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Diourbel, a regional capital in Senegal – the prefeture of Darou Mousty lies center top just outside the highlighted area. Much of the narrative’s action takes place here.
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Abdou Diouf cursed softly and spat into the dust beside his prayer rug.  The morning call to prayer, like the dawn that followed it, had brought oppressive heat but little light.  At first he could see nothing.  The strong yearly harmattan winds known as m'boyuu had whipped up so much sand and dust during the night that they obscured completely the sunrise he expected.  Instead Diouf could make out a few red streaks to the west where the m'boyuu had not yet struck.  He was sitting beneath his favorite neem tree well in front of the Diouf family compound.  His oldest daughter, Khady, could be heard in the gray-black distance rinsing and clinking coffee glasses onto a tray inside a corrugated tin cooking shack at the back of the compound.  She had already packed the night before.  Her father had not.  The distinctive clamor of Khady's breakfast activities was welcome ritual to Diouf now as he mouthed by rote the un-understood Arabic and moved by reflex his prayer beads along their string, just as he had learned to do as a boy in his village's Koranic school.  In his forty-six years that was the only formal education Diouf ever got, but its dust had long since settled below the threshold of his consciousness.  It had been duly buried beneath the many layers of his other more pressing concerns.

Two Wolof transcriptions of Arabic proverbs particularly bothered Diouf this clay-red and grey morning:  Yalla rekk baax, Yalla rekk xaam—Allah alone is good. Only Allah knows.  But Allah had neither been good to Diouf over the years nor seemed to know the fullest extent of the despair He brought to pass in Abdou's life. Allah had seen it fit to give Diouf only daughters, Khady and Daaba, whereas he, Abdou Diouf, needed but a single son to enable his land to produce peanuts enough for him to consider seriously taking a second wife and having more sons who would then further endow Diouf with the abundance of wealth and prestige his advancing years deserved.  His secret most cherished want was the pilgrimage to Mecca, after which the peasant Abdou Diouf would become the magnificent El Hadji Diouf for his remaining honorable years.  Visions of walking to neighboring villages in that great hereafter filled Diouf with an exquisite agony.  He would proudly wear his red fez, the mark of a successful pilgrim, though many wad-ji brazenly displayed themselves in the coveted accessory without having made the Hadj.  Abdou could see its black tassle bobbing.  El Hadji Diouf would have the expensive, but nonetheless popular, yellow duck-billed shoes worn by the most eminent older wad-ji who had returned from Mecca.  Perhaps he would even indulge in a black nylon umbrella from France like those he had seen peddled in the great taxi stand at Dakar.  Yet none of his dreams had or would come to pass.  So it seemed to Abdou Diouf, who sat blindly mumbling on his prayer rug in the dirt. Diouf's first and only wife, Khoudia N'Doye, had died in childbirth.  Actually it was during an operation, the awful caesharian, that she had succumbed along with a son who was not to be.  After thirty-five hours of agonizing labor at home, Khoudia fainted.  Diouf's uncle and chief of the village, Ibrahim Asta Diouf, told Abdou he must take her to the 'opital in St. Louis.  It was the middle of the night.  By the time Diouf could arrange for the taxi, load Khoudia, mattress and all, on the bed of the Peugeot truck and travel the hundred and forty kilometers to the former capital of French West Africa, Khoudia was comatose and dying.  Still there was hope the unborn child, who according to Islamic law could not be named until it had lived to its seventh day, might be saved.  Afterwards, when all medical efforts had ceased, a Paris-trained surgeon, Dr. Samba Diallo, kept nodding his head gravely at Abdou Diouf in explanation.  The only thing Diouf understood was Diallo's aphorism, Malheureusement....  For Diallo would not speak Wolof with Diouf.  Perhaps, Diouf thought, Diallo was Peuhl, perhaps even a Fulani from Niger, such was his color and demeanor.  Yalla rekk xaam, thought Diouf.  Diallo disappeared.  It was one of the nurses who helped Diouf to wrap Khoudia's body for the trip back to Darou Diouf and immediate burial that he thought to ask: Goor, she said—a boy.  Only Khoudia's body would be transported to sacred ground, however. Since Diouf's void son had failed to attain the requisite number of days for securing his soul, his tiny body would remain at the hospital's disposal.  Simply he had not been.  Now he would never be.  His mother's case was different.  She had been alive and would always be but translated now into Paradise.  Yalla rekk baax, the nurse said to Diouf in sunrise parting.  Yalla rekk xaam, Diouf responded. He did not sound convincing.

