
        
            
                
            
        

    







For the ones living in hiding.
You are not alone.
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1
I can’t remember a time in my life when I wasn’t running from something. A lot of the times it’s this town I’m running from, afraid that I will become rooted in filth in a part of Cameroon where nothing and no one ever gets out. I fear that this town will turn me into something I’m not. Ordinary. A creature existing for the mere purpose of surviving.
I knew from an early age I was different. My daydreams were unwonted. My prince would walk down the aisle only to turn into a princess as he reached me. The audience, previously cheerful, would shake their heads disapprovingly and walk out. But I was dazzled by the shape-shifter before me. These were deviant fantasies, something that had to be kept a secret, something that would go away if I just focused on thinking normal thoughts. That’s when I started to wear masks. I had one for every occasion. But the mask I wore the most was “unproblematic,” “obedient,” “well-behaved.” I even let my mother pick out a personality for me: wear this, walk like this, people will talk. I lived in perpetual fear of becoming a disappointment.
I would have kept living this way, resigned to a life in hiding had I not met you, Fatima. I’d not imagined that everything could go from drab to vibrant in just a matter of seconds, or that my chest could flutter as if it were full of a million butterflies. It was August 2002, the day I first laid eyes on you. It was one of those gray days when heavy clouds hover over earth from dusk to dawn without releasing a drop of rain. It seemed the torrential storms of July had drained the skies of moisture, leaving August with a permanent frown and no tears to shed.
I had grown accustomed to carrying around this feeling of emptiness inside me, an infinite hollow waiting to be filled. I woke up with that feeling, carried it with me all day, and took it to bed. Life felt monotonous; going to and from school, sitting through lectures only to repeat the routine the next day. It felt as if there were two beings living inside me; one was content with the boredom and the other was constantly on the lookout for something thrilling. When I tried to silence her, sticking to my routine and the life my mother laid out for me, she made us sad for days. I persevered in spite of being at odds with myself, hoping that someday soon, something worth living for would come along.
We were down by Ayaba stream, on that barren patch of land you and your friends called a football field; a rectangular plot between a maize farm and an eroded compound that used to be a school. I think of that day as if it happened only yesterday. It was the moment when my universe took a definite form, the moment when the two voices in my head quieted down and my wandering self found what it’d been searching for. You were wearing that ugly jersey you loved—the faded blue one with holes in the left shoulder—sprinting after a football with a herd of gangly boys on your tail. You were lightning and the boys were the clouds chasing after you, never to touch you. You were exquisite, a being torn between softness and hardness. You were just like I’d imagined.
I think that day I was wearing my striped jumpsuit, the one with toggles at the waist and a breast pocket. You loved that dress. You said it gave me an hourglass figure. And you would walk behind me just so you could stare at my bum, even though you knew it made me uncomfortable. You had a playful spirit, Fati. I hope life hasn’t stolen that from you. The dress is frayed now, just like that blue jersey, but I’ve kept it. I pull it out every now and again and press my face to the fabric just to remind myself that our time together wasn’t conjured by my imagination.
Time seemed to freeze when I saw you that first day, Fati. The dark clouds parted ever so slightly and a single ray of sunshine touched you. I felt everything in and around me come to life. I felt awakened in ways I could not articulate.
You did not see me at first, so I just stood there and watched. Your team, grim-faced, every single one of you, was huddled in defense next to the bamboo goalpost, which was stuck deep into the ground and missing a net. You were so focused, as if your next breath depended on keeping the ball from going through the goal frame. And even though you were the only female on the court, you seemed unperturbed, utterly at ease with your surroundings. I admired that about you, the way you asserted yourself, like the entire world was yours for the taking, regardless of what other people thought.
Standing there mesmerized by you, I did not see the ball flying off court and in my direction. Fate must have played a hand in the events that followed: the ball landed at my feet, bringing you to me. Suddenly you were within arm’s reach, handsome and beautiful all at once, lean muscles on a mesomorph body, with flawless dark skin like palm kernel shells, just one shade darker than mine, glistening with sweat. Your eyebrows each had a slit in them. The most enthralling thing about your body was your chest, flat as a boy’s. I would find out later that you wore binders to smush your breasts because you were dysphoric about them. Up close, I saw how unique your eyes were: a shade of brown like upturned soil with a ring of starry gold around the pupils. They seemed to see right through my mask, and I found that disarming.
You smiled, raking your gaze from my head to my toes, lingering on my mouth and chest for too long. I fidgeted, looking down at my feet. And yet I felt an intense pull toward you. Something about your aura felt familiar, like I already knew you.
With a slight tilt of the head, you urged me to pass the ball, even though you could reach for it yourself. I probably looked stupid gawking. But how could I not stare, Fati, when you bewitched me with your gaze and those lips . . . God! Your lips: pinkish brown and perfectly proportioned, the upper one darker than the lower. They curved upward in an asymmetrical line when you smiled, and then the dimples on both cheeks would deepen. I learned in time that your lips were as sinful in action as they were to look at.
I tried to get my feet to move, to pass the ball, but they wouldn’t budge. You moved one step closer and my heart skipped a bit. I caught a whiff of sweat mixed with rose oil when you stooped for the ball; it was an intoxicating scent. You oozed charm with every move, Fati. Your teammates were calling out behind us, eager to continue the game, but you just stood there, ignoring their calls, shifting the ball from one hand to the other, refusing to release my gaze.
Then you winked at me and I knew I’d been missing a vital piece for years. Cliché as it sounds, I knew I’d found the one. That my life would never be the same. And yet you were back to the field before I could articulate a coherent sentence. It was probably for the best, because if I had said anything then, I’m sure I would have embarrassed myself.
But you, Fati, as I would come to know, were a tease. You knew the effect you had on me and you toyed with it. I lingered until the match was over, until I was one of the few people left in the arena. I wanted you to notice me, but you refused to look my way, refused to make eye contact. It was almost as if you were going out of your way to ignore me. I wasn’t bold like you. I couldn’t just walk up and demand your attention. People like us learn to read the signs as best as we can, but there’s always the fear of misreading the room, of approaching the wrong person and being outed.
I was a wreck for weeks after that, did you know, Fati? I thought of you day and night, always on the lookout, hoping to catch a glimpse of you in a crowd. I returned to the football field almost daily, but you never showed up. By the end of two blurry months, I was certain I had dreamed you up.
“Miss Too-Cute-to-Kick-a-Football” was the first thing you said when I saw you again three months later. I had all but given up hope by then. But like I said, we were fated to be together, and the universe was always going to find a way. Who would have thought, when I woke up to my neighbors arguing, that the day would end with me seeing you again?
They were at it again, my best friend Nkeh and her boyfriend, squabbling and bickering like they did most mornings, making me regret my decision to rent a room next door. I knew better than to try blocking the sound by burying my head under a pillow. Nkeh was my favorite person in the world, but she could be a handful, always dragging me into trouble, and I’d learned never to play the pacifier. You did not like her, and you loved everyone, Fati.
But the quarrel that morning wasn’t between Nkeh and her boyfriend. When I pushed my squeaky red metal door open, a quibbling crowd was gathering in the courtyard to discuss what happened the night prior: Nkeh’s room had been broken into and most of her belongings had been carted away. She’d not been in her room—probably out with her good-for-nothing boyfriend—and I had been sound asleep and not heard a thing. I heard one of my neighbors say, “Someone was seen on the Southside this morning selling a radio the same mark as Nkeh’s. We should go there now, o, catch the thief before they rob us blind.” This was the incident that led a group of vexed Eastsiders to the Southside, hunting for a thief.
For some peculiar reason, the university had maintained a reputation for barefaced segregation ever since its founding. An inheritance of our colonial past, the school was German-built, with multiple hulking structures sitting on a broad green bed in the purlieus of Bamenda, a style that seemed light-years ahead of its time. The highborn undergrads dominated the Westside; the middle class, the East; and the plebeian, the South. I thought it was for the best, as the tensions among these three classes were always high. The upper crust, I believed, were a stuck-up bunch and plebs, as we sometimes called them, were angry and thieving. The middle class was a mix of both.
Things like that happened often—conflicts between the three groups. We could not go long periods without engaging in brawls. The fights were especially ugly in the dry season, which was no surprise, with the sweltering sun altering people’s moods. I dreaded tagging along, but I had no choice. Nkeh would never let me hear the end of it. As I crossed the veranda and joined the group, I think I saw an accusatory glint in her eyes, as if to say this should not have happened with me asleep next door. But you could never tell with Nkeh.
The Southside dorm blocks were identical to ours, two lofty buildings painted chiffon white like every other structure in the school, with sawtooth roofs facing each other. But the place was in a poor state compared to the Eastside. The walls were stained with seasons of rough handling and neglect, and the quad was littered with papers. Music blasted down from several floors up and the balcony railings were heaving with clothes hung to dry, even though the school disapproved of these habits. But it was no surprise: the rules did not always apply to the disorderly Southside lot. As soon as we arrived, the Southsiders abandoned their weekend pursuits and converged in the yard, outnumbering us. Some of them, the girls mostly, observed the dispute from the balconies, yelling obscenities down at us.
I was eager for the thieving bastard to be exposed so I could go back to the brimming basket of laundry awaiting me in my room. The taps in the middle-class dorms only ran from 7 a.m. to 11 a.m. four times a week, and the clotheslines would be filled by the time I got back. I would have to lay my wet clothes out on the lawn to dry—something I hated doing as the grass was usually crawling with weaver ants and my arms were still covered in bites from the last time I resorted to this method. I could not press the clothes either for fear of increasing my already-inflated electricity bill.
But Fati, I’m sure you’re familiar with that saying, the one about how man plans and God laughs, because God was definitely smirking at my worries that morning.
The quarrel was at its zenith, Southsiders making a stand that they knew nothing about a burglary and Eastsiders contending that they knew who the burglar was. The threat of suspension was the only thing keeping the spat from turning into a full-out brawl. My eyes drifted from the commotion, and suddenly there you were, an unexpected presence in the crowd, reeling me in from across space. I forgot how to breathe while my heart danced. It was just like that first day, only this time, I was also self-conscious about how I looked. My afro was a disaster: uncombed and disheveled, with curly strands sticking out every which way on top of my head. The kaba I wore had a scoop neckline with a ragged hem just above the ankle, green like an avocado. It was a gift from my late grandmother—boring and dowdy like its bestower, but precious to me—and my feet were stuffed in a pair of well-worn flip-flops. Instinctively, I reached up and tried to smooth my hair, but the stubborn strands never could follow instructions.
You, Fati, instead of balking at how unkempt I looked, gave me that secret smile of yours and I just about melted from embarrassment. I had searched for you for months and you waited until I looked at my worst to show up? Seriously, Fati.
I tried to make myself smaller, to fade into the crowd—anything to escape your smoldering stare, but you wouldn’t let me. Your gaze was firm and unyielding. And then you did what no one had ever done in the history of the University of Mankon. You forgot you were a Southsider, and that I was an Eastsider, and that we were not supposed to mesh. You crossed the line: an invisible, infinitesimal line carved into our school’s foundation and esteemed by our ancestors for generations prior. You violated the terms of war just so you could stand next to me.
I can still hear your voice, sonorous and sleek like ilung, saying, “Miss Too-Cute-to-Kick-a-Football,” and now, after the years have gone by, warmth still slinks into my heart at the memory of you speaking to me for the first time. You sounded just as handsome as you looked, soothing and dreamy. You were quite tall, just as tall as me, and had this larger-than-life personality exuded with so little effort. The only blemish on your face was a small scar below your lips, but I would discover other imperfections later: thin, ropey scars on your lower back, mellowed into a smooth and shiny shade darker than your skin tone, left there by your brother.
Moments later, your friends had followed you across the line and were asking you who I was. “She’s my wife,” you responded.
I thought you were crazy, saying something like that for your friends to hear, for onlookers to hear. A quick denial sprang to my tongue, but never made it past my lips. Your pals chuckled at your declaration, but I don’t think they believed you meant it. Or if they did believe you, they didn’t seem to mind. Your friends had to know about your sexual orientation, the way you carried yourself like one of them.
If I’m being honest, I was flattered by your statement. If you knew who I was, it meant you noticed me that first day, that you too had been looking for me, and that I hadn’t misread the signs.
I didn’t realize you’d spoken again until you gave my arm a poke.
“I’m Fatima,” you said. “What’s your name?”
My eyes lifted to meet yours, and I was stricken once again by their beauty. They were darker than I remembered, and the unusual rings of gold around the pupils seemed to sparkle even brighter than on that first day. Gorgeous, I thought. Though I didn’t think you looked like a Fatima. With your khaki shorts and black wife-beater tank, I thought you looked more like an Alex. You were Muslim. Your name implied as much, but having little exposure to Islamic culture at the time, I couldn’t come up with a proper masculine Muslim name for you.
Back then, when I heard the word Muslim, I thought of soft-spoken women in hijabs, with elegantly henna-tattooed wrists and lily-stained fingernails. Two of these women I knew sold kuru-kuru down by Hospital Road and one of them had a docile daughter named Fatima. You were none of these things; your hair was buzzed to the scalp, and you walked and behaved with the arrogance of a kaffir—a term you later told me was used by Muslims to describe an unbeliever. You broke my stereotypes of Muslim women and I will never again think that all of them are soft-spoken hijabis. You intrigued me in every sense of the word.
But I eventually learned that you were living a double life, Fati. That there were two of you inside one body: the Fati from a very Muslim home expected to uphold the traditions; and the Fati who, at her core, could be described as a restless baby bird looking for ways out of her nest even before she could fly. School was the only place where this Fati could shed her false skin.
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Sometimes I wonder, Fati, how our story would have ended if we were normal people. I wonder what would have become of our love if your brother hadn’t caught us kissing at Boyzies almost three years after we’d been together.
It was my fault. I am to blame for the way things turned out. If I hadn’t forced you to take me out that night, we would still be together. But in my defense, Fati, I was tired of hiding. I was furious at the world for turning us into cockroaches, only comfortable in dark places. I wanted to hold your hand in public, to show you off to my friends. I wanted to kiss you at break time when we sat on the lawn with classmates and ate banana cake from the canteen, and I wanted to fall asleep on your shoulder at the library when the words on the pages of my books started to blur together and I could not focus anymore. I wanted to snuggle up to you in places other than a darkened corner at Boyzies, to join all the other young couples as they slow-danced to Brenda Fassie’s “Weekend Special” on the dorm balconies during festive nights. Instead, we slept wrapped in each other’s arms to the sound of that song.
I still listen to Brenda even now. Her melodies takes me back to Boyzies, back to the only bar in Bamenda that looked the other way when two girls walked hand in hand. Single people occupied the front of the bar and couples typically sat in the back, where wooden tables were pushed so close together and the lights were so dim you could hardly make out the person from the next table. The room smelled of beer, cigarettes, and, if it was the weekend, the sweat of a teeming young crowd.
From the outside, the place looked like any normal bar with a tattered red sign on the door. I believe the proprietor, a chatty old fellow named Sunny, intended to create an atmosphere that to an outside eye looked unsuspicious, orthodox, lacking gayness. To that end, there was no dancing before midnight. The bar is gone now, shut down after the police raid that left many of our kind injured or incarcerated.

I wish I’d listened to you more, Fati. You often said that the world did not understand people like us or why we feel the way we do, which was why it was a bad idea to express our love in public. I, on the other hand, tended to forget reality. Deep down I knew the risks, but being with you made me careless. Your love made me not want to hide behind masks anymore. I wanted the things normal people have, things like the approving smiles of strangers when we were out on a date, followed by my girlfriend’s remarks at how perfect our relationship was in contrast to theirs. I was naive to believe that the world could bend for us, that our love was powerful enough to alter minds. Your view of the world was more cynical. You’d been accused of lesbianism your whole life based off your androgynous exterior, which taught you to be more cautious. I had no such experience having never been caught, or even suspected. I wish I’d let your wisdom guide us.
You had an exam to study for, I recall, and I’d come over that evening to spend the weekend with you. I should have let you stay home like you wanted. Your whole family, especially your brother, had chipped in on rent so you could stay on campus and study civil engineering. With dents, holes, and scratches left on the wall by previous tenants, it was nothing fancy. One of the slats in the louvers had been replaced with a wood panel that let in cold air at night. Till this day, every time I sniff rose oil, I’m transported back to that room, small but comfortable, our little love shack, hot in the dry season and cold in the rainy season.
A single light bulb dangled over your sparse furnishings: a thin mattress atop a plastic rug in one corner, a doorless wardrobe, and a transistor radio that was always on. My Nokia 3410, a recent gift from my father, was charging at the foot of the bed. Everyone we knew was clamoring to get a cell phone. Overnight we had gone from letters to text messages—life made simple. You didn’t have one yet, so we took turns trying to make sense of mine. I should have stayed there that night, under warm covers that smelled deliciously like you, playing Snake, listening to Brenda Fassie on your Walkman, or reexamining my dog-eared copy of Nora Roberts’s Lawless while you pored over year-three geomechanics texts on a wooden table by the door. You might have cuddled up to me afterward, too tired to spoon, and to make up for this the next day, you would have used your meager allowance to gift me a bangle or some other trinket you could not afford. Pride wouldn’t let you accept a portion of my allowance, which wasn’t much, but still more than yours. Or, perhaps you would have joined me in bed saying, “Seriously, Bessem, how are you the smartest student in your class when you spend all your time reading romance novels? Every week I see you with a different one. I’ve never seen you read a real book.”
“This is a real book,” I would have said, clutching said book to my chest as if to keep it from harm. I’d spent most of my life defending my love for romance novels. In my dorm room and at home, there were heaps and heaps of secondhand copies of Johanna Lindsey and Julie Garwood and every single book ever written by Nora Roberts, purchased at suspiciously low prices from the unlicensed book vendors on Commercial Avenue. In secondary school, these books, banned by the school for sexually explicit content, were smuggled into the campus in a secret compartment inside my duffel bag and only taken out when the teachers or prefects were out of sight. My school mother, same as my real mother, would say to me, “Stop filling your head with all this white man love nonsense. Don’t you know that women who read too much end up not getting married?”
I tried to get you to fall in love with novels, Fati, but you always fell asleep after the first page. “Me, I prefer textbooks, o, or biographies of famous people, like that one about Michael Jackson. Or Idi Amin,” you’d say. “A friend lent me a copy of Pablo Escobar’s biography the other day. I can’t wait for this exam to be over so I can read it!”
