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First Edition

Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth. — Surah An-Nur 24:35

For my mother,

Mama Lisse — Louise Lelo

whose body rests in Bicole, but whose soul awaits the Mercy of Allah.

May your soul rest in peace in Barzakh until Judgment Day, when you will enter Jannaatul Firdaws under Allah’s Smile. Ameen.

When you left this earth, I almost lost my will. But the promise I made you kept me going.

I hope I am worthy of the honour of being your son first, and your friend.

Until we meet again, Mom. I love you.



  ✦

A Note on This Book

Everything in this book is true, drawn from my own memory, to the best of that memory’s honesty — with one exception. The chapters concerning my time in Germany — my departure, my arrival, the mathematical breakthrough, my mentor Becker, and my doctoral defense — are imagined. They did not happen as told here.

I have chosen to include them because they represent something true about who I hoped to become, even where memory alone could not carry me. Every other page of this book is as honest an account of my life as I am able to give.

✦

Preface

I did not set out to write a book. For most of my life, I kept two notebooks — one for equations, one for prayer — and never thought to ask why I needed both, only that I did.

This book is my answer to that question, arrived at slowly, over fifty years, though I did not know I was answering it until I was most of the way through.

If you have picked this up expecting a story about faith that happens to mention mathematics, or a story about mathematics that happens to mention faith, I want to tell you plainly before you begin: that is not what you are holding. I have never experienced these as two subjects. They arrived to me as one language, spoken in two dialects, and this book is my attempt to show you why — not to convince you that they must be one for you too, only to show you, honestly, that they were one for me.

This book is for anyone who has looked at the universe and felt, simultaneously, the desire to understand it and the desire to worship it, and who has been told, at some point, that they would have to choose.

You do not have to choose. I never did.

What follows is memory first, and vision after — a boy in Bicole who saw formulas arranging themselves on a ceiling before he had the language for either mathematics or God, and a man who spent the rest of his life learning that both languages had been describing the same light all along.

I have tried to tell it honestly, including the parts that do not resolve cleanly. Some of it is hard. All of it is true, to the best of what memory allows any of us.

Thank you for reading it.


    
✦

PART ONE

Memory



  Chapter One

A Testimony

✦

F(n) = F(n-1) + F(n-2)

Each term made from the two before it — a life built the same way.

The childhood in this book is memory. Adulthood is vision. The distance between them is the novel — and if you want to know how a barefoot boy in Bicole became the man whose name is on this cover, that distance is the only honest answer I have. I am not going to tell it to you all at once. I am going to let you watch it happen, the same slow way it happened to me. I was born in Bicole, in the department of Fatick, Senegal. My father Ali was about six feet tall, slim, with broad shoulders and short white hair and a clean-cut mustache, and he only spoke when he had something to say. He left when I was four. I made a promise to a bright star that night. I have been keeping it since.

I came to Islam through a book and then through a voice on a cassette tape reciting Surah Ar-Rahman. My classmate Makhari Mbaye took me to his grandfather, the great Muslim leader Abdul Aziz Sy, and it was he who converted me and gave me my name. From that day, I was Abdul Aziz.

What that conversion cost me, and what it gave me, is the rest of this book. I will only say here that I was not alone in it, even in the months when I believed I was. People I had no right to expect anything from gave me what I needed anyway, in silence, without requiring acknowledgment. I have spent the years since trying to be worthy of what was given to me without my asking.

I saw the formulas for the first time as a child, sharing a room with my brother in Bicole. The stars began to dance. One came first and turned in a spiral and the others followed. I watched until sunrise calculating sequences as the stars faded. Later I understood it was Fibonacci. I recognized it before I read the name. I still see the formulas now, at fifty-four, in Minneapolis. I smile when they come.

I landed at JFK on June 23, 1997. I am fifty-four years old and I live in Minneapolis, Minnesota. I still pray before dawn. Allah took me from darkness into the light.

Part One of this book is memory. Part Two is vision — almost all of it lived, save for one stretch of it that I have named honestly in the author’s note at the front of this book. I want that said plainly, once, here, before either part begins.