That was five growing seasons ago.  Khady, then fourteen, immediately assumed all of her mother's duties save those that extended to Diouf's person alone.  She wailed all day, as her mother would have, upon Abdou's barren return to the village.  And then she sobbed half the night, after the funeral meal was served and all the guests had gone, this time for herself.  By the time the morning call to prayer came, when it was still dark—much like this morning, Abdou Diouf thought—Khady had been up for over an hour pulling water at the well, pounding millet for their midday meal and bringing last night's coals back to life so that she could roast coffee and cook.  That morning was the first time Diouf had prayed in the new manner: unthinking, unseeing and unfeeling.  The only succor prayer provided him anymore was the numbing comfort of a lifetime habit.  Here Diouf's reverie was broken by a direct physical sensation: the sharp smell of smoking spice. 

Khady was roasting diir, a costly but exquisite addition to the bitter coffee beans grown locally in neighboring countries like Guinea-Bissau, the only kind Diouf could afford.  This rankled Abdou Diouf for he had expressly forbidden the use of this cinnamon-tasting pod except on special occasions.  Then Diouf recalled with all the loathing and distress lodged in his soul why this day was special.  With renewed purpose, Abdou Diouf stood, stepped into his sandals, bent down and rolled up his prayer rug. He always prayed under the neem tree that grew some sixty meters from his household, his ker.  Brief as it was, Diouf savored the time it took for him to walk out and then back from his favorite neem.  Only then could he commiserate with himself in the perfect isolation that slow motion afforded him.  Prayer itself never gave Diouf any real peace.

The first growing season after Khoudia'a death had brought a wondrous surcease to the droughts of the previous eight years.  Whereas Darou Diouf had been a place of subsistence or less during the drought—half the village's infants died before they were two—now enough peanuts had been grown to fill up and more the government warehouses run by ONCAD, Senegal's agricultural agency whose primary task was to keep peanut prices low.  ONCAD's agricultural monopoly gave scant peanut seed, geertey, to the heads of each household at the start of the rainy season and then bought the entire harvest—at a fixed price—when the reaping was done.  During that remarkable harvest of four seasons past, ONCAD's local agent, Saliim Makoute, who was neither Wolof nor Muslim, had to send for military trucks to carry the surplus peanuts away so that they could be shipped to France, rendered into oil, shipped back to Dakar and then trucked back to places like Darou Diouf where the litre would fetch as much as 400cfa—West-African francs—nearly two American dollars.  It was of course simpler and far less costly to render the oil on site in the villages where it was actually produced and consumed.  But the socialist democracy of a budding Senegalese government had outlawed peanut presses back in the 1960’s.  Over a period of three years, thousands of the simple machines had been seized in every part of the country, again with military assistance, and destroyed.  Still each village maintained its own secret press, usually within the compound of a distinguished borom ker, the head of a household.  In Darou Diouf the honor had fallen to M’Baye Diouf, a tall, lean and quiet wad-ji who wore his military decorations with pride on his bou-bou, a sea-blue tunic wondrously hand-stitched and embroidered at the collar and the sleeves in gold thread.  He had xel—spirit—and was reputed to have killed several Germans in hand-to-hand combat at Zagreb.  But that blessed rainy season four years ago, the low price of peanuts coupled with the high cost of cooking oil did not matter to the wad-ji, who had so many gerteey from the harvest they could obtain hard cash as well as hoard several 50 kilo bags for M’Baye Diouf's press.