At times I think it was your fault too, Fati. You should have denied me when I kept nagging you to take me out. You should have said no and meant it, but you never could, not when it came to me.
Oh, Fati, that was the night we were forced to grow up. Me mostly.
It was a slow weekend at Boyzies. There were just a few people perched on the barstools, all of them men, each nursing a beer. The music was low, the interior snug, and we were the only ones in the back. A song came on, slow and hypnotic, and you put your arms around my waist, pulling me close. We were both tipsy. You took my lips in a greedy kiss and my response was just as ravenous. It didn’t matter that we had been dating for years or that we had kissed a hundred times before—each time our lips met, it felt like I was unfolding into you, becoming one with you. One minute we were lost in our own little world, completely surrendered to one another, and the next we were being roughly hauled out of the bar by a group of outraged men.
You had warned me before that your brother was a harsh, unaccommodating man, and silly me, I thought you were exaggerating because in my book, big brothers were supposed to protect little sisters even if they teased them ceaselessly. I saw firsthand what you meant when Mahamadou stormed into Boyzies with his cronies and dragged you out by the collar and me by the hair when I tried to get in the way. The night was wet and slippery, with mist hanging in the air like a thin lace veil. He stood back, a strapping young man, severe-looking and barrel-chested, impervious to our cries, and let his boys push and knock us around in the drizzling rain.
I could never recall how long the beating went on, how many blows I suffered. I only remember the stinging pain from being booted by faceless men, and the taste of copper in my mouth. I felt myself watching from afar, watching myself and then you, both of us muddied and helpless on the ground, hunched up, your hand reaching for mine, only to be repeatedly swatted away by someone. A crowd had gathered in front of the bar and I could not tell if their interest was born of pity or elation.
Someone intervened; Sunny’s bartender, I think, and then Sunny’s neighbor, an elderly man who sold cigarettes next door. The ringing in my ears drowned out their voices, which sounded tiny and far away, but I swear they were urging Mahamadou to let us go with a warning. But he refused. We were soon in a taxi, moving across town at a dizzying speed toward the police station, with Mahamadou between us in the back seat. I don’t remember anything from that ride, only the sinking feeling that we were in this predicament because of me. You were hurt because I wasn’t content staying in with you. Sometimes I think I’m just as responsible for what happened that night as your brother, and the thought makes me cry even now, wishing I’d done better, wishing I’d been more careful, more protective of you.
That cell was filthy. It was a narrow room in the back of the station, enclosed with a door of rusted, flaking bars. The pitted concrete walls were caked with eons of dirt and grease and carved-out words, shadows of those who’d been there. I could not bring myself to investigate the stains on the floor, but the place stank of old urine and mildew. There was only one object in the room: a black bucket left in a corner. I could hear coughing and muttering from the next cell and voices farther down the hallway. The officers made us strip down to our underwear and asked us to sleep on the cold, hard floor. “Both of you, stay on opposite sides of the room or I will come in there and cause more damage,” said one of the officers on duty, a gaunt-looking woman with a vacant face. She turned the key in the lock, our mud-caked clothing clutched in her left hand, and left us for the night with nothing to shield our bodies from the freezing cold. The room was plunged into darkness as soon as her footsteps faded down the hall. We sought and clung to each other in the dark. “I’m sorry I got you into this mess, Bessem,” you said, your arms tightening around me.
“What do you mean? None of this is your fault.”
“It is. I’m the reason we’re in this cell.” And then you proceeded to tell me the most horrifying story. “This is not the first time something like this has happened. When I was fourteen, my brother kept me locked in our room for a week. I’d brought shame on the family by involving myself in a sex scandal at school. He did it again when I was sixteen. But now almost everyone in the community knows I’m gay, in fact I’ve become popular for it over the years. This time I guess he decided to teach me a lesson publicly, to prove to his friends that he does not support my lifestyle.”
I held you closer.
The next morning new officers, three men and a woman, took us out back and doused us with a pail of cloudy, ice-cold water, then flogged us with a belt. The sound of leather licking your already bruised flesh was sickening. At first, you held the pain in your face, lips, and hands quaking, but it eventually burst free in a sob. I tried to avert my gaze, but the woman with bad breath held my face in her hands, forcing me to keep looking, and slapped me around on the head for crying. “Look at her very well. This is what happens when you decide to become a lesbian,” she said to me, her tone dripping with disdain. You had it worse than me, Fati, because you were trying to play the hero, stepping in front of me whenever it was my turn to meet the belt. The officers despised that. One of them, the older one with sunburned skin and dark knuckles, seized the belt from his colleague and came down hard on you.
My parents came for me later that day. I learned afterward that you spent a week in that cell, alone, before anyone came for you. When I’d refused to leave the waiting room unless it was with you, Dad picked me up kicking and screaming, carried me outside, and locked me in his old Benz until he was through processing my papers inside. It was quiet as he pulled out of the police station and headed over the bridge toward Veterinary Junction. Seated in the back, I resigned myself to sobbing in a ball after my pleas to get you out fell on deaf ears. Dad wouldn’t say a word and Mum only glanced at me with sad eyes. It felt as if someone was squeezing my heart tighter the farther away we got from that station.
I never saw you again. I never even got a chance to say goodbye. But I kept seeing your face as the car, with its grating engine noises, wove us through the many streets it took to get across town and onto the Bambui road. During our last moment together, I was wiping blood from a cut on your lower lip with my fingers, Fati. The officers had given us our clothes back, and we were on the floor inside the cell, a gust of fresh air coming in through a tiny window above us. The inflamed welts on your back and arms were turning an ugly dark color, and it scared me how pale you looked. You cradled your abdomen as if to hold it in and complained about how difficult it was to breathe, though you tried to smile through it for my sake.
Heavy footsteps echoed as the officer with foul breath and beady eyes came toward our cell. She asked me, but not you, to follow her. If I’d known it would be the last time I ever saw you, I would have barred myself inside that cell with you and refused to leave. I would have held you close and refused to let go, even if it got me into more trouble. I would have made you promise you’d always find your way back to me.
What I know of you following that day, Fati, is hearsay, stories from friends and from asking around. Some say you were sentenced to prison, but I’ve checked and there’s no record of your imprisonment anywhere. Others say you left the country, but where to? I’ve heard stories suggesting that your parents arranged for you to marry a stranger and that you ran away before anything was finalized. A man once told me you’d been exiled from the Muslim community—is that even possible? I fear which one of these stories is true, Fati. I’ve imagined every possible scenario and none brings me peace of mind.
It’s been thirteen years and I keep coming back to this place in search of you. I’ve kept the creeping grass from engulfing your favorite tree stump, the one nestled inside a grove of eucalyptus trees on Station Hill. You once said the stump reminded you of an elephant’s foot: creature-like with its black, gnarly toes distending outward, as if to walk down the hill. The eucalypti are much taller now, almost stealing the view of the town below, but from the right angle you can still catch an eyeful. The town is not what it used to be either. More people have moved here, more fancy structures are taking up space on the valley, and there are countless snaky paths linking them all together. You would not recognize it if you saw it.
I come here to write to you. I’ve written hundreds of letters that have never been sent, because where would I even send them? I come because you once said this was your favorite place in the world, the greenery, and the dizzying rays of the late afternoon sun seeping through a canopy of trees overhead. You loved the calm away from urban ruckus, and, best of all, the sweet, innocuous smell of nature. What makes this place even more perfect is that when I’m here, bittersweet as the memory is, I can see, from a distance, the spot where we first met—though now it is private property undergoing construction. Soon a tall building will spring up in the place where the football field used to be, erased like everything else, erased like us.
Sometimes I pretend you’re lying right next to me on a blanket, our backs against the remains of a mango tree and hands entwined in my lap, and I’m telling you about some funny incident that occurred in your absence while the sun keeps us warm and content.
“You will not believe what happened after Mom and Dad brought me home from the police station,” I would say. And your response would be, “What happened?”
“There was a pastor waiting, and the minute I entered the house he started speaking in tongues and hitting me over the head with a Bible.”
You would say, “You are not being serious,” with laughter in your voice. And I would proceed to tell you all about how the pastor prayed for me until I got dizzy and then passed out from being hit over the head repeatedly with a tome. And how he mistook this as a sign of my deliverance and rejoiced with my family.
“Did it work?” you would inquire, after a long pause, with sarcasm in your voice, and my comeback would be a ludicrous stare and something like, “If it worked, would I still be here with you?” And then we would both dissolve into laughter loud enough to scare the birds away.
We laughed a lot, you and me, Fati. Loud peals that climbed from the backs of our throats and reached into the high heavens. Away from the ravenous eyes of the world, our love was purity, a safe space, the only place we could truly let go and be ourselves. Every worry, every concern, became less severe when you held me in your arms on that hill. We had our first fight there although I can’t remember it in detail. It must have been about something trivial, overshadowed by our second fight. It was several months after we’d started seeing each other and we were in my room. I was on the bed and you were on the floor. My memory is a bit fuzzy on what we were doing exactly, but I plucked a dress from my wardrobe and casually asked you to try it on. “It will look great on you.”
“It will not!” was your response, horror-stricken at the very sight of the dress.
“Why not? You never wear anything pretty, like other girls.”
As usual, you were attired in ripped denims and a T-shirt designed to fit a boy. “Do you have a problem with the way I look and dress, Ngala Bessem?” you said, and I knew immediately I was in trouble because you never called me by my full name unless I’d done something to upset you.
You had an arsenal of affectionate names for me, Fati, and you jumped to a new one as soon as I got used to being called something else. It irked me and I think that’s why you did it. It could be ya amar one day and ma moitié the next, depending on your mood, but the one name you never called me by was Bess, like everyone else. Out of all the pet names you gave me, I think I liked Bessem from the Southwest Province the most, not because it was romantic but because it reminded me of the first day we met, when you tried to get me to stop being shy by provoking me with a negative comment about my tribe.
“That’s not what I meant,” I said, coming toward you because I saw that your face was clouded over with anger. “I just mean you don’t have to dress like a boy all the time.”
You stood, doing that thing you did when you were mad: snorting in disbelief while shaking your head and biting the corner of your quivering lip. “I thought you loved me as I am.”
“I do. I’m just saying . . .”
“You’ve said enough.” You walked to the door. “Last week you were trying to get me to stop wearing binders because you thought I looked more beautiful with my breasts showing, even though I’ve told you I hate having breasts. This week, you’re trying to get me to wear a pretty dress when you know it’s not my style.”
“Fati . . .”
“I get enough of this nonsense at home. I don’t need it from my girlfriend!” You walked out and slammed the door and I did not see you for a week.
I’ve had years to think about what you said to me that day, Fati. You were happy with who you were. Not many people can say that about themselves. And now, more than ever, I understand that stifling one’s true self only brings misery. I’ve learned that to truly love someone is to step back and let them bloom, and that is how you made me feel. I’ve also learned that masculinity does not belong to men, the same way femininity does not belong to women. It’s innate which side a person leans toward. I regret that I did not always make you feel like you were perfect, because in my eyes, you were.
There is so much I want to tell you, Fati. Like how I completed my PhD in economic sciences and now teach as an associate professor at the same faculty. I get decent pay, and from that alone we could relocate to Yaoundé. It’s a big city and no one would recognize us there. We could live happily ever after, like we dreamed all those years ago. We could get a place of our own and when anyone asks, we could say we are just friends. You wanted a two-bedroom flat with a large balcony where you could plant roses, preferably on the outskirts of town, because you hated loud noises. You loved pets but I was terrified of them, so we decided no pets. Later, when we had enough money to build a house, you were going to build me a gazebo in our front yard. The only thing we hadn’t figured out about living together was who would prepare the meals because at the time we were both terrible at cooking. But I am much better at it now.
Where are you, Fati? Why haven’t you reached out? Why did you leave me here, all alone in this place where no one gets me? We have smartphones now and the internet at our fingertips. All you have to do is look me up, because Lord knows I’ve made myself easy to find. But you—it’s like you fell off the face of the earth. On Facebook, I’ve browsed through the friend-lists of people who knew you, or might have known you, but your name doesn’t come up anywhere, no tags or mentions either. Maybe the rumors are true after all; you ran away and you’re never coming back.
Each of these letters ends in tears, Fati. Years and years have gone by and I’m still stuck in my memories of you, stuck in this place between misery and sweet recollection. Unable to move forward. Jamal has told me to move on, to find someone new. “It’s been years, Bess. You can’t keep living like this,” he has said. I am human, after all. I’ve tried to heed his advice. I’ve tried to leave my memories of you behind, to make new ones with other people. But everyone else is just a way to pass the time until you come back. Besides, Jamal doesn’t know you like I do. He wasn’t there on our wedding day. He didn’t witness the vows we made, promising ourselves to each other for life. You would never leave without saying goodbye, Fati.
If by some chance you happen on these letters, know that I waited for you. And if you don’t find me, it is not because I stopped waiting. It would be that my body simply surrendered one day from the pain of losing you. It would be that one day I found myself standing on the edge of Station Hill, and unable to stop myself, I ended up dead at the bottom.
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Something strange happened the other day, Fati. I ran into Alimatou, your friend from uni. I was at the market combing the vegetable stalls looking for fresh pumpkin leaves when I saw her. The air hung thick with the smell of produce waste decaying along the passages and the rushed steps of people bumping past one another in every direction, their grocery bags heaving with whatever they could find last minute. People were stocking up. A weeklong lockdown had been announced after a five-year-old girl was shot dead on her way to school that morning. Protests demanding justice for her could be heard from a mile away.
As I maneuvered hastily past rows of stalls, the vendors—most of them overworked middle-aged women—attempted to charm me with endearments like “mum, baby, fine girl.” I finally stopped by the woman selling my favorite brand of curry powder, a big, chatty woman with an unusual habit of speaking to me in English instead of the Pidgin English common among people in her trade. As she scooped curry with a measuring spoon into a small plastic bag, she said, “They have started killing little children now. What a shame.” She shook her head; she had deep, worried lines on her face. “And I hear that the soldier who shot the girl is Francophone. He was beaten to death, you know, by Anglophones at the scene. As an Anglophone, I want to say thank God, but as a Christian, I knows better. Terrible.”
I nodded but did not say a word. We all know there are spies lurking in every corner, listening in on conversations, scouring for separatist supporters, police hauling scapegoats off to detention, never to be seen again. You never know if your neighbor is a member of the military disguised as a civilian. The vendor was rummaging around for change in her knockoff Puma waist pouch when I looked over at the next stall and saw Alimatou. I squinted at her, shocked.
She was haggling with a vendor over the price of something while supporting a large shopping bag between her legs, wet patches under her armpits. She looked older, rounder than I remember, but I’m sure it was her. With her was a boy of about eight, chubby and teary-eyed. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was her son. It’d been thirteen years since I last saw her.
She looked sideways, suddenly, as if she could feel my eyes on her. And when our eyes locked, she froze, looking uncertain before taking off in the opposite direction, quick as a squirrel, ignoring the calls of the vendor she’d left hanging. I called out to her too, but she kept going, pulling her boy along. My own change forgotten, I went after her, shoving and pushing at the throng of bodies and sidestepping loaded wheelbarrows trundled by young boys in ragged clothing, but it was impossible to get anywhere in the congestion. She was gone by the time I turned a corner onto the next path.
I had woken up that morning feeling drained of life as usual, my mind stuffed with sadness. It’s April, and the rains have just started to pour after four long months. You used to make fun of me at the start of rainy seasons when I snuck out to my dorm balcony, eager for that heady whiff of air that permeates when rain meets dust—the smell that makes people want to eat earth. I still eat Calabar chalk when I’m stressed, you know. You used to go on and on about this for days. “Oh, it’s not good for you, oh, it will give you appendicitis, oh, it will drain your blood.” Years later, I’ve investigated this strange addiction of mine and found that the urge to eat earth is actually caused by anemia. I take iron supplements for it now.
The raindrops would beat down on the roof while we lay naked in bed, entwined and fully sated by lovemaking. I used to notice blue skies and immaculate green pastures when it rained, Fati, and how the soil went from red to dark brown after. These days I don’t pay much attention. Cherishing nature feels like such an unpleasant task. The energy it takes to gaze at the world and go, “Damn, God is creative” has left me. I go to sleep at night, wake up in the morning, go through the motions of the day, and then I go back to sleep. My life has gone back to the way it was before I met you, only this time I know exactly what it is I’m missing. There’s no tomorrow for me, just the past and this infinite waiting.
But all that changed when I saw Alimatou. For the first time in forever, a bop inside my chest surged through me like a life force. I still felt it on the drive home, while I was chopping and seasoning pumpkin leaves, and even as I sat down at the dinner table alone in my apartment with a bottle of Merlot, which I managed not to finish in one sitting.
To think I used to throw a tantrum whenever you and Alimatou hung out together is laughable now. But could you blame me, Fati? You had all that magnetic masculine energy about you, and even though she was just one pair of sneakers short of being a stud herself, she was pretty, and still seemed like the type of girl you would date.
“She’s just a friend. My best friend,” you once said. It was at the end of the first semester of our third year in uni, and we had just returned from a classmate’s mind-numbing black-and-white party. We were in my room and I was fuming because you had danced with Alimatou, leaving me alone in a corner. All you needed to do to get me into a fit of rage, Fati, was take one look at another girl in my presence.
“You’re the only girl I want, Bessem.” You walked over to me standing by the wardrobe, unbuttoning your five-hundred-francs suit jacket, the one you wore to the party. I turned away, still not ready to give up sulking. You hugged me from behind, using your weight to keep me from wiggling out of your grasp. Resting your chin on my shoulder you whispered, “Look at all these gorgeous curves you have, and this beautiful face.” You kissed my cheek, a loud smack against my skin. “And the boys, I see them, vying for your attention everywhere I turn. I should be the one jealous and sometimes, I swear, I’m tempted to chain you to my bed, keep you all to myself. You really think I would do anything to mess this up? Uhm, wife?”
You kept talking, calling me wife, which you knew I liked, purring into my ear as you tickled my sides. Your words went straight to my head, like saccharine poetry, and ripped out the jealousy. Even now, when I let myself dream, really dream, I can feel your fingers kneading away my worries, calling forth my deepest, most vulnerable desires, stoking up the passion until I am floating. You would always guide me back to earth feeling safe and wanted.