— Bicole / Minneapolis, 2026

This book is not merely a story. It is a testimony. It is a testimony born from the red dust of my homeland and the golden silence of prayer. It is living proof — not of perfection, but of perseverance. A boy walked barefoot beneath the Senegalese sun, whispering Quranic verses under his breath, unaware that one day those same lips would explain mathematical proofs in languages his ancestors never spoke. This is a book that emerges from the heart of that contradiction — or rather, from the beautiful harmony of it. My life, and this book, are stitched together by two sacred languages: the Quran and mathematics. Both, in their own way, revealed truths to me. In the Quran, I found the architecture of the soul — verses that held me upright when every external condition said I should fall. In mathematics, I found the architecture of the universe — a language so precise, so universal, so indifferent to the poverty or geography of the one who speaks it, that it became my most honest proof that the world was not random. That something had arranged it. That the arrangement was intelligent. That the intelligence was merciful. I have slept on concrete floors and sat in lecture halls in Germany, eaten from dumpsters and shared tea with Nobel laureates. I have been told, in the specific language that certain people use when they mean to diminish you, that I did not belong — in the school, in the institution, in the country, in the field. I have been told this in Wolof, in French, in English, and in the grammar of exclusion that needs no words at all. I did not believe any of it. Not because I was arrogant — I was not. But because I had a ceiling full of stars that had shown me, before anyone had the opportunity to tell me otherwise, that the universe was built in a language I could read.

This book is for the boy in the back row — the one looking at the ceiling while everyone else looks at the board, the one whose notebook is full of questions that were not assigned, the one who prays before the city wakes, whose faith is the most private and constant thing in a life that has given him very little privacy and very little constancy. I was that boy. I know where he is sitting. I know what he is seeing. I am writing this for him, so that when he is ready to receive it, he will know: the ceiling was always saying something. The mathematics was always there. The mercy was never absent. And the promise you made to the star when you were four years old — you are going to keep it.

I also write for those who carry both science and faith and have been told, by the loudest voices in both communities, that the carrying is incoherent — that you must choose, that the two do not fit together, that faith is what you hold when you cannot prove something and mathematics is what you use when you can. I have spent my life demonstrating, not in argument but in practice, that this is wrong. The Quran and the equations are not rivals. They are, as I have come to understand it, two revelations of the same truth — one addressed to the heart, one to the mind, both authored by the same source and pointing, when followed far enough, to the same place.

What you are about to read is a life. It contains the parts that are difficult to say and the parts that are easy, the moments of grace and the moments of concrete floor, the people who saw me when they were not required to see me and who changed everything by the seeing. It contains my mother, who is the reason for all of it. My wife, who is its finest companion. My children, who are its best argument. My teacher Becker, who understood that the mathematics and the formation that produced it were inseparable. And the boy in Bicole — the one still looking at the ceiling — who has never stopped being who I am.

In the name of Allah, the Most Merciful, the Most Compassionate. — Abdul Aziz Bicole, Fatick, Senegal


Chapter Two

The Departure

✦

d = |x₂ − x₁|

The distance between where a man stood and where he stopped standing.

My father Ali was about six feet tall, slim, with broad shoulders that made a particular shape in the doorframe when he stood in it. He had a clean-cut mustache, always neat, and short white hair.

I was four years old the morning my father left. I do not remember it as a sequence. I remember a collection of images that never fully organized themselves into a story: the quality of the light, the sound my mother made that she did not know I heard, the sandals by the door. The sandals were my father’s — leather, worn at the heel in the specific way of a tall man who carried his weight forward. They were placed neatly by the door that opened onto the road — not the compound door, the road door, the door that meant leaving — and they were empty. My father had left without them. Which meant he had left in the night, without the ceremony of the morning, without the sandals, without whatever it was that sandals represented about the intention to return. I stood looking at them for a long time. I was four and I did not have the word for what I was feeling, which was the specific sensation of a thing becoming permanent without announcement. I knew, looking at the sandals, that my father was not coming back. Not because anyone told me — no one had said anything yet, the household was still in the suspended state of a morning that has not yet decided what kind of morning it is — but because of the quality of the stillness around the sandals, which was the stillness of objects that have been arranged for the last time. My mother came out. I heard her footstep before I saw her — the particular rhythm of her that was different from any other sound in the world. She stopped when she saw the sandals. She looked at them for exactly as long as I had looked at them. Then she turned and went back inside, and her face, in the half-second I saw it before she turned, was dry. Not tearless exactly — dry, the way a riverbed is dry, which is not the absence of water but the evidence of where water used to run. She began to sweep. The compound needed sweeping every morning — the dust came in from the road and from the fields and from the general Bicole air, which was full of the fine particular dust of a West African dry season — and she swept it the way she always swept it, with the same motions, the same attention to the corners, the same final pass that collected everything into a small pile at the edge of the compound. She swept around the sandals. She did not move them. She swept around them as if they were simply another feature of the compound, the way she swept around the water vessel and the low stool and the three stones of the cooking fire. The sandals stayed where my father had left them. My mother swept around them and went inside and began the day. I made a promise that morning. I do not remember the exact words — I was four, and four-year-olds do not make promises in exact words — but I remember the feeling of it, which was the feeling of deciding something irreversible in the presence of a witness. The witness was the brightest star I could find in the sky above Bicole, which was beginning to pale as the morning came fully in but had not yet disappeared. I looked at it and I made the promise and the star held it, and I have been keeping it ever since.