Darou Diouf's chief, Ibrahim Asta Diouf, cunning in times of scarcity but even more so in times of plenty, called a meeting. It was time to start collecting money for a proper mosque so that on great holidays and feasts all the borom ker could pray with real devotion, that is, in walled splendor, not out of doors like a goat. Nearly all of the forty borom ker who comprised the leading men of Darou Diouf nodded and clicked their tongues in assent.  Abdou Diouf alone had chosen to speak out against the religious fervor of the assembly.  He did not like his uncle's proposals since he had divined they were generally meant to enhance the personal wealth of the Chef de Darou Diouf.  In the case of the proposed mosque, cement stores were certain to reappear as various additions to Ibrahim's compound: a latrine, for example, or a new wall and front gate, perhaps even a new pen for his small animals.  What especially pricked Abdou's conscience was the fact that he himself stood in line to be chief, if only the will of Allah might decree this for him in the form of several key deaths.  This last thought nettled Abdou Diouf the most and gave him impetus to speak against Ibrahim Asta's plan.  He began in the high rhetorical style such occasions demanded, bidding his fellow heads of households to heed him.

Ooyal me, sume borom.  Deggle Yalla rekk baax— Truly Allah alone is good.  Only Allah knows the ways of men.  And to build Allah's holy place is only right as we have this year the means to begin the work.

A few tongues clicked.  Several heads nodded but less emphatically than before.  Clearly the wad-ji anticipated Abdou's turning from his opening positive remarks.  The tentative nature of his audience's enthusiasm in turn caused Abdou Diouf to feel sudden nervousness that he expressed by speaking more loudly.

But men must also do the work of men and we have not had the means to do so in a long time though, praise Allah, no village has more sweaty arms than Darou Diouf.

This last remark was a keen reworking of an old Wolof proverb, Amul tiossane, amul dara—Who has no tradition has nothing—and had its intended effect on the wad-ji.  Sustained raucous laughter broke out.  Many wad-ji rocked in place and snapped their fingers in rapid-fire succession.  Ibrahim Asta alone remained impassive in the midst of their mirth.  He knew it would only last for a moment.  But Abdou Diouf let his hearers satisfy themselves completely before he continued speaking.  During this interlude, one wad-ji, Modou Faye, stood up, bared his right arm and shook it.  A new wave of guffaws followed Faye's antics.  Abdou Diouf tingled, feeling some of his old confidence and joy returning to him.

Sweat and arms are not enough, wad-ji. A mosque is not enough!

With this proclamation the political divisions within Darou Diouf became apparent.  Those wad-ji who favored Ibrahim Asta Diouf as chief, including his plans for the mosque, pursed their lips, sucked in air and shook their heads violently in response to Abdou's sacrilege.  Those who stood against their chief for whatever familial or monetary reasons they harbored looked to their fellows, nodding vigorously and shouting their approval.  Both factions were about the same size.  A key group of six or seven borom ker who had remained neutral in this oldest of rivalries and internecine conflicts tried to calm the opposing groups, pleading that Abdou Diouf had the right to say what he wanted and should finish his speech. These moderates were on the verge of success when Ibrahim Asta strode up to Abdou, his arms extended, palms up, imploring his nephew.

Abdou Diouf, tell me, tell all the wad-ji, what would you have?  The old chief stood rocking, still begging, awaiting his answer.  Opposed now and feeling inferior to his more powerful relation, Abdou Diouf virtually screamed his reply in three terse, blasphemous proverbs of his own devising.

Amul wad-ji mena baay mosque!—No wad-ji can farm a mosque!

Kenn du fe nello!—No one sleeps there!

Kenn mena lekk mosque!—No one can eat a mosque!

As soon as he finished these bitter remarks, Abdou Diouf knew he had not expressed himself adequately.  He sensed he was already losing his case, an argument that he had just now begun
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