All that aside, Fati, you were an incredibly attractive person. Once, you came by my faculty lounge looking like a snack in stylish sweatpants, a black muscle singlet, and a baseball cap worn backward. I think you stopped by to return a book I’d left at your place, and I remember taking a deep breath when you walked in, willing my heart to stop hammering. As usual my fingers itched to touch you but could not. Out in public it always felt like I was starving and you were a treat dangling before me, just out of reach. You would move close, your shoulder brushing against mine swiftly as if by accident, then giddiness would swarm my stomach. Those little touches were the language we spoke in public.
As you walked down the hall that day and disappeared around a corner, I overheard a couple of my classmates whispering about you. “Who is that?” one of them asked. “She’s hot in a really confusing sort of way.”
“Don’t you have a boyfriend?” one of the others asked before a third added, “Haba, this one that you’ve started admiring girls, don’t tell us you’re a lesbian now. Because I want nothing to do with lesbians, o. I don’t want the devil to possess me.” The first girl, of course, defended herself by saying she’d only been appreciating God’s handiwork and they all laughed it off. This was just one of many instances I’d witnessed; most straight girls I knew were confused by their own sexuality in your presence.
Alimatou, in my mind, was the bigger threat. Unlike those girls who admired you from a distance, the two of you were joined at the hip. I only felt slightly relieved when I saw her kissing the vice chancellor’s chauffeur on National Day. He wasn’t right for her—a married man, you said so yourself, but I was glad to see her attention was elsewhere.
All these years, I thought it was strange how the two of you upped and disappeared from my life at the same time. At one point, I even ruled it out as a twist of fate, but now I think it was more than just a coincidence.
It struck me as odd how Alimatou ran from me instead of toward me, especially since we were on good terms when we last saw each other. Could it be that she knows your whereabouts and she has been instructed not to tell me? If she’s here, does that mean that you are too? Could it be that you’ve been here all this time, watching, hiding? It’s not like you to keep such an elaborate secret, Fati. Something doesn’t feel right.
It’s 2 a.m. and I can’t sleep. I can hear gunfire in the distance—another bloody exchange between the military and the separatists over the death of that little girl—but the sound of gunfire has ceased to affect me. You get used to the sound of violence after falling asleep to it for years. Just the other day, I heard a homeless boy I sometimes let crash on my couch caught a stray bullet on the street. The same day news came that our colleague had been beheaded for allegedly snitching on the separatists to the police. When a war goes on for this long, you become numb to horrors. The bloodshed becomes a part of your daily routine, like crickets buzzing outside your bedroom window at night.
But something else is keeping me up. I’ve scrubbed the guest bathroom twice, tried finishing Jane Seville’s Zero at the Bone, in which a hitman falls in love with his target—I ended up flinging the novel across the room in frustration—and now I’m thinking of painting the kitchen orange, never mind that I have a lecture to give tomorrow morning and haven’t gotten a wink of sleep.
I have to find Alimatou, Fati, so I can find you. I have to know what became of you. You’re not just some girl I dated in the past. We were married, for God’s sake. I have to know. It’s all I can think about since I saw her. After the encounter at the market, I visited every mosque in town, which isn’t hard to do as Muslims are the minority here. It was afternoon, just before Asr, and men trickled into the mosque on St. Peter Street, the neighborhood where you and Alimatou grew up. The only thing that differentiated the mosque from every other bungalow in the area was the onion dome over the prayer hall. I sat in my car for about fifteen minutes, drumming up the courage to follow through with my plan. My locs were covered with a scarf like I’ve seen Muslim women do, and I even wore an ankle-length dress, red-and-white satin with a high neckline and long sleeves, a far cry from the leggings or denims with loose-fitting blouses I’m familiar with. I felt like an impostor.
“I’m looking for a friend from school,” I said to the first man I saw when I entered the compound. He was in his late fifties, polite with thin lips the likes of which I’d never seen on an African person, and wore a brown agbada that had seen better days. He told me he was acquainted with many Alimatous and that none of them studied at the University of Mankon. Two other men said the same thing and a third only spoke Hausa. I would have pressed on, but they were all in a hurry to go inside the masjid.
My visits to the other mosques where just as fruitless. A woman at the Bambui mosque, hatchet-faced and petite, told me, sweetly, that she didn’t “know any Alimatous.” The one in the Mile Four neighborhood was closed, and a stubby man at the Jami mosque was willing to answer any questions I had concerning the mosque and Islam but was reluctant to discuss the people who prayed there. It was harder than I thought, Fati, persuading your people to talk to me, and I don’t blame them for it. With the ongoing conflicts, people have grown more cautious about giving out information.
But there has to be a way to get the answers I need. Someone out there knows something. I just need to get to them. Earlier on the phone, Jamal had jokingly said, “I hope you’re not going to do something as drastic as become a Muslim just to get what you want.” I told him, “Of course not,” but now I can’t stop thinking about what he said. Maybe if I went back to the mosque in your old neighborhood, Fati, showed an interest in Islam, made some friends within the community . . . maybe someone will remember something. “I’m sorry I can’t be there with you. I’m off to visit my father tomorrow,” Jamal carried on. Having renounced his faith years ago, he had his own complicated relationship to Islam. His father had just reached out for the first time, and Jamal had to learn if their relationship was salvageable. “Don’t do anything rash while I’m away, Bess.”
I’ve come to a decision amid the cleaning and pacing of this night, Fati, and it’s not based on impulse as Jamal suggests. I am a desperate woman, desperate enough to want to immerse myself in your community to find out what really happened to you . . . If not for our reunion, then for the closure I deserve.
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I don’t think gay is demonic,” I once said during a conversation with my colleagues in the break room. This was in my early years as a lecturer, Fati, and my colleagues, all four of them, stared at me as if I had grown a second head.
“You don’t think gay is demonic?” one of them asked. When I tried to explain that same-sex attraction is natural, another colleague, a guy known for talking over his female colleagues said, “Doctor Bessem, I can’t believe you’re aligning yourself with such evil views. Please don’t tell us you’re one of those gays, because this is how it usually starts. One minute a person is calling themselves an ally of the gay community, like those misguided human rights lawyers in the capital city, and the next they too are coming out as gay.”
My colleagues concluded amongst themselves that I was only joking, as they could not fathom a person like me could be gay. To them I met all the qualities of a womanly woman—tall and slender but soft and full in the chest and hips, the supple pitch and willowy walk instilled in me during secondary school—so I could not be associated with such depravity. Aside from my locs, which I suppose my generally feminine nature made inconspicuous, I was void of all the typical signs associated with being a lesbian: a mannish carriage, a deep voice, tattoos, or even an ankle bracelet. And every time the topic of whether or not gays should be a part of society—a topic broached whenever a TV journalist begins the day by accusing a prominent figure of being gay—I nod in agreement to whatever is being said around me. As much as I am burning with opposing opinions, I don’t want to give my colleagues a reason to think of me as “one of the gays,” because this always comes with unwanted consequences.
You know, Fati, the school was turned on its head last week when the police showed up and arrested three students, all girls. It was morning, chilly inside the classroom, and I was wrapped in a wool sweater. It was a public holiday, what should have been a non-teaching day, but public holidays don’t count anymore. Over the past few months, classes have been disrupted so often that we have to make up for lost time. We show up to school mentally prepared—at any moment a bomb could go off nearby, there could be a random shooting just down the road, or separatist fighters could storm the campus with guns. Or we could have weeks of uninterrupted peace.
I was in the middle of a lecture when a noise came from the next classroom: male voices giving orders, loud whispering, and then screaming. I rushed to the door and found three unsmiling police officers escorting three girls out in handcuffs, soon followed by a throng of alarmed students tumbling out of the classroom. A police truck was waiting in front of the building, and we watched agape, students and teachers alike, as the girls were bundled into the truck and taken away. Later, in the staff break room, their teacher said the girls were being accused of lesbianism. “Apparently they’ve been getting reports from other students about these girls for months now.”
“There’s a civil war going on in our region of the country and the police have nothing better to do than arrest girls for admiring other girls?” I asked in outrage, and the response I got was, “Lesbianism is worse than war, prof,” from a newly recruited lecturer.
Throughout the day, the story changed shape depending on who was telling it. Some people said the girls had been arrested for dressing male and acting male. The comments online were fanatical; anecdotes claimed that the girls were marine spirits on a mission to tempt young women into the lesbian underworld. It made me think of you, Fati, and how easy it would have been to lump you in with those unfortunate girls. A certain MsThing768 on Facebook commented, I know those girls, o. They live in my hostel and I can’t count how many girls they’ve converted to that lesbian cult of theirs. God save us all. The next morning there were red flyers circulating on campus and a post read in big block letters: THE DEVIL IS AMONG US AND DARKNESS GROWS. PRAY STUDENTS, PRAY. HIS SEED MUST NOT BE PLANTED IN YOU. I felt like vomiting when I found one stuck in the windshield of my car.
There’s a mild kind of fear you carry with you when you don’t quite fit into a place, an awareness that the little comfort and good standing you have in your life is only there because people don’t know the real you. And once they do, everything could be taken away. So you walk around watchful for any signs that they might be onto you. The fear is without texture but it’s there, lurking on the fringes. In the rare instances when you allow yourself a little happiness, a little freedom, it sneaks up on you, to remind you that you will never be more than an outcast, no matter how hard you try to fit in. No matter how resilient you are, you find yourself growing smaller, constricted, breathing yet lifeless, enduring life instead of living it.
There are days when my discontent at the world just can’t be contained anymore, like the day after the arrest when the head of my department, a prudish woman with a thick figure who has an opinion always about everyone and everything, walked into the staff break room and said, “If it were up to me, ehn, all those girls pretending to be boys will be forced to have sex with able men. Then all that lesbian madness will leave their heads.” She asked me what I thought after saying this and instead of giving her a vague response like I’m known to, I stormed out. I did not trust myself not to go off on the woman.
I have considered leaving the country, Fati. I hear seeking asylum in a place like Canada isn’t that much of a hassle. The United States too, but they can be stingy with their visas. And the U.K.—all I ever hear about that place is “bipolar weather.” Spain seems fun; unfortunately I don’t think I have space left in my brain for learning a fifth language. I imagine my life in one of these new places—a place where I don’t have to shrink myself to fit in, a place where I don’t have to pretend I’m on board with homophobia just to get through the day—and it fills me with hope. It’s tempting; a chance to peel off these suffocating garments of conformity and run wild. But I also love my country, I suppose. Cameroon is no paradise, parochial and corrupt as it is, but there are things I love about it. For example, we’ve had the same guy in power for the last thirty-six years and he just won’t die. And who knows, his cousin’s cousin or his son’s son might take over when he finally passes on. And while he’s hoarding power, all the money in the treasury has grown legs and taken off to God-knows-where, and everyone is mad about it. Francophones think they’re better than Anglophones and the reverse is also true. In retaliation to this endless, unsatisfactory regime, the police are out here robbing travelers on the highway. Teachers won’t teach and nurses keep taking out their frustration on patients. But there’s hope for this country; as long as the breweries keep us hooked on alcohol, too drunk to care, we have hope.
The real reason behind my reluctance to leave this country, if I’m being honest, is that deep down I’m terrified of change. The very thought of packing up and leaving everything behind frightens me. Moving from one relationship to the next, buying a new gadget, renting a new apartment, throwing out a pair of sneakers I once loved, all these adjustments, they make me uneasy. There is peace in sameness. But you and I never saw eye to eye on the subject, Fati. You were hyper, like these TikTok kids, constantly seeking the thrill, living to the beat of novelty. If you were here, I know for a fact you would have talked us into moving. But that’s the thing, Fati. You’re not here. Maybe, just maybe, one day I will get on that plane. But first I have to find you.
My rambling stops here. Let me get to the heart of this letter.
So many things have happened since the last time I wrote to you. It’s only been a month, but it feels like a year. Jamal stayed at his dad’s longer than expected. He just came back and as per our text messages, it seems they’ve made some progress.
Anyway, we met for drinks yesterday evening at La Vallée. You remember La Vallée, right, Fati? It used to be the most popular bar back then, but we only visited there once because we were both too broke and all the boys who offered to take us there were “not our type.” It has since evolved into something that suits the tastes of millennials: indoor plumbing, neon egg chairs around neon tables in a dimly lit room, and quality sound that vibrates off the walls. The place is so much better now. Back in the day, bars used to be just that, bars: simple rooms containing plastic chairs around wooden tables, music over cranky speakers, and a dance floor with a disco ball to create an illusion of the stars. There’s a wave of competition sweeping the night life in Bamenda these days. It’s all about who does it better, whose bar has the coolest, trendiest setting, and whose bar can provide the most luxury to high-ranking government officials spending embezzled funds on overpriced whiskey and willing university girls. I miss the old days when things were simpler.
It was around 9 p.m. when I walked up the broad front steps of La Vallée. A skimpily dressed crowd waited by the door and suddenly I felt underdressed in my black leggings and loose-fitting top. The girls were all young, wearing tumbling weaves and Instagram makeup that made their faces look lighter than the rest of their bodies. At almost thirty-six years of age, I stare whenever a girl walks past me in short-shorts or a guy wearing sagging pants. Maybe I’m as old as my niece Lulu says. I told her I was “a cool aunt” after she accused me of being judgmental the last time I visited Buea. Perched on the couch armrest in her mother’s living room, tapping away at her phone, she grunted and rolled her eyes at everything her mother and I had to say concerning the transparent crop top she was wearing.
I keep deflecting from the main story, I know, but what I have to say you might not like, Fati. Something new and exciting happened last night. I felt something I haven’t felt in a long time, a stirring in my chest that hasn’t occurred since we were together. Her name is Audrey. She’s around my age, tall, light-skinned with freckles spilled across her nose, and I was instantly drawn to her vibe. She came up to me the second I stepped inside the semi-crowded interior of La Vallée and without warning kissed me on the lips. Then she whispered “tu es belle” in my ear. I stared when she pulled back, too stunned to say anything, following the movement of her tongue darting out to lick her lips while her eyes appraised me from under thick lashes. I should have been offended by her boldness, that she would do something as reckless as kiss me out in public for everyone to see, or that she did it at all without my permission, but I wasn’t. Instead, I felt warm and giddy inside. I could hardly take my eyes off her, red and blue neon lights dancing across her gorgeous face. Leaning in, a faint whiff of jasmine wafting from her, she said, “You come alone or with your boyfriend?” and I knew, straightaway, she was Francophone.
I said I was meeting someone and then spotted Jamal, in a black leather jacket and jeans cut to fit his lean figure, waving me over to his table in the middle of the bar. I excused myself and sauntered down the aisle. It wasn’t until I was settled in at the table and Audrey reemerged to ask what I was drinking that I realized she was a bar server. I felt a strange kind of disappointment. What if the kiss was just her doing her job? Did I want the kiss to mean something?
The reason I’m telling you this, Fati, is not to spark jealousy. The encounter with Audrey felt different. The way she carried herself, the way she looked at me reminded me of you: bold and assertive. It feels like a betrayal, but I haven’t been this excited about anyone since you. Swirri was a bore, as you know—never willing to top. Nanga smelled horrible down there. All Bih ever wanted was my money—gimme this, gimme that, like she thought I was an automated teller machine. And Charlotte . . . a Michigan photographer who shared my love for red wine. She had short, dark hair, tattooed from her neckline to her ankles, and wore her makeup like Amy Winehouse. Out of all her American Peace Corps cohorts, I liked her the most because she at least took a bath daily, wore clean clothes, and posted photos of herself online having fun in urban Africa, unlike her friends who gave up any sense of hygiene the second their plane touched down in Cameroon, and walked around for years in the same outfit and shoes, unwashed. They would also only post photos of themselves taken in poverty-stricken parts of the country, with starving children, and they asked you, begged you even, indirectly, not to post photos of them taken in settings that did not reflect suffering, like they were scared to show folks back home that Africa isn’t the jungle they were taught to believe. My problem with Charlotte was that she was a motormouth and could not keep a secret. The day we broke up I made it hurt by telling her that her famous mac and cheese dish was the worst thing I’d ever tasted.
I tried to find fault with Audrey’s five-foot-seven-inch frame wrapped in tight boy shorts and a T-shirt as she brought us drink after drink, giving me the little knowing smile every time, but I couldn’t. The swagger in her step said she knew exactly what she wanted.
“What is it with you and masc women? Every time a boyish-looking girl smiles at you, it’s like your heart is melting,” Jamal said to me, leaning in so I could hear him over the music.
I laughed. “What is it with you pretending to have a girlfriend when I know the person you’re really here with is that hunk of a guy over there, ehn?” My gaze was pointed at the other two people at our table, a guy and girl sitting side by side. A stranger would not suspect that it was Bolaji, the married lighting technician with impressive abs and an almost-handsome face, who Jamal was sleeping with. This is, in part, thanks to Bambi, a friend who Jamal hangs out with from time to time and who reliably wears little sequined dresses and leans in to touch Jamal’s arm or place her head on his shoulder like a besotted girlfriend. “Does she know?” I had asked Jamal when he first introduced me to her.
“There is nothing to know. Our relationship is platonic—and she comes when I call because I help her out financially.”
Jamal was right, Fati. I have a thing for masculine women. My type, I think, was established the day I met you. Ever since you left, I’ve been looking for your face in unfamiliar faces, seeking pieces of you in the soft curves of my lovers, and all of them, no matter how striking or how eager to please, always seem to be lacking. A girl could be pleasing to look at, easy to talk to, expert between the sheets, and somehow I would end up thinking, She’s great, but she doesn’t have that Fati mojo.
All the same, I gave Audrey my phone number. She’s called at least ten times just this morning. She’s calling me right now as I write, but I’m hesitant to answer. She seemed cute and whatnot last night—everyone looks good under neon lights. But I shouldn’t lead her on when I’m not sure I like her. It’s exciting whenever my phone rings and I look down to see her name written as “hottie from the bar” lighting up the screen, but I don’t know if I’m at ease with her relentless approach. Then again, I might get sad if she stopped calling. I’m like a teenage version of myself, ambivalent and unsure if I should let Damwe have my first kiss and my virginity. What’s even worse is that I’m supposed to be looking for you, Fati, and yet I’m out here getting drunk and giving my number to random girls I might or might not be attracted to.
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It’s 3 p.m. after Friday prayer and I’m sitting in Imam Yusuf’s office, a small chamber with peeling oxblood walls that do not quite meet the ceiling at the corners, in the back of the mosque on St. Peter Street, Fatima’s old neighborhood. Warm sunlight comes through a tiny, undraped window behind Imam brightening and then waning as the clouds move around the sun. The room smells like man and leather, bare except for a table with a stained lace covering and two unvarnished armchairs. It’s so quiet in the room, I can hear myself breathing.