It would be years before I understood what kind of man had just walked out that door. My father was the kind of man who spoke only when he had something to say, and in a village where words were the primary currency of social life, his silence was its own kind of statement. I grew up measuring the weight of my father’s words by their rarity. When Ali spoke, you listened. Not because he demanded it, but because you understood, without being told, that something scarce was being offered. None of that was available to me yet at four. All I had was an empty pair of sandals and a promise to a star.

Bicole in the morning before the heat arrived was a specific kind of beautiful that I did not know was specific until I left it. The roosters before dawn. The smell of couscous from the compound kitchens. The sound of the village organizing itself around the work of the day — the men and boys leading the goats and sheep and horses and donkeys to the village wells and then to the fields, the women beginning the cooking, the children moving through the compound in the particular loose purposefulness of children who are not yet old enough to be assigned tasks. The millet and peanuts in the fields beyond the compound. The morning air, fresh and still and carrying in it the promise of heat that had not yet arrived. My father’s sandals stayed by the road door for three days. On the fourth morning they were gone. My mother had moved them in the night, or early in the morning before I woke — I never asked and she never said. The space where they had been was just space. The compound looked the way it had always looked except for the absence of one thing, which is the way loss usually appears: not as an addition but as a subtraction, a place where something used to be that is now simply not there. I was four years old. I did not know yet what I had inherited from my father — the broad shoulders, the silence, the specific way of standing in a doorframe that made me recognize him across a soccer field twenty-one years later before he had reached me. I did not know that I would spend the next fifty years keeping the promise I made to the star. I knew only that the sandals were gone, that the morning was the same morning it had always been, and that my mother was sweeping. I did not know yet that a man could leave a compound in four minutes and take twenty-one years to fully arrive anywhere else. I only knew the broom was still moving, and so, somehow, was I.


Chapter Three

The Morning Firewood

✦

W = F · d

Work is force carried across distance — the first proof a five-year-old ever lived.

I was five years old when I understood what it meant to be the man of the house. My father had been gone a year. My mother had not replaced him with complaints or with visible grief — she had replaced him with work, which was her answer to most things. But the work was extensive and she was one person, and I was old enough to notice the gap between what needed doing and what her hands could reach. I rose before she did. Not because she asked me — she had not asked. But because I had lain awake in the dark listening to the compound sounds and calculated, in the wordless way that five-year-olds calculate, what the morning would require. The cooking fire was out. The water barrel was low. The woodpile at the edge of the yard had been reduced to scraps that would not last the morning meal. I went outside barefoot. The earth was damp from the night air and cool against my feet. The village was not yet awake — the particular pre-dawn quiet of Bicole, which was different from the quiet of later hours, fuller and more expectant, the world holding its breath before the roosters gave it permission to begin. I found the axe my father had left against the compound wall. The handle came up to my chest. I wrapped both hands around it and did not put it down. At the edge of the yard where the fence met the neighbor’s land, dry branches had fallen overnight. I dragged them back one at a time. It was slow work. I tripped twice. Mud reached my ankles. A splinter caught my left palm and drew a thin line of blood that I sucked without stopping. I propped the first branch against a flat stone and raised the axe as high as I could and let gravity do most of the work. The first swing missed. The second hit sideways with a dull thud that sent a shiver through my arms. The third split the wood and scattered it across the yard and I stood looking at the two halves with the specific satisfaction of a thing accomplished that had seemed, thirty seconds earlier, not accomplishable. I found rhythm in the struggle. This is something I have carried my whole life — the specific discovery, available only through repeated effort, that rhythm exists inside difficulty and not outside it. You do not wait for the conditions to improve before finding the rhythm. The rhythm is what improves the conditions. I was five years old and I did not have those words, but I had the axe and the wood and the morning and the knowledge that my mother needed the fire lit before she woke.

