic group and, in a way, we were following the same trajectory even though our life paths had diverged. It made me feel better to know that I wasn’t alone in this new phase of my life, though I found out later that time changes people, and that it’s a rare thing, to renew a dead friendship. What could we possibly still have in common?

			I remember that period as one first time after another. Running after the bus and jostling with dozens of people to get a seat. Absorbing the hundreds of course hours condensed into the ridiculously small handful of class sessions that weren’t aborted by strikes. The more time that passed, the more it seemed to go either unsustainably fast or horribly slow, and I couldn’t tell you which was worse. 

			In my uncle’s house, I kept my head down, speaking only when spoken to and limiting the places where I sat, or ate, or existed. The large living room, for example, seemed so unreal to me that even when I saw little Line bouncing around in there throwing rice all over the place, I didn’t dare go in. One of the servants told me once that she appreciated my attitude, because I knew my place. Those words stayed with me for a long time.

			I buried myself in my studies. They were my identity, my reason for being. Gradually, though, the walls were breached, like the time Brice invited me to go running with him, to show me around the neighborhood, and then I felt obligated to go with him after that until it became a routine. Or the time I picked Line up from school and she asked me for advice because a boy had said he had a crush on her. These little things began to form something I didn’t dare put a name to. Without my realizing it, my evenings of studying alone on the terrace turned into evenings spent playing cards and laughing hysterically. 

			Some nights I went up to the villa’s roof and tried, without success, to feel the breeze from Klobli. From home. Sometimes I called my father and little brother on the phone, but the calls never lasted long and were confined to small talk, which made me even sadder. I needed to talk, and I found a sympathetic ear in the last person I would have expected: my uncle. One night he came up and joined me on the roof, sitting down next to me. He told me about when he’d left the village, and shared stories from his student life (complete with plenty of dad jokes), asking me after every story whether things had changed. The answer was almost always no. I realized that he was seeing himself in me, and that behind his austere façade was a man who had suffered to become what he was. I started to think I would have liked to have him as a father, and then I felt guilty about that. But the family history of strife and infighting didn’t keep us from getting close as we talked more and more. He started to make me his right arm. Taught me about entrepreneurship. I wish things could have stayed that way. But it was too good to last. 

			There were two incidents that brought me back to reality. 

			One night when everyone was asleep, Dani came home from a party drunk and slipped into my bed. I got rid of her and chalked it up to intoxication, but a feeling of awkwardness set in and neither of us did anything to make it better. The second incident happened when Simon came home. The black-sheep brother I’d been hearing about for months. When he found out who I was and why I was living in his room, he spat on the bed and acted like I was some kind of leech. After that, I was always careful to remember my place.

			Two weeks later, the evening before my first exam, my uncle summoned us all to the living room, where he announced that a large sum of money and some watches were missing from the desk he’d asked me to clean earlier in the day. Suspicion fell on Simon first, and he defended himself by accusing me. I didn’t know how to lie. I didn’t even know how to tell the truth convincingly, so I just stood there. It was like a scene out of one of the old Nollywood movies Aunt Pohié was constantly watching on her antiquated TV, where the maid from the country village was mistreated and wrongly accused of theft. How had she gotten out of that, again? Oh, yeah—she’d fallen to her knees and begged tearfully for mercy, but after she’d been thrown out of the house, she’d miraculously crossed paths with a wealthy Good Samaritan. I couldn’t believe I was in this situation. I looked at Dani. I knew the truth, and she knew I knew it. We had a silent battle of wills that lasted several seconds, and while I was still hesitating she dealt the death blow by claiming that she’d seen me sneaking out of her father’s office carrying a small bag, then counting money in my room. I tried desperately to defend myself, but Éric was soon eyeing me suspiciously too. The calm that enveloped me as everything crumbled around me still surprises me, even now. Catching my uncle’s eye, I could tell that he’d gone back to seeing me as the son of the half-brother he didn’t like. As if his trust had been nothing but a weak little candle flame, blown out by the first hint of a breeze.

			Again and again I was ordered to return what I hadn’t stolen, until finally my sentence was handed down. I left the house at dawn the next morning, but not before making one last plea to my uncle: not to tell my father what had happened. I could see in my uncle’s eyes that he had his doubts about the situation—but not enough to let me stay. The only person who came down to say goodbye was Dani. 

			“I’m sorry,” she said, her eyes full of tears. “Please forgive me. I didn’t mean for this to happen, but it just had to.”

			And that was how Dani opened my eyes. I saw, now, that I’d been a late addition to the cast of a play where all the roles had already been assigned: the stern father, the sweet little daddy’s girl, the oldest son and crown prince, heir-apparent to the family business. I’d gone beyond the bounds of my role as cousin and so I was the first to be sacrificed. Of course.

			I found a partly built house and left some of my things there. The pre-dawn air was cold and the buses far less crowded at this time of day, but I gave up my seat to an elderly man in a suit and tie, and clung to the metal bar nearby instead. I pulled some papers from my bag and studied, looking around occasionally for no reason, really. Abidjan was waking up. In the dissipating silence, my emotions were so overwhelming I could hardly even feel them. It was only when I found myself alone, facing a blank exam sheet, that my eyes filled with tears. Maybe today is the day my life ends, I thought. Maybe today is the day I fail.

			Since then, I’d stuffed the whole business deep down in a corner of my brain, hoping to keep the painful memories at a distance. Wishful thinking. My cousin’s appearance was all it took for everything to come flooding back.

			 

			“I never meant for you to get hurt. I needed that money to help my boyfriend—he was about to be kicked out of school. Papa would never have given me the money, so I took it, hoping Simon would get blamed and then things would eventually go back to normal. You weren’t supposed to get mixed up in it at all. But when I realized you knew it was me, I got scared, and . . . I’m sorry, Iro. You didn’t deserve that.”

			She was crying, wiping away the tears as they fell, but I stood there stone-faced.

			“I’m ready to admit everything now—”

			“It’s not worth it,” I cut her off. “The damage is done. You don’t have to have it on your conscience anymore. If that’s all you came to tell me, you can go home.”

			“Wait, there’s something you need to know—”

			“Go home, Dani,” I said again, starting to walk away.

			“Iro, listen to me.”

			I stopped and turned around, my face still expressionless.

			“Come back and sit down. Please.”

			“Just say what you have to say.”

			“Please,” she repeated, almost begging now.

			“No. I have to get back to work.”

			I turned my back on her. But I hadn’t gotten far when Dani called out again.

			“It’s your father,” she said, her voice breaking. “He’s dead.”
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