“Thank you for allowing me, again, to partake in today’s prayer. Your sermon on love and peace was very inspiring,” I say to Imam Yusuf seated across from me and he smiles, a warm smile showing kola nut–stained teeth. He’s a smallish man with long limbs, strong for his age, and talks with a deep voice. Today he’s wrapped in a light blue thobe and hat. “It is always my pleasure to guide anyone wanting to know more about Islam,” he says. “You’ve been coming to the mosque now three weeks in a row. We’ve talked about the Quran, and about the beliefs of Muslims. Have you reached a point in your quest where you feel like Islam is true?”
“You mean like become Muslim?” I ask. He nods, and I shake my head. “I don’t think I’m there yet, Imam.”
“It’s all right. All you have to do is say the Shahada with faith and enter the folds of Islam. It’s that easy. When you’re ready.”
It was Jamal who introduced me to a friend of a friend who is acquainted with Imam Yusuf. “You don’t have to feel intimidated. We embrace everyone curious about our religion,” Imam Yusuf had said to me my first day at the mosque, as if he could somehow sense I was feeling out of place. I had imagined on my way to the mosque that its doors would shut in my face when I walked up the front steps. Or that the other Muslims would cast me out. It was the exact opposite. I received nothing but welcoming smiles from everyone, and, after prayers, an elderly woman approached me and said, “If you like, I can introduce you to the other converts. We meet for an hour after prayer on Fridays.” She took me to a room where more than a dozen people were clustered on a rug waiting for the meeting to begin. I may have come here with ulterior motives but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t fascinated by Islam. Each time I sit down with Imam Yusuf—who is open to all manner of conversation—I learn something new. Not just learn, every time I pay him a visit, I leave questioning my own relationship to Christianity, why I’ve never felt a connection to it like I’m supposed to.
Once, during one of our many conversations, I’d said, “I love that Islam is strictly a religion of monotheism. I find polytheistic religions or religions that don’t have a clear distinction between these two categories very confusing. For example, growing up, I did not know who to pray to, God, Jesus, or the Blessed Virgin Mary. Also Christianity feels overly ritualistic to me. Islam is simpler.” And Imam Yusuf had given the wisest response. “Quite a number of Muslims and Christians acknowledge that they believe in the same God even though our understanding differs.” I went home that day, thoughts spiraling, and asked Jamal what he would think if I decided to become Muslim—not that I was serious about it—and he laughed in my face.
It was on his birthday and I was in his kitchen putting away the dishes after dinner. Jamal hates to celebrate getting old so we have a ritual where we cook for each other on our respective birthdays. “Wallahi, Bess,” Jamal had said. “I know you too well and there’s no way on earth you will ever be content being Muslim, or any other religion for that matter. And don’t get me wrong. I would be happy for you if you ever found God. Just because I’m ex-Muslim don’t mean I’m anti-religion. I just know you too well.”
“I don’t know, Jamal. Maybe I’m falling in love with Islam. People change, you know.”
Jamal scoffed, stepping aside to let me open the fridge where I placed a bowl of leftover jollof rice on the top shelf. “That’s nonsense, and you know it. You call yourself a devoted Catholic, but you never go to church. You refer to Christianity as ‘my parents’ religion’ and you make fun of people who go to Pentecostal churches. Before all this, you used to make fun of women who wore hijabs, said they were brainwashed and looked ridiculous. Remember the first day you attended the mosque, you came back pissed off that women were not allowed to pray with the men in the same room. You said and I quote ‘Why do women have to be the ones kept in a separate room? Because their beauty might tempt men in the presence of Allah? The men are the ones sinning here. They should be the ones kept in a separate place.’ You have called Islam oppressive, and you think all Cameroonian Muslims carry knives and would stab you at the slightest provocation, except me and my family, of course, and Fatima, wherever she is.”
I had moved to the dining room and was wiping down the table with a soapy sponge. I stopped and turned to Jamal, paused in the doorway with one hand stuffed in his pocket and the other holding a half-drunk glass of red wine. “Yes, there are certain things about Islam I don’t agree with, but I’ve been interacting with the people and listening to Imam’s sermons and I have to admit, I was a little judgmental at first. Don’t blame me, though. It’s the extremists’ and the American moviemakers’ fault for giving the world a bad impression of Islam. Muslims are actually quite nice, and respectful. I just needed to educate myself more.” I went back to cleaning.
“Okay, let’s say that Islam is simply a widely misunderstood religion and that Muslims aren’t as bad as you thought they were. Are you really going to ignore the fact that Islam had a big role to play in you and Fatima’s separation and that it fuels hatred for people like you and me? The Catholic Church does the same thing, but we’re not going to get into that today. Are you ready to give up your extremely strong-slash-liberal views on how women should be treated by society, because Islam expects women to behave in a certain way?”
I stopped, started to say something defensive, stopped again. “Leave me alone, Jamal. I’m just thinking thoughts, okay. Fatima spoke passionately about Islam, even though she was struggling with the rules and who she was. I’ve never felt that kind of connection to my own religion. I thought maybe if I understood more, immersed myself more, I could feel a connection to her . . . you know. Forget it . . . I don’t know what I’m saying.”
He came and hugged me from the side. “I know you mean well, Bess. I’m just making sure that whatever you decide to do, you’re doing it for the right reasons. Sometimes you get an idea in your head and can’t let it go until the whole place is burnt to the ground. The goal here is finding Fatima, yes? Falling in love with Islam is easy. I was there once, but as you know the battle with my faith and my sexuality just got too much for me to handle in the end.”
Jamal was right about one thing, to focus on finding Fatima.
And now, in an unfurnished room in the back of a mosque, Imam Yusuf says to me in a thick Hausa accent, “Have you found those two girls you were looking for, professor?”
“No, I haven’t,” I say, noting the change of subject. I’ve done nothing but ask around since I started coming here, so much so that the congregants I’ve become acquainted with greet me by asking if I’ve found them yet.
“I knew her father,” Imam Yusuf says, and I’m a little confused as to who he’s referring to. “He was heartbroken after what happened to her.”
“You mean Alimatou?”
He sighs, sweeping a hand across his face. “I mean the other one, Fatimatou Hassan. That girl was trouble. Treated Islam like it was a joke. She was a disgrace to her family and this community.”
My mouth opens and closes a couple of times. “You know Fatima? But you’ve told me several times that you don’t know her.”
“What can I say? It’s a difficult subject and I see you’re an inquisitive woman. I didn’t want to give you a reason to go causing trouble for that family. They’ve been through enough.”
“Where is she?” I ask desperately. I will question him later on why he lied.
He does not answer right away, taking his time to phrase his next sentence. “I don’t know where she is and I don’t think anyone in this congregation does. If they did, they would have told you. The people here seem to like you a lot,” he says. “To be honest, this neighborhood isn’t what it used to be. The civil war has changed everything, displaced lots of families. Most of the people who pray here now are either new or are too young to remember the Hassan family.”
“But people don’t just disappear into thin air. Someone has to know where she is.”
“I don’t know. Her father died before he could tell me the truth. I was supposed to meet him the evening he passed on, but Allah called him home before I could reach him.” He pauses, weighing his next words. “I know someone you can talk to.”
“Who?”
“Her brother, Mahamadou.”
I stop breathing at the mention of his name. It is as if I’ve been transported back to that night outside Boyzies. I still see his face in my nightmares, raindrops running down its steely contours, a threadlike scar splitting his forehead in two, a venomous sneer on his mouth, unfeeling as a robot. He is the last person I want to see, but I don’t tell Imam Yusuf this. He might ask how I know Mahamadou.
“I don’t want to bother her family, like you said, they’ve been through enough.”
“Hmm. I don’t know if Mahamadou would mind. He’s an Imam like me, at the Jami mosque. He might be willing to help you. You should give it a try since you’re so bent on finding this girl.”
“I don’t think it would be proper for me to just show up there asking questions,” I say in an attempt to get him to stop this discussion of Mahamadou.
The truth is, I’ve been to Fatima’s house twice and both times her mother, an ailing woman, has refused to speak to me. “I be Fatima e friend. I never see yi for school since. I want know, e dey house?” I had asked her in Pidgin English the first time I paid her a visit, the same week I returned to school to find Fatima gone. She was standing by the door of a weather-beaten shack at the foot of a steeply sloped neighborhood next to St. Louis Hospital, using a cane to support her weight. The house was next to a body of standing water with other smaller shacks around it. Next door a man was cleaning his motorcycle and a little farther away, kids were throwing stones into the swamp and making excited noises. It was disarming how much she looked like Fatima: cocoa-dark skin, an identical cleft in her chin, same towering build. She sized me up when she opened the door, not a single emotion on her face. It didn’t take more than a minute—she slammed the door on me without uttering a word.
The second time I showed up was years later, with Jamal this time. It was around the same time we completed our masters and were waiting to be selected into the PhD program. I figured she would talk to Jamal since he has Muslim upbringing. Fatima’s mother was lying on a bamboo mat on the veranda that day, her eyes shut, and stiff as a corpse. At first I thought she might have actually been dead, but then I saw her eyes move subtly, taking us in, reading our lips. But she said nothing, not even when Jamal spoke in Hausa, assuming that maybe she did not understand Pidgin. Jamal and I grew tired of talking by ourselves and took off eventually, leaving behind two bags of groceries and an envelope containing a little money, because the last time I visited she looked like she needed it.
I wonder if she still lives there now. I’ve also wondered about Mahamadou’s whereabouts and why he wasn’t around when I visited his mother. I thought he had moved away when all along he has been right here, under my nose.
“So you really don’t know anything about where she is?” I ask Imam Yusuf again, just to make sure.
“Talk to her brother.”
I thank him and exit his office. It’s late in the afternoon and the sun is just beginning to dip below the horizon, the skies aflame with a combination of yellow and orange. In the yard outside the mosque, playing dodgeball, are two giggly girls still in their school uniforms and I can hear the town clamoring from a distance, louder than usual. I walk to my car parked on the side of the road, sit in the heat with the windows up, and stare ahead through the windscreen, my mind a whirlwind of thoughts. There’s a man somewhere in this town who might have all the answers I need to find closure.
I’ve lived in fear of Mahamadou for many years. A man like that, unhesitant to hurt his own sister for walking outside prescribed lines—who’s to say how he would react to me showing my face again? For most queer people, when they imagine what might happen to them if they are found out, they imagine torture at the hands of the police or, in the worst case, mob justice. Mahamadou scares me more. Every time I hear someone has been arrested, bashed, or killed, it is his face that comes to mind. I never thought I would willingly go looking for him.
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I’m driving down a sleepy, tumbledown street that stretches no longer than two car lengths and only allows one-way passage. I’m close enough to the gray Honda ahead of me to keep tail, but not close enough to be noticed by its driver. Across the bridge and up past Brigade de Gendarmerie, I ease my car to a crawl and, as if on cue, the Honda pulls over to the side of the road and parks before a roughly built shack with whitewashed walls and an open veranda. The driver steps out wearing a tortilla-brown agbada and hat. His back is to me, but I know it’s him. I’ve followed him to this place enough times to commit his towering outline and measured steps to memory. Just before stepping away from his car, he glances in my direction and even though I’m parked on the other side of the road, a safe distance away from him, I panic. I have to remind myself that he can’t see me, not when I’m slouched down in the driver’s seat like this.
I breathe again when he shifts his gaze and walks to the shack where a woman is roasting fish. Around her are sleek, well-dressed men, seated three per table inside a cloud of smoke from her grill. A skeletal dog with a swarm of flies above its head is rutting through the remains of fish and borborlor in a waste bin nearby. The whole street smells of fish, a scent I learned to hate at a young age.
There was something deeply troubling about witnessing my mother disembowel a fish in our kitchen sink and then seeing it on my plate shortly after. I would start thinking of the fish as a person, imagining myself as a cannibal and begging forgiveness from the fish gods. In the end, I just couldn’t eat it. It’s the same thing with a chicken. My dad would chop off its head in front of me like it was the most natural thing in the world and say, “Help me remove the feathers, Bessem.” When the chicken was smooth as a baby’s bottom, he would make a small incision in its tummy and yank out the innards. Later at dinner, licking chicken grease off his fingers, he would ask me why I wasn’t eating. “We killed it. It was so little and innocent and we killed it!” My arms would be folded defiantly across my small chest, glaring at dad and at the pieces of meat on my plate. “I will beat you with a cane if you don’t start eating now.” My dad could make me do pretty much anything just by mentioning a cane or picking up his slipper to wag at me.
After dinner, I would go to bed imagining the chicken was a well-loved princess and that the chicken kingdom, led by her dad, the chicken king, was out looking for the lost princess. I was certain at that age they would come for Dad and me. This battle over slaughtering animals happened at least twice a month until I moved away to boarding school.
Mahamadou has found a seat on the woman’s veranda and banters away with the other men while he waits to be served. I’ve often wondered about the trouble he goes through just to eat fish roasted by this particular woman, in this run-down part of town, and on this street that looks like a breeding ground for cholera and other hard-to-pronounce bacteria, when he and the men around him, judging by the luxury cars parked in front of the shack, look like they can afford better and cleaner. He leaves work at the City Council every weekday at exactly noon, makes a stop here for at least an hour, and then heads back to the office. At 4 p.m. on the dot, he takes off again, this time stopping at the mosque, where he usually stays for less than an hour, unless it’s a Friday when he arrives just in time for the congregational prayer, stays behind afterward, and doesn’t go home until it’s dark.
Some days though, like today, Mahamadou does not go straight back to the office after eating this questionable fish. Sometimes he stops at a bakery on Sonac Street to talk to the pretty lady behind the counter. Three days ago, he visited the bakery, waited until the pretty lady’s shift was over and then took her to an apartment building down by the end of the street. They stayed for almost an hour, and then he dropped her off at Ntarikon. He drove in the opposite direction after that, all the way across town to his house on Cow Street, where his wife and children are. I wonder if he’s going to take her to the apartment building again today.
I take a deep breath in, slap on a pair of aviator sunglasses, and step out of my car and into the searing heat. The building, like most on the street, is three stories high, and the bakery occupies the entire ground floor. Above the bakery, on the first and second floors, are large signs strapped to the balconies advertising an Oxford international school, a linguistic center, a hair salon, and a restaurant. Two storefronts down, an excited group of white girls, bulky backpacks strapped to their backs, are pointing their phone cameras at two kids they found playing on the pavement, who stare shyly into their cameras. Just then a woman appears out of one of the stores wagging her finger at the group of tourists, threatening to break their phones or call the police for taking pictures of her children without permission. People are beginning to gather.
I glance away and move toward the bakery. The pastries’ flavorsome aromas and a cool breeze from the air conditioner by the door greets me the minute I step inside. It’s empty today, probably because it’s past lunchtime and the many government workers from the numerous offices in the area are back to work.
We have many of these bakeries/delis scattered across town now—roomy with gleaming floors, white walls, and colorful sets where customers can relax over a snack with their family and friends. It’s become a trend in the last couple of years, something adopted from Francophone culture, I think. I’ve taken the seat closest to the door, and the pretty lady would usually be taking my order, but she’s still behind the counter, busy smiling at whatever lie Mahamadou is telling her. I would not have guessed that the nature of their relationship was sexual if I wasn’t following him so intently. He is very discreet with her, holding himself aloof whenever in her presence, and she does the same. This is the closest I’ve come to the man since I started following him about two weeks ago. He’s either surrounded by people, a thin, dutiful smile on his face, or in his car, where I can’t reach him. I should just walk up to him, instead of cowering like this. After all, he’s just a guy, flesh and blood, and don’t they say that a man is on his best behavior when he’s around the woman he wants to shag? But this man is also a lumbering brute with a history of violence between us. It’s odd how he looks nothing like Fatima. I would not have guessed they were blood if she hadn’t told me so herself. Where Fatima’s face is soft and loving to look at, Mahamadou’s is hard with that ugly scar running down the middle of his forehead. He’s not an ugly man, but I find him quite scary to look at, perhaps because I know what he is capable of.
Only once did Fatima talk about him at length. “I’ve never really understood him,” she said. “As kids, he beat me often, but he would punish anyone who dared to mess with me because I walked like a boy. At home, when we were short of food, which was often, he wouldn’t eat until I’d eaten enough.”
We were on Station Hill that afternoon, a breezy harmattan afternoon, sitting close to the edge. Fatima’s lower lip quivered as she spoke, her eyes red from fighting back tears. I urged her to change the subject if talking about her brother caused her pain, but she said she needed to get it off her chest. “It was hard to tell if he loved me or hated me growing up. Things got even more complicated after I turned fourteen and he found out I liked girls. He called me an unbeliever, but what he doesn’t know is that I believe with my whole heart that Allah is the only God and that Mohamed, peace be upon him, is his messenger. I love my brother, even though he makes it hard for me to love him. I love my community. But it’s difficult for me to practice, you know. I don’t feel welcomed. I’m not the way I’m supposed to be and people say things, make jokes, about me, about my family. I’ve been thinking about denouncing my faith all together, but my heart won’t let me. I wish I could be myself and also be Muslim.”
Observing Mahamadou now, engrossed in conversation with his lady, I feel some of my anxiety drain away. I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to stop this absurd stalking and I’m going to walk over there right now and talk to him. I will introduce myself and ask him very nicely about his sister. What are the chances he would even recognize me after all these years? It’s impossible, right? I’m thinking these thoughts, working up the nerve to make a move, when Mahamadou suddenly turns around and looks right at me. I turn away quickly, using my locs to shield my face from him. He’s saying goodbye to his lady and then he’s moving down the aisle with long menacing steps toward me. I can’t breathe. My palms are suddenly sweaty and there’s a lump stuck in my throat that saliva won’t push down. The exit is too far away. This is it. He knows who I am, and he knows I’ve been following him. God, what is he going to do? Is he going to drag me outside by the hair and hand me over to his cronies hiding in the parking lot?
He walks past me with a polite nod and a smile and then he’s out the door. I don’t think he recognized me. Relief rushes out through my lungs and I jump to my feet and hasten after him. The lady at the counter is calling after me, asking me if I’m leaving already, but I ignore her. Outside, Mahamadou is rummaging through his pockets with his back to me. The crowd surrounding the tourists has dissipated, leaving only the two children now preoccupied with chasing a ball on the sidewalk. The key, or whatever Mahamadou is searching for, seems to be stuck in his pocket. I don’t think. I don’t wait. I propel myself forward until I’m standing right behind him.