Old Baba Thierno walked past carrying a woven basket of groundnuts. He stopped when he saw me — a five-year-old boy with an axe taller than his chest, sweat running down his face into his oversized shirt, lifting and striking with a determination that was, he would tell me years later, both alarming and completely convincing. He said: “Where is your baba?” I paused. “He left.” Baba Thierno nodded slowly. “And now?” I looked him in the eye. “Now I stay.” He said nothing more. He stood in silence for a moment, looking at me the way certain people look at things they are deciding how to hold — not with pity, which would have been wrong, and not with admiration, which would have been premature, but with the specific quality of a man who has recognized something and is deciding what it deserves. Then he lowered his basket and added a careful handful of groundnuts to my pile of firewood before continuing on his way without looking back. He did not explain the gift. I did not ask him to. This was the village grammar of care — the giving that did not name itself, the kindness that moved through action rather than through speech because action was more honest and speech was more easily corrupted by the desire to be recognized for the caring. I would encounter this grammar again and again across my life — in a classroom in Senegal, in a mosque in Minneapolis, in a garden in Berlin. The janitor who left bread. The teacher who left her jacket. The professor who said come back next week.

The great-man who gave a boy his name. All of them speaking the same language that Baba Thierno spoke that morning: the language of a handful of groundnuts set down without comment and continued past without requiring anything in return. My mother came out an hour later to find the fire already lit, the water barrel full from the well, the compound yard swept to the standard she had established and expected. She stood in the doorway for a moment looking at what had been done. Then she looked at me. Her face had the quality it always had for the heaviest things — dry, contained, the riverbed face. She did not say: well done. She did not say: thank you. She said: go and wash your hands, the porridge is almost ready. It was enough. It was, in the language we spoke together, everything. I went to wash my hands. The splinter on my palm had already stopped bleeding. Outside, the roosters had started. The village was waking up. The fire my father had left behind was burning.


Chapter Four

The Formulas in the Ceiling

✦

φ = (1 + √5) / 2

The ratio the stars were already keeping before he had a name for it.

I was sharing a room with my brother the night it happened for the first time. My brother was asleep. I could not sleep — not from worry, not from discomfort, just the specific wakefulness of a mind that was still going when the body wanted to stop. I lay on my back in the dark and looked at the ceiling and breathed and waited for sleep to arrive. Then the stars began to dance. I was looking at the ceiling but what I saw was the sky — or rather, the sky was looking back through the ceiling at me, the boundary between the room and the night above it dissolving in a way I could not have explained and did not try to explain, because explaining it would have required interrupting it and I did not want to interrupt it. One star came first. It moved toward the center of my vision and began to turn, slowly, in a spiral. Then others followed, arranging themselves along the spiral’s path, each one taking its position as if it had always been waiting to be in exactly this configuration and was only now being allowed to show where it belonged. I stayed completely still. I understood without thinking about it that any movement might break whatever this was. I watched the spiral turn and watched the other stars follow it and felt in my chest the specific sensation of something that was both very large and very precise — large in the way that the sky was large, precise in the way that a calculation was precise, and somehow both at once, which should not have been possible but was. Then the distances began to reveal themselves. Not as numbers — not yet, I did not have the numbers yet — but as relationships. The distance between the moon and the nearest star. The ratio between that distance and the distance to the next one. The pattern that connected them, which was not random, which had a structure, which was the same structure as the spiral but at a larger scale, and the same structure again at a larger scale still, nesting inside itself the way certain shells nested, the way certain leaves nested, the way I had always noticed that certain things in the world were built according to the same plan at different sizes without knowing what the plan was called. I watched this until the sun started to show. I could not sleep. I did not want to sleep. As the light came, the stars began to fade, and as they faded I found that I could calculate the sequences — could hold the ratios in my mind and extend them forward and backward and confirm them against what I had seen — and the calculating felt like the natural consequence of the seeing, like the vision had been a teaching and the calculation was the test that showed the teaching had been received. When the last star disappeared into the morning I lay in the full light with my brother still asleep beside me and felt something that was not tiredness and not excitement but something in between them that was closer to the feeling after a very long prayer: emptied of everything that had been in the way and filled instead with something that had always been there, waiting for the interference to stop.