My intention is to tap him on the shoulder or say something to announce myself, but then a familiar sound comes out of nowhere, startling me. It’s my phone. He does an about-face, alarmed as well, and we both stare at each other, his eyebrows raised in question and mine wide with uncertainty. This close to him, I can see the scar on his clean-shaven face, the thickness of his lips, black like the rest of his body, his flaring nostrils, and the redness of his eyeballs. If I thought he was intimidating from a distance, I misjudged. He’s frightening. His presence feels almost strangling. I should say something, seize the moment; instead, I find myself reaching for the phone in my back pocket, holding it up to him, and saying, “Sorry, my phone,” and before he can utter a word, I take off, as fast as my feet can manage.
He’s still standing in the same spot when I pull my car out of the parking lot, looking after me with a frown on his face. I lose sight of him when I pull into traffic and I hope to God he doesn’t follow me. My teeth are clattering uncontrollably, and my shaking hands can barely hold on to the steering wheel. I did not think coming face-to-face with him was going to be this hard. I should be braver than this. I’ve had years to overcome my traumatic memories of him.
I only realize I’m crying once I feel the tears running down my face. A storm is brewing inside me, emotion after unnamed emotion emerging from somewhere deep until I’m full-blown sobbing in traffic. Standing that close to him, looking into his eyes, has taken me back to a time when the sight of men in boots in the rain kept me locked in my dorm room for days, gasping for breath and afraid to fall asleep because he was always waiting for me in my dreams. It had taken Jamal years to get me out of that place and even now, it’s a struggle keeping myself from going back there.
A car horn goes off nearby and, judging by the gap between myself and the car ahead, I realize I’ve stopped moving. All around me, traffic screeches to a stop and bendskin riders jerk their bikes ahead of me. One taxi driver yells out his window, his voice loudest in the cacophony of curse words and honks aimed at me, “If you no sabi drive, shidong for house, madame. Na so wuna woman dem dey, waka cause traffic all side for town. I no even know who give wuna right for drive.”
I wipe my face hastily and step on the accelerator. Once the traffic is lighter, I ease my car off the road and park next to a washing point, not trusting myself to continue in my current state. The sun has left the sky but the air is still muggy and the car seats burn.
My phone rings from below the passenger’s seat, where it must have fallen during my rushed escape, and I lean over to fetch it.
“Bess, where are you?” Jamal’s voice comes through the phone speaker before I can even say “Allo.”
“This is not a good time, Jamal. Let me call you back later, please?” I say, clearing my throat and wiping my eyes as if the caller can see me.
“Wallahi, you forgot what today is?” His tone is accusatory, and I feel like this alone should jog my memory, but I can’t recall what we had planned. My mind is stuck with the man I just left at the bakery. Jamal is saying something again, which I only catch halfway because I keep spacing out. “ . . . wedding is today and you’re supposed to be here with me, Bessem. How could you forget?”
“Oh my God!” It all comes rushing back to me. “I’m so sorry, Jamal. I will be right there.” I hang up, Mahamadou and all else forgotten, and I steer my car back onto the road, set on making it across town before nightfall. How could I have forgotten? Today of all days, how could I have failed to put Jamal first? How did I even let myself get caught up in following Mahamadou today when the plan all week has been to focus on Jamal and give him my full support during this trying time? My only job since the ugly rumors about Jamal started—or, since he told me he was considering marrying a woman to squash those rumors—has been to stop him from making the biggest mistake of his life. And somehow I’ve failed.
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I first met Jamal on the night Boyzies was raided by the police. It was March, a few months after Fatima’s disappearance, a time when I went through the days holding my breath, hoping for the sound of her voice, or expecting her to sneak up on me at any moment. I had it all planned, how I would welcome Fatima back if she dared show her face after ghosting me for months. First, I would refuse to open the door when she knocked and second, I would snub her when she ran up to me on campus, brimming with apologies. I planned to make her suffer for a long time. It would make up for the state of limbo she’d left me in.
That evening I went for a walk to clear my head, a new habit established to distract myself. I put my body through long tedious runs in the mornings, took Tae Bo classes in the afternoons, and went for power walks in the evenings. I engaged in just about any sportive activity, anything to keep my mind focused on my body’s external, physical pain, rather than anything internal. I was power-walking up a fence-lined neighborhood, potholes everywhere, past a school, when suddenly I heard a loud bang up ahead. The noise was followed by men shouting and then the sound of a flash grenade.
Alarmed, I ran behind a utility pole for cover and waited about a minute or so. When nothing else happened, I inched forward slowly. I thought about running back the way I came, but I ended up closer to the clamor instead, my curiosity getting the better of me. People were running helter-skelter outside Boyzies, and policemen were roughing up young men and hauling them into their trucks. One of the detainees slipped past, but an officer was close on his tail, and both men were headed my way. Not wanting to get caught in whatever was going on, I did an about-face and started down the road, turning a corner once I hit the main street. For the first time in my life I wished that streetlights didn’t exist—they were suddenly everywhere I ran, exposing me when I wanted to stay hidden. The escaped detainee was fast and came around the corner in no time. “Help me, please,” he called, reaching toward me before we collided.
“Let go of me! Whatever you did I don’t want to die with you,” I cried. Heavy footfalls were echoing down the road, gaining on us, and we both stopped to listen. Up close, the guy seemed to be around my age, his eyes darting around the empty street looking for a place to hide. He scurried into an alley and disappeared into the darkness, leaving me confused about what to do next. My pulse was racing. What if I ran and the policeman mistook me for him? Would it be better to stay and point the policeman in the right direction? And then he appeared from around the corner, a stocky man covered from head to toe in black military gear and carrying a handgun. His steps slowed when he spotted me, hands on my head.
I could not see his face, but waves of agitation rolled off him. He said something to me; I don’t recall what, but I remember pointing him in the wrong direction even though my mind was screaming at me to be a good citizen. I think he said something like “go home” or “a girl shouldn’t be out at night by herself,” and then he took off.
I jumped, seconds later, when I heard a noise to my left. It was the young man. He was back on the street, emerging cautiously from the shadows, the policeman long gone. “You’re still here?” I said angrily, and he indicated that the alley led nowhere, thanked me, and left. I went home that day thinking about the boy whose name I did not know and hoping that he made it home safe. I avoided walking past Boyzies on my way home. The next morning, however, I would hear about what it was the police had been doing there.
We were sitting on the balcony outside my dorm room, me and a bunch of other students passing the time while we waited for the taps to start running. The guys and girls told the story with glee. They said an anonymous report had been made to the police about the activities that went on inside Boyzies. Three men had lost their lives running from the police that night, a few had escaped, many had been injured, and many more were towed off to jail. “Those diaper-wearing men, ehn, thank God the police finally decided to do something about them. Why would a man allow another man to use his behind like that? Over my dead body,” one girl said, snapping her fingers over her shoulders, her face contorted with disgust.
“There were lesbians there too, o. But lesbians, mehn, lesbians are the type of gay I can tolerate,” one guy said. “Two women together is not that serious. There’s no penetration, so it doesn’t really count as sex? If I come across two women like that, ehn, they will forget all about lesbianism after I baptize them with my dick.” The group cackled with laughter. “But gay men, I swear if I see one of them, if I see a boy looking at me one funny way, I will stone him to death before the police come. Prison for five years is too lenient for those people. It should have been punishment by hanging.”
The next day I walked by two guys in the quad having this same exchange, because it was pretty much all that anyone talked about those days. “Did you hear? This morning, the names of all the gays in town were released in a newspaper. One of the names is a man from my quartier, chai.” My heart stopped. “Do you have the newspaper?” I asked, and when they said no, I ran down to one of the boutiques near campus. True to the rumor, the list of names appeared under the headline “Caught In The Act. What Is The Government Going To Do About These Sick People?” I scanned the list, my hands trembling. My name wasn’t on it, neither was Fatima’s. But it was not until after I had returned to my room and slumped down on the bed with fatigue, newspaper still clutched in my hand, that I realized only men were listed in the tabloid. In the days that followed, the streets were simmering, tensions building as the mobs gathered, plotting, waiting to take justice into their own hands in case the police failed to serve justice and released the gays back into the streets.
Fear filled me like a disease, paralyzing my mind, confining me to my room for days, afraid to go outside where I knew I would be expected to partake in the vitriolic display of homophobia. When I was able to leave my room without suffering a panic attack, before stepping out I would take a long, hard look at myself in the mirror and remind myself to act normal out there. I had always known how people felt about same-sex relationships. The events of that period made it clear to me just how deep that hatred went. And like Fatima had said, people were never going to accept or understand our kind of love, and so I retaught myself, from that point on, the art of hiding in plain sight. I’d gotten careless while with Fatima, but I reacquired the skill of nodding in agreement to things I disagreed with for the sake of fitting in. I went about my days thinking not only about Fatima’s whereabouts and the ongoing war against the queers, but also about the boy I saved that night. I wondered what he’d been doing at Boyzies, if he went there often, and why I’d never seen him there before. Was he like me? I imagined fate had led me to him and sought out his face in crowds, hoping to see him again. I found joy in knowing that he might be safe because of a choice I made that night.
The second time I met him was weeks later at the school fair. He was there representing his faculty—faculty of law, and I was there representing my faculty—faculty of economic sciences. It was our first time taking on such big roles as fourth-year students. Inside one of the fair canopies reserved for faculty representatives, I found him at a high table, the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen. Fulani features: fair skin, soft curly hair, a pointed nose, thin lips, and dark brown eyes that saw right through me. He recognized me first and referred to me as, girl from that night. “I am Jamal,” he introduced himself, taking my hand in both of his and refusing to let go. He was what I called “too friendly.” Everywhere he went, girls would stop and stare and he never seemed to notice. If I were even a little bit into guys, it would have been Jamal. And he once said to me, “Why did God make you a girl na? We would have been perfect for each other. This is not fair!” Jamal and I went from zero to best friends in a week.
Jamal had been at Boyzies that night to meet a guy, he later told me. It was his first time summoning the courage. And it was a period of great turmoil for him as well, questioning his faith and sexuality. “I’m not even sure if I like men. I wanted to be sure.” He was nervous when he stepped inside Boyzies. The guy was already waiting for him in a booth at the back. He wasn’t bad-looking, even though he was older than Jamal would have preferred, and when he left the table to go get drinks from the bar, that’s when the police burst in. Jamal ran out the back door but the building was surrounded. He managed to slip away as an officer tried forcing him toward the trucks parked out front. “He hasn’t texted me back. Maybe the police arrested him.”
I recall Jamal gave me this sad smile when I told him about Fatima and said, “We will find her, I promise. And until we find her, it’s my job to make sure that you’re always smiling.” And to live up to his promise, Jamal took me dancing every weekend and made sure that I was never sad on his watch. He showed up to walk me home after classes and came around to my dorm room unannounced.
“You can’t keep showing up to my place whenever you feel like it,” I said to him one afternoon when I came home to find him in my room making food. “How did you even get in? I locked the door on my way out.” He did not respond; instead he made me sit down at the table and placed before me a plate of the most foul-tasting jollof rice I had ever eaten.
He even took me home on holidays to visit his mom who just recently passed. She was the only one who accepted Jamal’s decision to leave Islam, even though she herself, a practicing Muslim, struggled with the idea at first. She must have said something to Jamal’s dad on her deathbed, because his attitude toward Jamal has changed significantly. “Does he know the reason why you left?” I’d asked Jamal once and he said, “If he knew I’m sure he would have died of a heart attack. One battle at a time, Bessem.”
When Jamal and I got promoted to associate professors, we were in traffic after a celebratory lunch with friends and colleagues and Jamal spotted this young girl hawking fake watches at Ngeng Junction along with a dozen other teenagers. He got very upset. She was the daughter of his favorite fruit seller at Food Market, recently enrolled at the university, he said. She was about twenty, short and slender, and had the type of bewitching face that made you stop and look again. Her pretty eyes peered at us through a wild tangle of hair when she ran up to the car, sweaty in an oversized T-shirt and shorts, a vending tray strapped around her waist, chanting, “Buy your Rolex!” She startled when she recognized Jamal. “Good afternoon, sir.”
“Mafo, what are you doing here? Are you not supposed to be in school? Does your mother know you’re here?” Jamal asked, his voice stern. She was reluctant to speak at first, puckering her lips and fidgeting with her hands on the vending tray. The traffic ahead began to move, so Jamal asked her to get in the car. She would tell us, on the short drive to Jamal’s place, in a small, quavering voice, tears running down her face, how she landed on the streets. “My math professor, anytime he will see me on campus, he will call for me and start telling me that I’m very beautiful. When he asked for my number and I refused to give it to him, he said I will never graduate if I don’t become his girlfriend. He even refused to release my second-semester exam results, and I don’t know who gave him my number. He kept calling and harassing me, so I decided to leave school and hustle.”
The next day Jamal went to see Mafo’s math professor, Amahbo, a balding man with a middle-aged spread and a dowager’s hump who spoke with a phony American accent. He denied ever propositioning Mafo. It was a risky thing for Jamal to do; taking Mafo’s side over his colleague’s with no hard evidence, but he did it anyway, telling me in an irate tone, “She’s a good girl, very smart, and Professor Amahbo has a reputation for getting handsy with female students. He did a similar thing to my cousin a few years back. It’s not right, the way he’s using his position against these girls.”
Jamal tried to appeal to Professor Amahbo’s good side, man to man, asking him to spare Mafo as a professional courtesy, but on the first day Mafo returned to school, he pulled her aside and said to her, “You reported me to my colleague, ehn. I will make sure you never make it to level two,” and she came crying to Jamal afterward. Jamal gave up civility and took the matter straight to the vice chancellor after the dean of faculty ignored his complaint. Somehow, mysteriously, Jamal’s squabble with Professor Amahbo got leaked on Facebook and many students, former and present, started coming forward, claiming that they too had been sexually harassed by the math professor. The call for justice on social media and from parents became impossible for the school to ignore and so Professor Amahbo was placed on early retirement.
I think of the past, of Jamal’s infuriatingly moral stance, and how readily he risked his job for Mafo, and I think of the accusations that are being made against Jamal now about sexually harassing his student and it makes no sense at all. We had plans, Jamal and me, plans to get tenure and use the power that came with it to address the mounting complaints from students about inappropriate teacher behaviors. We’ve even petitioned the school board for a regulatory body but have yet to hear back from them. Our plans were on track until last month when the rumors began.
They started the way all rumors on campus start—like a joke. We’ve become inured to these rumors—students claiming that the entire academic staff belongs to a secret cult that makes human sacrifices annually on campus while dressed in bloodred robes and pointy black hats. Each time a lecturer passes on and the professors, all garbed in faculty gowns, follow a coffin in a funeral procession across campus, students say that he or she died because they failed their pact with the devil.
The rumor about Jamal was supposed to be swept under the rug like all the other rumors, but sadly, the student in question is quite adamant. Ramsey—I think that’s his name—has gotten his affluent family involved and they are threatening court action, putting the university under immense pressure to do something about Jamal. Jamal, of course, has denied the claims before the school disciplinary council. “The worst part is I had to look the members of the disciplinary committee in the eye and deny being a homosexual man. Can you believe this nonsense?” Jamal was trying very hard not to cry when he came over to my flat after the hearing last month. He lay on the sofa with his head on my lap, lost in a world of distress, while I combed my fingers through his soft fluffy hair, wishing I could do more to reassure him that everything was going to be all right. “That boy is a demon from hell, I swear. All this because I gave him a mark he didn’t like, insisting that I asked to have sex with him in exchange for marks. Who put him up to this? What did I ever do to that kid? And it’s this kind of thing I’ve always been afraid of.”
Later that evening, after I had forced him to eat something, his face flushed, eyes bloodshot and puffy from crying all afternoon, he said in a small voice, “Mr. Tata suggested I marry a girl, you know. He said marriage will make me less suspicious. It will make my innocence more believable. He said this sort of thing has happened before at this university and the guy in question, deceased now, married a girl and the whole thing went away.”
“Surely you are not considering doing such a thing.”
He did not respond.
Two days later, at his behest, I went over to his place and was introduced to a girl I’d never met before. “This is my fiancée, Nemfor. Nemfor, meet Bessem, my best friend.” I was dumbfounded. I shook her hand and asked to see Jamal outside. On the balcony, out of earshot, he told me, “I know what you’re going to say, but don’t bother saying it, I’ve made up my mind.” Jamal stuck out his chin in stubborn determination. No amount of persuasion from me has changed his mind.
And today I am in Mulang, a suburb in Bamenda where his Christian bride-to-be grew up, about to witness his traditional wedding. I’d driven straight here after Jamal’s call pulled me out of feeling sorry for myself on the side of the road. It’s dark outside and the room we’re in is overcrowded with Jamal’s friends and family—I’m surprised at how many of his relatives showed up after they’d pretended he didn’t exist for years—sitting on benches set in tight rows on two sides of the room with a narrow aisle between. The room looks to be the parlor of a generously proportioned residence. On the white walls, fresh with the smell of new paint, are haphazardly arranged family photos and certificates. The ceiling is coffered, the floor ceramic, and a sofa and cupboard with more photographs on it has been pushed to one corner to make space for the visitors.
Delicious aromas from the food being served to the guests waft through the room. A girl, identical to the bride, sporting a short floral kaba, makes her way up the aisle and asks Jamal and I, seated side by side in the front row, “Do you want something to drink?” I start to say “33” Export out of habit, but an image drifts into my mind, of my cousin’s battered state the day he was released from capture. He’d been kidnapped and held for ransom by the separatists for ignoring their warning not to consume products from or do business with the French-related company Les Brasseries du Cameroun. I ask the girl in the floral kaba for a Guinness Smooth instead. Jamal wants nothing.
Suddenly there’s cheering and whistling in the crowd, and I look up to where everyone’s attention is focused. Two women, the bride’s mother and aunt, have just emerged from a battened and ledged door at the back and are bringing with them a person whose head is covered by a wrapper, holding this person under the armpits, one on each side, to the focal point of the room. Adorned in blue fabric, we can only see this mysterious person from the knees down. The crowd is abuzz with speculation as to who it might be. The bride’s family has kept her hidden from us since we got here, which has heightened the presumptive murmurs. Silence descends on the room when the bride’s mother clears her throat and says pointedly to Jamal, “Son, you did a good thing by coming to ask for our daughter’s hand in marriage. The problem now is we are not sure which of our daughters you want because we have many in this compound. If you love our daughter as much as you say you do, and are serious about marrying her, then identifying her blindly will come naturally to you. It shows us that we are giving our daughter to someone who knows her well and will take good care of her.
“Now tell us, if we lift this veil, are we going to find your wife behind it? Think carefully because there’s a fine of ten thousand francs every time you guess wrong.” Her hands are around the covered lady’s shoulders as she speaks.
Beside me, Jamal reaches up and scratches his beard as he tries to decide his answers, his eyes darting back and forth between the women and the roaring audience, as people are either yelling, “Pick her,” or “It’s not her, Jamal.” He turns to me, garbed in a dark blue three-piece dala with a handcrafted cap of an even darker blue, worn to complement the outfit. His eyes are pleading with me, and I shrug because all the women in the bride’s family look almost alike in height and build—tall, slim, with varying shades of light skin. The mother, the aunt, and the bride could be under that veil, and I wouldn’t be able to tell them apart.
“She’s my wife!” Jamal calls out and then scrunches his face as he waits for the women’s reaction.
“Are you sure?” the bride’s mother asks, her eyes boring into Jamal as if to compel him to change his mind. The crowd is throbbing with doubt now, even those who had previously told Jamal to pick her.
“I’m sure,” Jamal says, and as the veil is being lifted off, the whole room goes mute. It’s not Nemfor. It’s a girl who is built exactly like Nemfor but looks nothing like her. A chorus of ahs and uhs go off in the audience. Everyone but the bride’s family is displeased with the outcome and the bride’s mother, with a victorious grin on her face, struts her way toward Jamal, poised like a queen in her purple boubou, chandelier earrings, and bejewelled fingers, and shows him her palm. Promptly, Jamal reaches inside the wide sleeves of his robe and places two FCFA bills in her outstretched hand. She folds the bills in two, humming, sticks them in her bra, and prances back to the stage where she whispers something to the other two women before they all make their way off the stage. But as they reach the battened door, one of the women lets out an exclamation of displeasure, bringing her small entourage to a standstill.
“Eh, my son.” The bride’s aunt, the one who prompted the halt, turns to Jamal. “The fuel in our car is finished, o. How are we going to fetch your wife without fuel?” She pretends to be stuck on the spot, imitating the low hum of a weak fuel pump and the other two women join in. The audience erupts in laughter. One of Jamal’s uncles, seated behind us, leans in and says to Jamal, “Give them money for fuel, if not we will not leave this place today. And try to guess correctly next time, my boy.” Jamal wastes no time coming to his feet. He marches up to the women, pulling the falling sleeves of his dala over his shoulder as he goes. The aunt, when she accepts money from Jamal, wets her finger with the tip of her tongue, counts it gingerly, and then her face falls. “Fuel is expensive these days, o. This money cannot do anything.” She’s still not satisfied when Jamal presses more cash into her hand, turning to us and saying, “My in-laws, you people want to sleep here today? Come and give us money for fuel. Come and support your boy.”
Before she can even finish speaking, Jamal’s uncle, a small, frolicsome man, springs to his feet and sashays his way up to the women, his exaggerated attempt to walk like a royal drawing laughter from onlookers. He doesn’t hand the women the money the way Jamal did, rather he places the bills on their foreheads, letting them rain down. On his way back, he nudges me to follow his example, which I do, and soon pretty much everyone in the room is showering the women with money. When no one else is rising from their seats, the aunt gathers the banknotes from the ground, counts them with a smile, and then shuffles her feet forward in the direction of the door.
Three more women are presented to us in the same fashion as the first, and Jamal’s guesses are all wrong. None of the women are Nemfor, but he keeps assuming with conviction that they are despite the crowd urging him to make a different choice. We’ve bled plenty of cash at this point. The fifth lady is onstage now and the rules that applied to the other four have changed. “It’s as if you’re not serious about marrying our daughter,” the bride’s aunt says. “For this reason, the fine has gone from ten thousand to twenty thousand.” Disorderly voices break out in the room complaining that the amount is too high, and the aunt turns furious. “I am very disappointed in you, my in-laws,” she says, standing up straighter, her outfit similar to her sister’s but red. “Our daughter is not fake jewelry you can buy for chicken change. She has a degree in education and do I need to remind you that her skin is yellow, original yellow, not njangsa yellow. Yellow girls are more expensive than dark ones, you know that. You people should be thanking God that we are even considering giving her to you.” The men especially are offended by her criticism and so they reach deeper into their pockets for fuel money.
Next to me Jamal is humming with anxiety. His hands, buried in the folds of his outfit, are shaking, and he’s perspiring through his clothes. He hides his unease well, concealed behind a charming smile, but I’ve watched him fidget since I sat down next to him. And as the evening progresses, so does the bounce in his right leg. His lower lip is pressed tight against the upper one, eyes shifting around without focus. It’s even worse that he’s holding himself very delicately, like an injured kitten. I’ve only ever seen him like this three other times, so completely wound-up and agonized: a year ago when his mum passed away; last month when he showed up at my apartment after the disciplinary hearing; and in uni when he came to my dorm room trembling and sniffling after his first heartbreak. “He said he’s not sure he wants to be with a boy,” Jamal had said to me, sitting on the edge of my bed, cradling his lower abdomen like he was in great pain, similar to how he’s holding himself right now.
“And he waited until now to say so after leading you on for almost a year? Take me to him right now, Jamal. I will beat some sense into that boy.” I was already stepping into my running shoes by the door when Jamal stopped me and pulled me back inside. “You can’t blame him for this, Bess. I was the one who went and fell in love,” he said, holding back tears, probably because his dad taught him growing up that boys are not supposed to cry in front of girls. I cried for him because not that long ago, Jamal would come over red in the face as he talked about his crush. He was in Jamal’s class and the captain of the school basketball club. “He’s so tall and handsome,” Jamal would say, the stars reflecting in his eyes. “Do you think I should tell him I like him?” And when he told the boy he liked him, the boy had said, “I like you too but I’m not sure if it’s in that way. Let’s wait and see.” Jamal waited for months and in the end came home to me hurt. I don’t think he’s ever truly gotten over Penn.
“You know you don’t have to go through with this, right? No paper has been signed yet. We can get up right now and leave,” I whisper in Jamal’s ear and he turns to me, his face flushed with anger. We’ve been whisper-fighting since I got here, me reminding him that his wife-to-be is a human woman with a vagina that requires attention, and him arguing that, how hard can marriage to a woman be? Men like me have done it before.
“You can leave if you don’t want to be here, Bessem. I need your support, not your judgment,” he says through clenched teeth, an obstinate finality in his tone, a tone I’ve grown accustomed to since Nemfor came into the picture. So I shut up and stew in silence. The sixth lady has been brought out, and the crowd is ablaze with supposition. Jamal’s answer remains the same, “Yes, she’s my wife,” and even at this point his dad—Jamal’s lookalike—comes over and slaps him on the back saying, “Son, you want to fall victim for a sixth time? Change your answer this once, please. We have lost too much money to these people.” But Jamal is undeterred, standing his ground. The bride’s mother is onstage asking, “Are you sure?” He nods.
The lady under the veil is Nemfor. Two hours and many banknotes later, she is finally standing before us, five foot four, taller than Jamal, light brown skin smooth as a moonstone, breathtaking figure, and a face that is neither ugly nor beautiful. On her head sits a coral bead crown with matching jewelry around her neck and wrists, and her outfit, a flowing, sleeveless dress, the same blue as Jamal’s dala, hugs her curves in a sort of queenly way. The crowd goes wild, whistling and applauding. If Jamal wasn’t who he was, she would have been a perfect choice for him: a secondary school teacher in her early thirties with a decent salary, childless with no record of previous marriages, and with proper manners. This is how my mother would describe Nemfor. Mum would go further to say that she seems like the type of woman who puts her husband first, which to mum defines a good woman. “I’ve known her since we were in secondary school. She wrote me a love letter in form three and I didn’t reply. I was too shy. We reconnected on Facebook last year and she still liked me, so when the idea of marriage came up I thought of her,” Jamal had said when we were out on his balcony that day, whispering so Nemfor couldn’t overhear us.
The bride’s father, a man of average height in a black dashiki, seated in the first row, pats his daughter on the head when she’s guided by her mother to kneel before him. He produces a drinking horn filled with what I presume is water, hands it to his daughter, and says, “There are many men in this room, Nemfor. Give this drink to the one you have chosen, so we know for sure who he is, okay?”
Nemfor smiles sheepishly as she turns to the audience, horn clasped in both hands. Her steps are slow and measured while she scans the guests. She pauses before Jamal, waiting with a smile, and the whole room holds its breath, anticipating her next move. She seems to be examining Jamal, his face, his clothes, looking for a sign that he is her chosen one. She shakes her head in the end, steps away from Jamal and starts down the aisle, leaving Jamal foundering and the men guffawing and mocking him. “Your woman dong run you, bruh.” She saunters down the aisle, stopping before each row to look for her husband in the faces of all the other men in the room, men who are reaching out their hands to her like starving children and calling, “Please pick me instead. I promise I will take better care of you.”
She goes all the way to the back of the room, unfaltering in her quest to find her husband. He’s not in the back either, so she ambles her way back up the aisle where she stops in front of Jamal once more. This time she drops down on one knee before him, exuding prostration, and with both hands offers him the drinking horn. Her actions are greeted by cheering that reverberates around the room. Jamal helps his bride up and guides her to her father’s side where they both kneel before him. The father lays a hand on each of their heads and showers them with blessings, then, “Drink from this horn, my son, bind our two families together forever.”
Just then, Flavour’s “Adamma” comes on, igniting the atmosphere, and the newlyweds leap to their feet at the first musical interlude of the evening. The guests crowd around the dancing couple to spray them with money. And in the background, food, drink, kola nut, and gossip pass between the parents, cementing their bond even further.
The clock is just about to strike eleven when the DJ turns off his equipment and people start filing out. In the yard, drunken friends and relatives from the bride’s side of the family singing off-key and insisting they are not drunk are being crammed into cars about to leave Mulang. I pull my car up behind Jamal’s in the procession of vehicles and follow him into the night hoping for Nemfor’s sake and for Jamal’s that they are up for the challenge ahead.
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Fati, you and I did not make nearly enough memories together, but the few I have I hold close to my heart. The world can strip us of things we cherish, rid us of the desire to live, but our memories will always be ours, precious, kept away. I woke up this morning anxious about something I could not put my finger on. Bad days start this way—a mechanical awakening on what is supposed to be your day off, followed by a series of mishaps like bumping your head against the headboard when you try to get out of bed or stubbing your toe on your way to the bathroom. It goes on and on—you bruise your gums while brushing and then burn your pinkie on hot brass trying to make an omelet. Forget that these are things you’ve mastered over the course of your life. And then I got the call—the one that determined the rest of my miserable day. My mother urged me to come home immediately. Said it was about Dad; he’d been rushed to the hospital. Hearing Mum’s voice, especially after all that has happened recently—encountering Alimatou and then your brother—made me think of you, Fati. It is a memory I’ve kept buried underneath other memories, but her words immediately took me back to that day many years ago when you got arrested for selling weed.
It had been raining heavily even though it was November. I was at my bathroom sink attempting to dye my hair blond because I saw Eve do it in her “Gotta Man” music video and I loved Eve. I’d trimmed my afro at the barber’s earlier; they charged too much to apply the dye so I was home with two boxes of Subaru. I did all this while wearing tight black leather pants because they looked good on Eve. (I still haven’t outgrown my love for leather pants. Jamal taunts me constantly by calling me “Madame Leather.”) I hadn’t seen you in two days, Fati, and I planned to surprise you that evening with my new hairdo. I was sure you would love it. Just as I had finished applying the dye and covering my hair with aluminum foil, I heard banging on the door. I looked down at the mess in the sink—empty boxes, a mixing cup wiped nearly clean of dye, a comb caked with hair and grease—and I considered ignoring whoever it was. But the knocking grew persistent, so I wiped my hands on a towel and went to the door.
“Bess, you have to hurry, please. Fatima has been arrested and the police are threatening to take her to Station if we don’t give them something. They are asking for 20,000 francs and I don’t have it.” Alimatou was out of breath and sweating profusely when I opened the door, almost like she had run to my place.
“What do you mean by Fatima has been arrested? What for? Where is she?”
“I will explain later. Do you have up to that amount?”
“I . . . yes. Wait here, let me come.” I ran inside and took out the cash I kept hidden under my mattress. Not thinking clearly, I forget I have dye in my hair and will walk around for a month after with a dyed scalp looking like a bald eagle.
The next few minutes went by very quickly: the trip in a taxi to the police station, followed by the restless wait on a bench while the police processed the papers for your release. The building had stained walls and the floor was littered with streaks of mud, especially at the corners, as if it had been mopped by a disgruntled ten-year-old. Slumped down on that bench, next to Alimatou and other waiting civilians, I looked up eagerly whenever a door squeaked open and an officer emerged, only to ignore us. My worry turned to frustration, then anger. How could she have done such a stupid thing?
You came out of that jail cell looking like a rag doll that had been dragged through the streets in the dust. Your clothes were filthy, your skin ashy, and your upper lip was busted. And yet, when an unsmiling officer brought you out in handcuffs and you saw me on the other side of the waiting room, you smiled, a secret smile just for me, and my heart softened. But all that shifted on the way home.
“So you’re Pablo Escobar now, hmm, Fati?” We were on your bed, your head in my lap as I tended to your busted lip, swiping the bruised area with alcohol. You winced and rolled over on your side. Burying your face in my abdomen, you murmured, “Please don’t yell. My head is pounding and I just want you to hold me.”
I held you. I held you every night for two days waiting for your headache to go away so I could tell you all the ways I was mad at you. On the third day when I saw you were feeling a little better, less feverish, I said, “We should break up. I can’t date a drug lord or lady or whatever you are.”
You started moaning and grabbing your head as if in great pain. “Bessem, I think I’m dying,” you cried, and then, “My head, my head.” You rolled off the pillows and slipped your arms around my waist, resting your head on my breast.
I panicked, filled with guilt for being insensitive, and I spent the rest of the day checking your temperature, feeding you a double dose of paracetamol against your will, and massaging your temples. I asked to take you to the hospital. “No hospitals. The doctors will ask to see my parents and I don’t want them to know about the weed.”
It was on the fourth day that I discovered you’d been tricking me all along. You weren’t sick. You were pretending to be sick. I wonder how long you would’ve kept up the charade, Fati, if I hadn’t caught you in the act. I had gone back to my room across campus to pick up a few personal things and collect lecture notes Nkeh had taken in the classes I’d missed while taking care of you. I was going to be gone for a while. On my way back, earlier than I anticipated, your door was slightly ajar. I heard voices, yours and Alimatou’s. You were sitting up in bed, strong as a bull, laughing at something Alimatou was saying. I frowned because just that morning, before I left, you were unable to get out of bed.
“Bessem is maaaaad at me, o. I see her bubbling with anger every day. You know, the other day she tried to break up with me. I started having a brain seizure instantly.”
Alimatou laughed. “How long do you plan on being sick?”
You shrugged. “As long as it takes for her to calm down. You know how impulsive she is.”
I dropped my overnight bag and both your heads snapped around at the sound. Smoke came out of my ears and I clenched my fists, tempted to march right in and punch you in the face, or at least shake your head until you developed a real headache. Instead, I turned around and walked away, ignoring the sound of your voice calling after me.
You caught up to me on the gravelly path leading out of the Southside, a windy stretch of road with whitewashed stones outlining it and browning grass on either side. You were still in your pajamas, the ones I got you for your birthday, and you were sweating all over from running after me.
“Bessem, I’m sorry,” you said, breath hitched, hanging on to my arm. I tried to slip out of your grip but you refused to let me go. The Southside quad had close to a dozen people in it, standing or sitting in small groups, and they all stopped to stare at the scene even though they were too far away to hear us.
“Talk to me, Bessem, please.”
“Now you want to talk, ehn, after making a fool of me for days. Who does that? What type of person are you, making me think you were sick, worrying about you, you Pablo-person.”
You let go of me immediately, your brows coming together. “You have to stop calling me that, Bessem. I’m not a drug lord and you know it.”
I almost stopped being mad at you, the way my words seemed to affect you, but then I remembered it was probably just another one of your acts. It sparked more rage in me. “If you’re not a drug lord, tell me why were you out there selling drugs? What possessed you to do such a thing? You’re lucky those policemen only care about bribes. You could have been sent to jail, like a real jail.”
“I needed the money, Bessem, and a friend suggested I do it. And weed is grass, not drugs.”
“So you would rather sell ‘grass’ and risk jail than ask me for help?”
“I’ve told you I don’t want your money. It’s not right.”
“Well, for someone who doesn’t want anything to do with my money, I’m sure it will make you happy knowing that all my allowance this semester was used to bail you out. Think about that.”
I took off and this time you did not follow me.
I honestly thought you believed me, Fati, when I said it was over between us. I meant it when I said it, but as the hours turned to a day and a half with no word from you—no persistent knocking on my door or footsteps following mine—I became worried. It was so unlike you. The possibility of us no longer being together tortured me, and I considered showing up at your door but pride wouldn’t let me. Whenever I was pissed off at you, which was often, I’d stop speaking to you, even after I’d forgiven you. This time I decided I wasn’t going to speak to you for a whole year, no matter how tempted I was.
I was in class, several days after the weed incident, trying and failing to concentrate on what the foreign exchange professor was saying when you sneaked in and sat in the empty seat next to me. The lecture hall was packed with students and I was in the back because I came late. I turned to you, befuddled, but your attention was focused on the professor. You were even taking down notes as if you belonged in my class. I figured I would ignore you the same way you were ignoring me, but once the lecture was over, it was impossible.
I corked my pen and put my books away. You corked your pen and put your books away. I stood up. You stood up. I turned to you, frowning. You turned to me, frowning. I shook my head and walked toward the door. You did the same, copying my gait, shoulder to shoulder. When I stopped, you stopped, and when I moved forward, you joined me. I said hi to a friend, and you said hi to that friend, in my voice. I smiled, you smiled. Everything I did, you did exactly the same way.
By the time we descended the stairs and exited the building, I was huffing and puffing, exasperated beyond words. You mimicked my frustration, which vexed me more. When evening came around, you were in my room hunched over the table like I was, pretending to read a text about monetary policy. I’d tried to kick you out earlier, but with you imitating my every action, it was impossible. It was so quiet in my room I could hear you aping my breathing pattern. I stood up to go pee, and you followed me into the bathroom. That’s when I lost it. I began to chuckle quietly at first, but the more I imagined the two of us trying to fit on the same toilet seat at the same time, the more I felt laughter bubbling up my throat and out my mouth. You burst out laughing too. And then, at some point, something clicked between us and we both stopped laughing and just stared at each other. We ended up naked on the bed after that.