Later — much later, in a school library, in a book with a bent spine — I found the word for the pattern. Fibonacci. The sequence where each number was the sum of the two before it: 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21. The ratio between consecutive numbers approaching, as the sequence grew, the golden ratio: (1+√5)/2. The same ratio in the spiral of a nautilus shell, in the arrangement of seeds in a sunflower, in the branching of trees, in the proportions of the human body. I read this and recognized it before I finished reading it, the way you recognize a place you have been to in a dream. I had seen this. Not in a book and not in a shell. In the ceiling of the room I shared with my brother, on a night when I could not sleep and the stars began to dance. After that night, mathematics changed. Not in the sense that it became easier — it had always been easy, in the way that a language is easy when it is your native tongue and you do not know that other people find it difficult. It changed in the sense that it became legible. The equations in the textbooks were not abstract operations anymore. They were descriptions of things I had seen. When my teacher wrote a formula on the board I could see, alongside the formula, the thing the formula was describing — the underlying structure, the relationship between quantities, the reason the formula was this way and not some other way. Mathematics and physics were not school subjects. They were the vocabulary of the ceiling. I had been given the ceiling first, and now the books were translating it into language other people could read. I was, by any measure my school had, the best student in mathematics, science and physics. Not by a small margin. By a margin that made my teachers stop and look at my work twice, three times, looking for the error that would explain the result, and not finding it. I have described the ceiling many times since and have never fully described it. The words available are always slightly smaller than the experience. The stars danced — yes. One came first and turned in a spiral — yes. The others followed. The distances between the moon and the visible stars began to reveal themselves, the ratios organizing themselves in my mind before I knew what ratios were, the proportions making themselves legible before I had the mathematical vocabulary to name what I was reading. But the thing that is hard to say is the quality of the feeling. It was not frightening. It was not supernatural in the sense of being outside nature — it was, I would understand later, completely within nature, the most natural thing possible: a mind that was built for a certain kind of seeing, finally seeing. The way a musician hears a piece of music for the first time and knows, without being told, that this is what they were built to do with their ears. The structures on the ceiling were not being shown to me from outside. They were being recognized by me from inside. That is the distinction. I was not receiving a vision. I was finally reading what had always been written there, in the language I had been born knowing and had not yet been given the name for. My brother slept through all of it. I have always been grateful for this. The privacy of the ceiling was part of the ceiling. It was between me and the stars and the One who had arranged them in their specific relationships before either of them was born.

My elbow still remembers the exact worn patch of the mat where it rested that night. I have been asked, more than once, by people whose first instinct is rigor rather than reverence, whether I have considered the explanation that requires no One at all: a hungry child, sleep-deprived, lying very still in the dark, whose mind — built, as all minds are, to find pattern even where none exists — manufactured a spiral out of randomly distributed light because that is what minds under those exact conditions are known to do. That explanation deserves its full weight rather than a wave-past, because I do not actually believe the two explanations are in competition the way the question assumes.

Here is what I mean. Suppose it is true, in the fullest clinical sense, that hunger and exhaustion and a child’s overactive pattern-recognition produced what I saw. I am a mathematician. I do not find that explanation insulting to the experience, because explaining the mechanism of a thing has never, in my field, told me whether the thing means something. The mechanism of how I arrived at a proof — the specific neurons, the specific fatigue, the specific late hour — has never once changed whether the proof was true. A result discovered by accident is still a result. A pattern recognized by a tired mind is still a pattern, and the question of whether it was there before the recognition is a different question entirely from the question of how the recognition happened. I do not need the ceiling to have suspended the laws of optics that night in order for it to have been the most important night of my life. I only need it to have been true that something real was being pointed at, and that a starving, sleepless, four-year-old boy was, for reasons I still do not fully understand, in a position to see it before anyone told him he was allowed to.


Chapter Five

The Book and the Voice

✦

eiπ + 1 = 0

Five constants, one equation — the kind of oneness he recognized before he could prove it.