This is how you, Fati, ended up coming home with me that Christmas. It was one of my conditions. If you wanted my forgiveness, you had to come home with me. Alimatou was a bad influence, and I did not want you spending too much time with her. You refused to name names, of course, but I knew she was the friend who convinced you to sell weed. You were safe with me, I decided, safer still in my parents’ house where I could keep an eye on you during the short break. You did not warm up to the idea easily. You had all these concerns about meeting my parents for the first time. “What are they going to think? They will suspect something, I’m sure.” But you had nothing to worry about, Fati. Mum loved it when I brought friends over. She was always worried I did not make enough friends and would refer to every kid in my class as “your friend” and insist I go play with them.
That holiday was the best Christmas of my life, watching you fumble around and embarrass yourself, trying to impress my mother.
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Mum did not think twice about letting us sleep in the same bed. We were just two girls as far as she was concerned, and what immoral things could two girls possibly do to each other under the cover of night? Earlier, when we stepped out of the transport vehicle and I pointed at my house, you whistled in admiration. “Bessem, this house looks like a rich-people house. Are you sure this is where you live?”
I scoffed because I’d never thought of my family as rich. Did I ever want for food or money? No. Did I have excesses in my life? No. My dad was a secondary school principal turned divisional delegate of secondary education of Nkambe and owned a large fish farm in Binju. My mum worked for the reverend sisters delivering babies at the hospital.
It was not until after you disappeared and I went looking for you, Fati, that I truly understood why you kept insisting I was rich. Your house looked like something out of those poverty-themed documentaries foreigners like to make about Africa, and your mum and dad sold leather sandals side by side on a mat near Commercial Avenue. Mahamadou was a bus driver for a transport agency, I think. He had dropped out of school to get a job and help pay for your tuition. It struck me as odd, the lengths he went to, to ensure you were cared for, despite his hatred for you. I begged you several times to take me to see your family, just as a friend. “I want to meet the awesome people that made you.”
“I can’t take you home, Bessem. There’s no way my family will believe we’re just friends.” I was upset at this, convinced that you were ashamed of me. I know differently now. You were only trying to protect me from Mahamadou, Fati. You wanted to keep me separate from your family, to keep their beliefs from poisoning what we had. In a way, it is the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me.
“Don’t worry, one day you are going to make a lot of money as an engineer and you are going to build your mum and dad a house just like this one or even bigger,” I said to you as we walked toward my parents’ house. Your grip on my hand tightened, and you had this dejected look on your face, your eyes glistening with unshed tears. You got that way whenever your family was mentioned. I wanted to take you in my arms right there in front of my parents’ house and reassure you that everything was going to be all right, but then Mum’s jubilant voice rang through the front door, welcoming us home.
Mum liked you instantly; after I introduced you, she gave you a big hug and then held you out at arm’s length to check if you were in good physical shape. She greeted me the same way whenever I came home from school. “I hope you are not doing that slim-course nonsense. Kids these days, I don’t know who told you that being slim is a good thing. You people walk around looking like broomsticks in the name of fashion. You have to eat three heavy meals a day, ehn. Look at me. A woman should have meat on her body to attract a husband, not that the two of you should go looking for husbands before finishing school.” You stood awkwardly in my mother’s embrace, Fati, a stiff smile on your face, giving me a look that said, “Help me.” I shrugged innocently, enjoying the scene too much to want it to end.
I never told you this, but just before we walked inside the house, Mum whispered to me, “Why is she wearing a boy’s clothes?”
I smiled, not shocked at all by Mum’s assumptions. A lot of effort had gone into your outfit that morning. “Which one of these shirts do you think I should wear?” you had asked, holding up two, one blue and one purple. I stood by the door with my arms folded across my chest, watching you freak out. “I think the purple looks better, more responsible. You said your mum likes responsible-looking people, right?” You settled on your least favorite shirt—the black one with a Tommy Hilfiger logo on it—paired with boy shorts and a baseball cap.
It didn’t matter what you wore, Fati, my mother would have found something to complain about even if you had worn a nice pink dress. She would have complained that your arms were too strong, that your voice was too deep, or that you did not carry yourself with grace like a girl should. She had very strong and archaic views on femininity, and she never missed an opportunity to drum my cousins and me into doing things her way. I should have warned you about my mother, but deep down, I think I wanted to spring you on her, an unconscious act of rebellion. I was using you as my secret weapon, to say all the things I was never able to say to her, to show her that there was more than one way of being, that people didn’t always have to fit into her tiny little boxes. She went on to say, “I will buy her something proper to wear at the market tomorrow.” Again, I did not try to stop her. I was going to watch it all play out.
That first night, you did not immediately join me on the bed. You were fascinated by my room. You went around inspecting every item left of my childhood, which wasn’t much; being an only child, Mum gave away my stuff as soon as I grew out of it. She thought hoarding was a sin. You traced the lotus floral pattern on the walls as if to memorize it, a huge grin on your face, then you paused at my barrister bookcase, running your fingers down the length of dusty volumes, most of which had their covers intentionally torn off because Mum did not approve of me reading books with half-naked people kissing on the cover.
“I can imagine you on this chair, at this table, night after night when you were little, bent over a romance novel about a prince sweeping a princess off her feet,” you said, sitting down at my desk, your bare feet on the worn-out rug, the same sky blue as the walls. “And when you were tired, I can imagine you, those big pretty eyes of yours gazing out the window, dreaming. What were you thinking of? I hope not boys.”
I giggled and said, “I thought of boys.” You frowned. “I thought of Damwe next door and Nsah, my prefect in class seven. I thought I was going to marry Damwe one day, you know. He’s very handsome.” You were feigning jealousy at this point, but I ignored you. “I even let Damwe kiss me at fourteen. But then one day when I was fifteen, I started to think that Janet Jackson was really beautiful. I had a poster of her right there.” I pointed to a spot on the wall. “You know that popular photo of Janet shirtless on the cover of Rolling Stone? Mum made me take it down. Said Janet was immoral, and she did not want me to end up like Janet. I dreamed of Janet a lot. I dreamed of touching her smooth brown skin and I wondered what her lips would taste like. I would go down on my knees immediately after having these thoughts and I would ask God for forgiveness because I knew what I was feeling wasn’t right. And to pay my penance, I went out with Damwe.
“I gave Damwe my virginity, you know. The sex felt pointless and obligatory, but I’d read somewhere that sex gets better the more you try. It never got better for me. I thought I was frigid for a long time. He gave me an excuse to break up with him when I found out he was secretly sending love notes to Nkeh.
“But with you, Fati, everything feels right, like it’s meant to be.” I reached out my hand to you, urging you to come to me. Your steps were slow and soundless, naked desire in your eyes as you advanced in my direction, and I became hyper-aware of my breasts in my satin nightshirt and I wanted them to be fondled.
“I was so lost without you. I understand myself completely now, thank you, Fati. And I promise you’re the only one I want.” My voice was thick with emotion. You interlaced our fingers, our eyes locked, and you placed kisses on my knuckles. I’d never felt closer to another person in my life than I did in that moment. My love for you was so fierce it choked me when I tried to articulate my feelings. You pushed me down onto the bed, gently but firmly, and positioned your knee between my legs. “Except for Janet Jackson,” you said, your eyes not leaving mine, a little jealousy there but mostly want. You started to kiss me, long deep kisses on my mouth, butterfly kisses all over my face and down my neck, cupping my breast. I was making moaning sounds, eager to get skin-to-skin contact, but you pulled away suddenly. “I don’t think we should do it here,” you whispered breathlessly, drawing my attention to the closed door. I whined and tried to get you back but you resisted, saying things like, “What if your mum walks in?” “We can lock the door,” I replied. “But what if she hears something?” “We can be quiet.” You laughed. “You are very loud in bed, Bessem.” I huffed and fell back on the sheets.
I knew you were right, Fati. My parents were right down the hall, but to be honest, the danger turned me on. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I wanted Mum to walk in on us. I wanted to see the dismay on her face when she found out that I was worse than the neighborhood girls she called sluts and claimed were not properly raised. Ever since I was young, I’d wanted to put my mother in a state of shock she might never recover from.
I was disappointed when the time finally came. She did not exactly go off the deep end the day she found out about the true nature of our relationship, Fati, which was many months later, on the same day she and Dad had to drive from Nkambe to Bamenda to bail me out of jail. After they brought me home and after the pastor had yelled at me in tongues, she and Dad pretended like it never happened and we have not spoken about it since then. It’s the Catholic way I guess: avoidance, in hopes that God will intervene.
You kissed me on the forehead and said good night regretfully. We spent the rest of the night trying not to touch each other in our sleep.
Mum assumed a lot of things about you that holiday, Fati, simply because of your name. For instance, on the day before my cousin’s wedding she put you in charge of slaughtering the chickens because, as she said, “Muslims only eat halal meat.” You did not try to enlighten her, not once, about your complicated relationship with Islam; instead you smiled and went along with her postulations, because that was who you had turned into that holiday—her puppy, smiling and doing exactly as she said. I confronted you about it and you said, “What? I can’t help it. She’s like an older, scarier version of you.”
You did not complain when she went shopping for you. When Mum entered the parlor from the market, you stood up from the couch, pulling away from where we had been secretly touching fingers behind my back. “Welcome back, Auntie,” you said with a bow before taking the shopping bags off her hands. “Thank you, Fatimatou,” she said and then turned to me. “Bessem, you see how a properly raised child should behave?”
The look on your face when she handed you what she called a surprise from one of her shopping bags was agonized. She had purchased four pretty dresses for you: blue, pink, red, and white, two of them satin and the other two trimmed with sequins. I cracked up remembering my own failed attempt to get you to wear a dress. Mum mistook your displeasure for gratitude and said, “No need to say thank you, my daughter. You are a part of this family now and I will take care of you as if you were that ungrateful person on the couch.” Dad came in just then and asked to have a word with Mum. “I want you to wear the red one on the day of the wedding, okay,” Mum said before following him into their bedroom. You begged me to help you get out of wearing the red dress, but I enjoyed watching you cower at my mother’s orders.
When the wedding guests started to arrive, everything changed. My aunts and cousins watched you with curious eyes, whispering about whether you were a boy or girl. You heard them and I saw how it affected you. You stayed in my room when everyone else was outside and outside when everyone else was inside. Your face grew long as a fiddle, your steps dragged and your shoulders slumped, repeatedly asking me when we were going back to school. You did not need to beg me a second time to help you disobey Mum, Fati, because it wasn’t just about the red dress anymore, it was about making you feel at home in my home. I had invited you because I wanted to keep you away from trouble, yes, but also because I wanted my parents to meet the love of my life, the person I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, even if they did not know it at the time. It warmed my heart, and it made me love you even more to see how well you got along with my mother, and I could almost envision a future where my parents knew about us and approved. I hoped by getting to know you first, it would be easier for them when I finally broke the news. You did not wear the red dress. I made sure of it.
The reason I’m recounting this tale, Fati, is because on the phone earlier, Mum said Dad’s condition is critical. His blood pressure has skyrocketed in the last month and last night he passed out on the living room floor. Mum made it sound like if I did not come home soon, and something bad happened to Dad, I would live to regret it. I’m on my way home now, squashed together with twenty-nine other passengers in an old, fetid transport vehicle that smells like bad breath and body odor.
I could have taken my car, but driving a nice car on an isolated road rumored to be crawling with rogue separatist fighters is as idiotic as wearing a sign on your forehead that says, Kidnap me, please. But being kidnapped does not scare me nearly as much as an encounter with my parents. The last time I was home, Mum had a young doctor from her hospital visit under the guise of being a family friend. His name was Ambe, and he was a pediatrician, muscular, dark, with an average good-looking face. This was two years ago on my annual leave, and I’d planned to spend two weeks with my parents before heading down to the beach in Limbe with Jamal.
Ambe came by my parents’ house every day after work, sometimes bringing sweets for my little niece, Chufe. He was polite to my parents, asked about my work and talked passionately about his work with children, and I remember thinking he and I would make good friends if we lived in the same town. It was on day number five, during one of our many conversations in my parents’ living room, that Ambe abandoned his usual seat by the door, an armchair with a faded green cushion, and came to sit by me on the long sofa. He leaned close to me, closer than was appropriate, looked me in the eyes, and asked, “After we get married, would you prefer I move to Bamenda or would you move to Nkambe?”
“I can’t believe you’re still doing this, Mama.” This was later in the evening, after Mum had returned home from one of her njangi meetings, and we were in the front yard speaking in hushed tones. I had told Ambe earlier, very nicely, that I wasn’t looking for a relationship at the moment. “But your mum told me you were looking for a husband.” He then apologized and we said our goodbyes.
“You are getting old, no husband, no child. It’s not normal, Bessem. He’s handsome. He’s a doctor, and he loves children. What more can you possibly want in a man?”
“None of those things matter, Mama. I can’t marry him.”
“Why not? Is his career not impressive enough? We can look for someone else. You’re still young and beautiful.” In my doctoral year at uni, Mum had arranged for me to marry a nurse from her hospital, and then some time later when I became a lecturer, she tried the same thing with the chieftain’s son. I thought she had learned her lesson after the first two failed attempts.
I swiped my hand across my face in exasperation. The lights in the front yard were bright and I could see Mum’s face clearly, her disappointment and frustration at me, and I wished more than anything I could be the person she wanted me to be. “It’s not that. You know why, Mama. I’ve been . . . I’m . . . look . . . Fatima . . .”
“Don’t . . .” A dark cloud came over her face and her tone went cold. “Don’t say her name . . . not in my house.” She left me standing in the yard and when I turned around, Dad was on the veranda, a good distance away, eavesdropping.
“Papa?” I called out, but he was shaking his head.
“Yuni yuh mah, Bessem,” he said to me in Limbum, meaning listen to your mother, then turned and followed his wife inside. Mum did not talk to me for the rest of my stay and Dad insisted on talking only about work and politics.
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The locals call it America, the road that leads from Bamenda to Banso, because it’s tarmacked and easy to travel. Africa is what they call the road leading from Banso to Nkambe, and it’s easy to imagine why; the path is unpaved, treacherous, and hard to navigate. The poor roads and conflicts ravaging the area are all the passengers talk about on the way here. We have just driven past the rusty Welcome to Nkambe signboard. The last time I was here, the sign sat high above the street, visible from a far distance; now it’s on the ground, slouched against a broken pole. The sight is both a relief and a reminder that I have to face my mother in a few minutes, and I realize I would rather endure another ten hours in this stuffed box on wheels than meet any of the suitors she has waiting for me. I wish the bus would keep rolling past this town and into the undulating hills.
The house I grew up in sits on the outskirts of town, and when I make it up the steep driveway, I see that the gate has been left ajar. The house hasn’t changed much—a large single-story bungalow with bright red shingles. The lawn is always perfectly green no matter if it’s the rainy or dry season. Dad’s government-issued Toyota Land Cruiser is parked in the garage in the same spot that used to belong to the noisy Mercedes before it was sold off. Mum’s Yamaha motorcycle, which she no longer uses because of back pain, sits next to the Jeep.
There’s no one around except for the dog, Jackie, and he’s too old, too lazy to bother welcoming me home. He has never liked me, and I’ve never liked him either, so it’s mutual, our indifference toward each other. I stoop to pick up one of my niece Chufe’s toy cars left on the landing, an involuntary smile breaking out on my face. I still have scars on my knees from falling down these very steps as a kid trying to master the numerous toys Dad brought back from his trips.
Chufe shoots out the front door and she slams into me before I can brace myself. She’s all over me. “Auntie Bess, what did you bring for me?” She has gotten bigger in the two years since I last saw her, too big for a six-year-old. I look around to make sure no one’s there, and then pull a two-thousand-franc banknote out of my wallet and squat down before her. I forgot to get her a gift. “Don’t tell your mother, okay? You know she hates it when I give you money.” She nods vigorously, showing a toothless grin.
Despite first appearances, some things have changed at home. Dad isn’t lounging with his feet up on the armrest of his favorite chair, reading a magazine or talking at the TV. Mum isn’t sitting on a stool between the kitchen and the parlor shelling egusi or some other vegetable in preparation for dinner, arguing with Dad about something they saw on the TV. They would usually be wearing matching sweatpants. Instead, Dad is in his room under a pile of blankets sleeping peacefully. Countless bottles of medication line his nightstand. Mum and my cousin Tangem are in the kitchen making Dad’s favorite meal: pumpkin leaves and white yam.
At night, we have dinner in the living room as usual, watching the news on CRTV; Mum, me, Tangem, and Chufe. Dad was spoon-fed in his room earlier, after which he went right back to sleep. There’s a spacious dining room next to the parlor but the Ngala family has never been the type to fill our bellies seated around a table. I think we’ve agreed over the years that dining tables are just too formal for something as mundane as putting food in one’s mouth.
“How’s work, Mama?” I ask after the plates have been cleared away.
“Work is fine.”
“Did the hospital finally decide to give you that medal they’ve been talking about?”
“I am tired, Bessem. I’m going to bed.”
I watch my mother exit the room trying not to cry. She still hasn’t gotten over our last argument and she has said but a few words to me since I got here. It pains me because as a teenager, before the truth about Fatima came out, these walls used to be filled with ceaseless banter between Mother and me. Even after my big secret was exposed, Mum tried to put everything behind us by pretending that Fatima never existed. Things went on great for a while, an unspoken truce of “don’t ask, don’t tell,” until I mentioned Fatima’s name last time I was here. I’ve lied and told myself that the unrest and bad roads are the reason I’ve stayed away for so long, but it’s my parents’ bubble of denial and how they refuse to look me in the eyes. But on the bright side there were no suitors waiting for me this time.
The next morning I wake to the sound of doors opening and closing and then Mum walks into my room halfway dressed in her church outfit—white iro and buba, and tells me to “hurry up, we are going to be late for church.” It’s just her, me, and Chufe in Dad’s Jeep; Tangem had to look after Dad. I offered to stay back, but Mum insisted I accompany her.
Sitting on a hilly patch of land overlooking Nkambe, the church is still the same giant gray structure, with a bell tower to the right taller than the building itself and a rest house for priests to the left. The compound is fenced in by towering cypress and inside the church are images of white Jesus on the walls with light shooting out of His hands. And after years and years of service, Father Cyprian is still the lead priest. When I was little I used to wonder why a man would come all the way from England just to be the only white priest in a small Cameroonian town. Were there no churches in England? Did he not have family he missed? Even now as an old man who can barely hold up the communion cup without needing assistance from one of the mass boys, he still hasn’t returned to England. It’s sad to think that he might die here, so far away from his home.