I found the book first. A thin volume with a green cover, worn at the spine, Arabic text on one side of each page and French on the other. I could not read the Arabic. I read the French. The argument it made was simple and built from a single point outward, the way a proof built from a single axiom: God is One. Not three-in-one. Not one expressed through three. One. And from this oneness followed, necessarily and without additional assumption, everything else: if God is One, then God derives from nothing, because derivation requires an origin and an origin would mean two. If God is One, then God lacks nothing, because lack requires something outside oneself, which would mean two. If God is One, then God has no equal, because an equal is something other than oneself, which would mean two. Each step followed the one before it the way the Fibonacci sequence followed its own logic — the structure generating itself from within, needing nothing added from outside. I tested it from every direction available to me. I could not find the place where it failed. Then the voice found me. I was walking through the market in Bicole on an afternoon errand when I heard it — not words yet, just sound, coming from ahead of me, cutting through the noise of the market without being louder than the market. A man’s voice, reciting Arabic. I stopped walking. I had heard Arabic recited before. I had never heard it recited like this. The sound moved at a pace that was not slow and not fast but exact, each syllable given its precise weight and duration, the pauses between phrases not empty but full, holding what had just been said while preparing what was coming. I stood in the middle of the path and people moved around me and I did not move. I found the source: a small cassette player on a vendor’s table. The surah was Ar-Rahman — I would not know the name until later, but I would know the feeling from that afternoon for the rest of my life. The recitation built in waves, each passage ending with the same phrase repeated, the same question asked again and again, the same voice, the same rhythm: Fabi-ayyi ālā’i rabbikumā tukadhdhibān. I found myself counting without deciding to — thirteen times, then losing count, then abandoning the counting on purpose, because counting was not what this moment was asking of me. Which of the favors of your Lord would you deny? I stood and listened until the phrase had been repeated so many times it had moved from the ears into the chest, from language into something that was not quite language, something that addressed the body directly without passing through the mind’s translation. I understood, without knowing the Arabic, what was being asked. The question answered itself by being asked. Standing in the market with my mother’s errand in my hands and the voice wrapping around me and the formulas still living in the ceiling of my bedroom a few streets away, I understood that this was the same truth. The same structure. The same one thing showing itself in another form.

The vendor — an older man who had been watching me — wrapped the tape in a small piece of cloth and held it out. He also held out a thin pamphlet, well-handled, the kind of pamphlet that has been in many hands. He added a small extra measure of what I had been sent to buy. I did not have money for the tape. The vendor indicated this was not the relevant consideration. I walked home with the tape in my pocket and felt in my chest the specific sensation of someone who has received something they did not know they were waiting for. That was the beginning. What followed were months of teaching myself — alone, without a teacher, without a community, without anyone who knew. I read the book until I had memorized its argument. I listened to the tape until I could anticipate each breath before it came. And I began to pray. I began with Fajr because Fajr felt honest. The pre-dawn prayer had a purity no other act in my life possessed — darkness, cold, no audience, no conceivable social benefit. This was the most private thing I had ever done, and its privacy was its proof. I was not performing faith.

I was exercising it alone, the way you test whether a thing is real: by doing it when no one is watching and you gain nothing from doing it except the doing itself. I made wudu with water from the jug near the back door, moving through the ablution in careful silence — each gesture completed, no water wasted, no sound made that would carry. Then I stepped into the yard and turned to face Mecca. I had calculated the Qibla from the stars — not perfect, perhaps fifteen degrees off, but sincere. I raised my hands. Allahu Akbar. Two words. God is greater. Greater than what the grammar left open, which meant greater than everything, which meant greater than my fear and my loneliness and my incomplete knowledge and the large fact of being twelve years old and praying in a dark yard in a Senegalese village with only a borrowed book as my guide. I bowed. I prostrated. My forehead touched the mat and something happened that I would spend years trying to articulate — a kind of clarity about my actual size relative to everything else.

I was small. God was not. I was temporary. God was not. These were not humiliating facts. They were clarifying ones, the kind that free you from the enormous effort of pretending otherwise. I committed to five prayers a day as a decision that happened once and did not need to be made again. Fajr before dawn. Dhuhr in the school storage room. Asr in the field behind the compound, using my folded scarf as a mat. Maghrib in the gap between market-return and evening meal. Isha after the household slept. The system was not perfect. There were days of compression, approximation. I treated these with the mercy I had read that Allah extended to sincere effort constrained by circumstance, trusting the intention was received even when the form was imperfect. Fajr remained my favorite. The quality of light at that hour, the sky moving from black to deep blue to the specific purple-gray before sunrise, the silence that was different from nighttime silence — fuller, expectant, as if the world were preparing rather than resting — created a context in which prayer felt not like an interruption of the day but like the day’s actual beginning, the thing from which everything else proceeded. I would stand in the pre-dawn cold and raise my hands and the raising felt not like a gesture performed for any audience but like the most natural possible response to being alive in a world arranged with such precision by a God who had put patterns in the stars and mercy in the words and a question in the mind of a boy born exactly here at exactly this juncture of my family’s history. The raising of my hands said: yes. It was the only adequate response to all of it.

I began making du’a after each prayer — simple supplications at first, for my mother, my siblings, my teacher, expanding gradually to include people who had been unkind, for whom I found I wanted not punishment but understanding. I prayed for my father, which surprised me. The prayer arrived fully formed one night during Isha without my planning it, and I recognized it was right without knowing yet what it meant about the state of my feelings toward the man who had left his sandals by the door. I named my father before God and left the rest there, in the hands of the One who knew more about the situation than I did. I prayed for myself. Ya Rabb, give me strength to carry what You have put inside me. Hide me until I am ready. But make me ready soon. Because I am tired of hiding. And the hiding is not all the way honest. And You taught honesty through Al-Amin, and I want to be worthy of that example. One morning, deep in Sujood before the light had fully come, I whispered into the mat: Even if no one ever sees me. Even if no one ever joins me. Even if I am alone in this for the rest of my life. I will stay here. I will pray until the day I return to You.

The mat was rough against my forehead. The earth was cold. The village was silent. The sky through the roof gaps was the particular blue that comes just before it changes to something lighter. I felt — not heard, felt — something I would later describe as the quality of being attended to by something that sees all the way through. Not judged. Not assessed. Attended to. Known. The specific comfort of being fully known by something that has not withdrawn. I prayed in the dark long before I knew how to pray correctly. Before the form was right, before the Arabic was learned, before anyone had taught me the movements and the words and the specific sequencing that makes a prayer a prayer in the formal sense — I stood in the dark and raised my hands and addressed the One I had been reading about in the green book and hearing about on the cassette tape and feeling in the specific quality of the morning air and the mathematical structure of the stars. The form was approximate. The intention was absolute. I believed, and continue to believe, that Allah, who knows what is in every heart, accepted the approximate form because He could see the absolute intention, and the intention was everything. I prayed for my mother every night, by name. I prayed for my father by name — Ali Ba — though I had not seen him since the sandals by the door, though I did not know where he was or what he had become. I named everyone I could name, every night, in the dark, in the approximate form that was all I had, trusting that the names were being received by the One who knew all names before they were spoken. This was the practice that held me through those months of secrecy. The practice of naming, in the dark, the people who had given me something — however small, however silent, however accidental it might have seemed from the outside. The naming made them real. The naming made the gratitude real. The naming made me real, in the specific way that a person becomes real when they understand themselves as connected to other people rather than isolated from them.

The prayers were hidden the way the Quran was hidden, the way the prayer rug was hidden, the way the notebook was hidden — under the bed, in the shoebox, in the two years of a life inside the life. I slipped to the kitchen after midnight with the Quran under my arm, reading by whatever light was available, practicing the positions of the prayer in silence on the kitchen floor, returning to bed before anyone stirred. Two years of this. Every morning the household woke to a boy who was exactly who he had always appeared to be. Only the mat knew otherwise. Only the stars. I did not know, on any of those mornings, how close the discovery was. But I also knew, in the way you know things that come from the structure of the thing itself rather than from evidence, that I could not carry it alone indefinitely. The interior truth was becoming too large for the interior. It needed to be witnessed. It needed to be spoken aloud, received formally, made true in the world as well as in the self. I needed someone to say the words over me. I needed a name. My classmate Makhari Mbaye was the grandson of one of the great Muslim leaders in Senegal. His grandfather was Abdul Aziz Sy — a man of deep learning and deep kindness, one of those figures whose presence organized the world around them without their intending it to, the way a compass organizes the direction of everything near it. I had loved and respected him from a distance for years, in the way that a child loves something large and true before I had the vocabulary to name what I was loving. I told Makhari that I wanted to convert.

I had been reading the book and listening to the tape for months. I had been praying in the approximate form of what I had observed from a distance, filling in the gaps with what felt right, trusting that the intention was being received even where the form was incomplete. I knew I needed someone to receive me formally, to say the words over me, to make the thing that was already true in my interior true in the world as well. Makhari took me. There were hundreds of people at Abdul Aziz Sy’s compound — people who came from the surrounding region to be near him, to receive his counsel, to sit
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