After service, Mum wastes no time introducing me to all the parishioners, people who already know me and have endured her introductions many times before. “She’s an economics professor at the University of Mankon now,” she likes to say. I can’t tell if her pride is sincere or not. Mum referred to me as “professor” even before I became one and when I tried to explain to her that I was still a doctor on my way to becoming a professor, she said, with a look of puzzlement each time, “What’s the difference?” Today I go along with her charade before the parishioners, smiling like Fatima would, a perfect mother and her perfect daughter putting on a show for the world, and I think to myself what a hypocrite Mum is. She will brag about me in public but in private shy away from getting to know the woman I’ve become.
We are on the landing outside the church. The parishioners hang out here in small groups after mass to gossip about one another or to show off a new outfit or announce a milestone in life. I am standing next to Mum, Chufe’s little arm wrapped around my waist, suffering through another one of Mum’s introductions, when a face I know so well joins our group. It’s Nkeh, my snake-in-the-grass former best friend. She’s squashed in a dress two sizes too small—poor dress—with flesh-colored bumps all over her face and a wig that looks like it’s been spun in a dryer.
I roll my eyes as she greets my mum, calling her mummy, before saying hi to the other old ladies, then me. The bitch even has the guts to fake a smile and hug me like we’re besties. I endure the hug, internally scrunching my nose at the smell of expired carrot lotion, talcum powder, three underfed children, and a husband who treats her badly.
“Bess, you’re here,” she says to me in that pretentious tone, with that pretentious smile on her face, and I just want to reach over and rip her fat face apart. Every time I’m in town she slithers up to my mum and me after mass, presenting one bogus charity cause or another, as if I would give her a dime of my money, after everything she has said about me.
It was right after Fatima disappeared. Nkeh found me crying in my room. She knew all of my secrets, except this one, and I guess I just grew tired of holding it all in. I hadn’t meant to; I knew Nkeh was homophobic. After that, whenever I would walk into her dorm room and plop down on the bed, she would scoot away from me. It wasn’t immediately obvious, but I noticed eventually. It was as if she was suddenly scared of having any physical contact with me, like our whole friendship, fifteen years of it, had been tainted by this new revelation.
One day I overheard her whispering with a friend in the school library. “I don’t want to catch it, o. What if she starts liking me now? Or what if she tries to force herself on me? I don’t want to be a lesbian, abeg.” I turned around, left the library, and I never confronted her about it. I stopped visiting her or waiting by her door in the mornings to walk to class together. It was like we came to a silent deal. We grew apart naturally.
“You know Nkeh just had her fourth baby,” Mum says to me, and I’m immediately brought back to the present. Mum does this every time, mentioning Nkeh’s family as if to remind me to be more like my friend because in Mum’s mind Nkeh and I are still twelve and we’re still best friends. It’s almost as if she wishes Nkeh were her daughter instead. In the past, usually on the ride back from church, on the days when it’s just the two of us in the car, she has said to me, “Bessem, success means nothing without a husband and children. Look at your friend, Nkeh. Her children will take care of her when she’s old.”
“First of all, Mama, she’s not my friend, and second, one should not have children simply because they want someone to take care of them when they’re old. Are you now saying that you regret sending me to school?”
“I’m glad I sent you to school. I’m just concerned that having too much comfort is the reason why no man is ever good enough for you.”
I know she keeps a photograph of me in her Bible and I bet she looks at it every time she prays, asking God for a normal child. She probably blames her womb for not granting her more children. Maybe having another baby would have made up for the disappointment I’ve turned out to be. But it’s too late to rectify any of that now. All she has is me, an ailing husband, and memories of the young couple she and Dad once were, a time she wishes she could go back to.
On those rides back from church, she would conclude her counsel by telling me the story of how she and Dad met. She was a young girl from Buea who had recently moved to Bamenda to work for the Saint Joseph’s Children and Adult Home in Bafut, where she met my dad, a primary school teacher with a handsome face and a mouth full of sweet words. Their love story is often told in the form of a prayer—then God sent your father to me and blessed us with a beautiful baby girl—as though she can wish into existence a similar ending for me.
Over the last two days, Dad has been able to join us for dinner in the living room, although he has to leave shortly after for a rest. This morning I woke to find him strolling around in the yard by himself, without needing assistance. He seemed fine, recovering, although a little frailer than the strong giant I’ve always known him to be. When I came outside, he smiled and asked me to walk with him. “You can go back to work now, Bessem. You’ve been here six days. I don’t want you to be sanctioned at work because of me.”
I chuckled, relief flooding through me at the sound of his voice, energetic with the hint of a joke, not like a few days earlier when he could barely speak above a whisper. “Don’t worry, Papa. If I had to quit work, the government wouldn’t even notice I was gone until a few years later.”
He let out a hearty laugh. “That’s true.” He paused. “Look, Bessem, when I’m gone, kenii yuh mah ni meh. She’s stubborn, like you, but remember, stubborn people are the easiest to hurt. And don’t remind her of things she doesn’t want to be reminded of, okay?” He was looking down at me so I was forced to look up, like I have since I was a child. His smile was so earnest and contagious, I found myself nodding and smiling back. In that moment, it was enough that he was in good health. Nothing else mattered but to please him.
“Fah tii deh aboh kwi kah, Papa. You know I hate it when you and Mum talk about death.” We had breakfast together on the veranda speaking mostly in Limbum about his plans to go back to work. “The doctor said you should rest for at least a month, Papa. Don’t be stubborn. You are not as young as you used to be. Ar yuh baa tarku nwe seh ni.”
I woke up at 5 a.m. today and prepared my things. Dad is in the parlor when I walk out of my room. We hug each other goodbye, our hug lasting longer than usual. “Take care of yourself, Bessem, weh yuh aah, and don’t leave without saying something nice to your mother.”
Mum is standing on the porch steps with her hands shoved inside the waistband of her wrapper when Chufe follows me out the house carrying my backpack and talking my ear off about what she wants the next time I visit. “Goodbye, Mama. I will come back soon.” I stop next to her on the steps, towering over her the same way Dad towers over me. People are always saying how I inherited my father’s build and my mother’s face. Mum’s response is a strained smile and a nod, her mouth opening and closing as if she wants to say something but doesn’t quite know how. I want to say something else, but I don’t know how either, and so our last moment together is spent in awkward silence. Conflicting emotions mark her face, and mine too, I’m sure. Before stepping out of the gate, as I wave goodbye one final time, I think how easy it would be for her to end this feud between us. It would take just one sentence from Mum to have me dashing back inside and flinging myself into her arms, yet she’s unwilling to take that first step. I have so many things I want to tell her. For years, all I’ve wanted is for her to say, “Bessem, I love you no matter what.”
My thoughts are still with Mum when the transport vehicle traverses the American road and is winding down the hilly Bambili Road toward Bamenda, to my other life, the life I’m not sure if I like or hate. On the arduous African road my thoughts fixated on the reason why I became an economics professor in the first place. It was and is to give Mum something to brag to her friends about, because I know deep down that I will never give her the things mothers pray for: a son-in-law and grandkids. At least not in the traditional way.
The closer we get to Bamenda the lonelier I get, missing Fatima like her departure was only yesterday, missing my mother, and most of all, missing everything that should be that isn’t. I need a hug. Jamal used to give me a million hugs on short notice, but he has a wife now. I’m left alone, so I turn to the one person I know cares for me at the moment. Audrey.
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First dates are like job interviews. You drive yourself crazy before going in, spend half an hour or so attempting to make a good impression, and, in most cases, you leave the room uncertain if you will get a call back or not. Even before that, before the point of the interview, you spend hours grooming yourself: the hair—to hold it up or to let it down (people have mentioned you look good with your hair up); the outfit—pants or a dress (denims bring out the apple shape of your bottom and you want that; a dress would give the same result, but you don’t want to seem overdressed). The funny thing is both you and your date are the interviewer and interviewee. The same things you are looking for in them are the same things they’re looking for in you, in most cases. And it’s frustrating because the human mind isn’t transparent, which means you have to go through the grueling ritual of unpicking their brain to determine whether they’re a good fit for you or not. The problem is, even after putting in all this effort, you are never certain if the version of them you see is real, or if it’s only what they want you to see.
I’d picked a restaurant overlooking a pool at the edge of town. It’s quiet and secluded: the perfect place to meet someone you don’t want to be seen with in public. The view from the terrace is quite boring—dead leaves floating in a pool that clearly no one ever swims in, a group of twittering birds gathered to play on the pool deck, and a vast expanse of uninhabited land. Above, the orange sun is starting to disappear into the darkening clouds. I opt for the table in the farthest corner of the terrace, a wide-open area with round tables dressed in white fabric and fresh air coming in from all sides.
Audrey is fifteen minutes late, even though a text from five minutes ago said she was two minutes away. I can’t keep still so I reach inside my handbag for a mirror and check my hair and lipstick for the umpteenth time, my thoughts spiraling. Have I been stood up? Will I still find her attractive in daylight, without the effect of neon lights? Dear God, please don’t let her be ugly. The waiter, a young man in a black-and-white uniform with a bow tie, polite and prompt, walks over to me and uncorks a bottle of Smirnoff Ice. I drink half of it in one gulp, hoping to calm the bounce in my left leg. Just then, Audrey emerges through the terrace doors and my heart rate picks up. She’s a little underdressed for the occasion in faded denim, an oversized leather lumber jacket, and a T-shirt with the words eat me across its face, but at least she’s not hideous. Her eyes search the terrace, spot me, and then she’s walking in my direction. She’s even more attractive than I remember from that night at La Vallée: caramel skin that seems to sparkle in the evening light, a chic short afro buzzed at the sides, and that swaggering tomboy spring in her step, so unladylike and yet so cool. When she leans down to peck me on the cheek before taking a seat on the other side of the table, I catch a whiff of jasmine, just like that first night. And it makes me want to rub my nose against her.
“Moi, c’est Audrey,” she introduces herself as if we haven’t been exchanging texts on WhatsApp for weeks.
“I’m Bessem. You can call me Bess.”
She doesn’t seem nervous, not like me—fidgeting with my hands under the table and unable to keep my legs from bouncing even with half a liter of sickly-sweet alcohol coursing through my veins. She seems to be in her element, insisting on maintaining eye contact, something I’ve never been good at, especially with strangers. “Tu es vraiment belle,” she says, and I find myself blushing like I’m twenty years old, distracted more so by her lips, the natural pink of them, supple, untouched by age. “Me, I no speak English very well, but I understand small. Je ne sais pas comment on va faire. English is strong.” She laughs at her own joke and I laugh too because I’ve been wondering the same thing. Almost every text Audrey sends I copy and paste in Google Translate and I’m sure she’s been doing the same thing. It takes longer to communicate and snappy responses are nearly impossible, which, as I’ve learned, are what make a virtual conversation interesting. What’s even more frustrating is Google Translate’s habit of translating tu as vous, making simple sentences sound unnecessarily formal and incomprehensible. Early on, I texted her what was intended to be a playful “shut up” in response to something shocking she had said and she misread it as “ta gueule” which is closer to saying “shut your trap.” I did not understand her reaction and the whole thing spiraled into a quarrel. We only started texting each other again recently and promised to avoid convoluted topics going forward. I wake to texts of her checking up on me and picking fake fights if I’m first to come online and don’t say good morning. She asks if I’ve had lunch and insists I eat something when I mention I’m busy at work and only had time to grab an apple—which I find irritating sometimes but won’t say so because deep down I enjoy the attention. And then she asks about my day and tells me good night before I fall asleep.
Once she told me a story about a friend who got arrested on suspicion of homosexuality and would have been released without charge had the police not found sexts to his male lover on his phone—irrefutable proof of his gayness, the police had said. Now he is serving jail time in the Kondengui Central Prison. Audrey concluded her story by texting you must delete our texts every night before sleep. Never forget this. And each night, before or after our good night texts, she reminds me to clear my WhatsApp chat history just in case her friend’s misfortune befalls one of us.
“It’s okay, you can speak in French. I understand a little,” I say.
She starts to speak in French then, faster than my brain can keep up with and the result is a mishmash of rrrhhs in my head, and then she stops and asks, “You understand what I say?”
I nod yes and no at the same time, making us both laugh. I ask her to speak slowly, feeling myself relax a little in her presence. She’s originally from Yaoundé, she says, and moved to Bamenda for work and she’s been living here for nearly a year. She’s told me all this before via text, but I guess repeating everything in person validates the information somehow. I’m tempted to ask why a person would leave a big city like Yaoundé for a small town like Bamenda, and as a bartender at that, but making such remarks this early in our relationship might come off as rude, so instead I listen to her rattle on about her life, some of which I understand and some I don’t. “I love woman them. I love to sex woman. I love sex plenty,” she says. My eyebrows go up and I guess in her mind my silence registers as an invitation to keep going on and on about the different sex postures she prefers, how ovulation and rainy weather make her horny, and then she asks if I like strap-ons because she enjoys wearing them. She says all this with her eyes on my chest, biting her lips in a way that suggests she’s thinking of peeling off my clothes. My face scrunches up in disgust.
“Can we not talk about sex on our first date?” I blurt out.
“You no love sex?” she asks.
“I love sex. I just don’t want us to talk about that on our first date.”
“Mais, sex is fundamental—” She stops as if she senses my discomfort and changes the topic. “I bore you with my story, I see. Tell me something in your life, alors.”
The food has just arrived and I’m considering paying the bill and taking off. I don’t think I like her very much, not after this encounter. Physically, she ticks all the boxes, and I even like the sound of her voice; I just don’t like what’s coming out of her mouth. Jamal once said to me, when I came home from a date with someone who suggested we engage in a threesome, “You’re such a prude, Bess. I would kill for a threesome right now and you’re here complaining because one came knocking on your door? Life is so unfair, I swear.”
“What is wrong with wanting to be with just one person at a time? Whatever happened to getting to know someone first before talking about bedroom stuff, hmm? Why is everyone so obsessed with sex?” I retorted. For me, sex has to have more than just a face or form. I need to take a look at the wires behind the face, how they all come together to form the person. Then I can let myself fall deep into the act.
But maybe Jamal was right. Maybe I am a prude after all, refusing to yield to the changing times where young people are encouraged to discuss taboo subjects. And I concur with this new way of doing things—it’s just when it comes to me there’s this learned unwillingness to chat about sex like it’s the weather. Once, in secondary school, Sister Martha, our religious studies teacher, asked me to scrub all the toilets in the school for uttering the words orgasm and sex. My friends and I were in the yard during long break, tossing a ball around and talking about the rumor that the labor prefect was having sex with the French teacher and that they did it in the pantry after night prep. I whispered, “I heard orgasm is more dangerous than sex. It makes people pregnant.” Sister Martha later called our group of four into the staff room, the air thick with foreboding, and chastened us in front of two other grim-looking female teachers. She assigned me to scrub the toilets as punishment, and so I never uttered the words out loud until I was much older, and even now, Sister Martha’s downturned mouth slips into my vision whenever I give myself to debauchery.
Audrey is clearly the “smash and dash” type and I tend to go for the “smash and stick around for the time being” type, so I think ending things now would be best for both of us. And yet, I find myself telling her I’m an associate professor at the University of Mankon. The dating pool in this town is as barren as the Sahara and it’s a miracle I found someone like Audrey. She’s gorgeous, single, not short or dirty, fiercely interested in me, and all the way gay—not like the many married women around who like to play with other women on the side or the single girls who want to try on a lesbian from time to time but end up with a guy. Not that there is anything wrong with experimenting or liking both genders, I just like my gay to be gay all the way. I want a woman who will commit to me. If I could, I would go down the street to a gay bar and get myself another girl, but we don’t have those anymore. Being with someone you only half like is better than being alone, and I know all too well how bitter and prolonged the nights can get when you’re all alone. I can find things to love about Audrey if I look closely.
“I love reading and traveling,” I say, my words clipped. Audrey doesn’t seem to pick up on my mood or notice that my mind is at war trying to decide whether or not to walk away. She makes a comment about having nothing but respect for independent women and then lunges into sports talk. She asks me if I know a footballer named Lionel Messi and seems offended when I say no.
“All girl I like must like football. My rule. I teach you football, promise.” We talk a little about the tensions between Anglophones and Francophones in Cameroon. She says she’s faced verbal attacks in the past, when she first came to Bamenda, for being a French speaker in a predominantly English-speaking zone. “My colleague, he no like me. He tell me, ‘Go back to where you from,’ but my boss drive him away.” A pause. “My profession is painter.”
I stop with my fork halfway to my mouth and stare at her. “You’re a painter?” She nods. It’s the most interesting thing she has said all evening and my mind immediately switches to eagerness. I want to get to know her more.
“Before, I work for company in Yaoundé, then company say no more money to pay us, so we go away. The man who own La Vallée is friend of my family, so he give me job.” She halts and takes a sip of her water.
“I want travel to Canada, parce que le Canada est aussi un pays bilingue comme le Cameroon. I want learn peinture for cars. Automotive paint.” Aside from wanting to study auto-body paint, she says she’s feeling suffocated living in a homophobic country and wants to go somewhere she can be herself. We have that in common, I realize. I recognize the drive in her eyes; it’s the determination all outcasts have to make it through in an unforgiving place, to overcome in spite of other people’s assumptions of us. She’s quite transformed when she’s not talking about sex—I love how she lights up when she talks about cars and paint, and I’m starting to feel that spark again, the spark I felt when she first walked in. When our plates are cleared by the waiter, she leans forward and takes my hand in hers, making my heart flutter. Her hands are the same size as mine, slightly calloused and warm and I can feel her warmth journeying up my arm, spreading to the rest of my body and gathering in my stomach. Her eyes are on me and mine on her. She’s so close I want to reach over the table and kiss her pink lips, right here, out in public, and I’m sure she wants the same thing the way she’s nibbling her lower lip, eyes heavy with desire. I imagine she would taste sweet, like fresh cherry. I pull away, clearing my throat.
“We go to different place now, a place with musique and people. I know good place,” she says. I feel immediately overwhelmed with dread and it must show on my face because she asks, “Ou peut-être, you want our relationship to be secret?”
I nod. “Do you mind? It’s just, Bamenda is a small place and people will talk and I don’t want this to affect my job. You know how it is.”
“I understand.” She lets go of my hand.
“Are you angry?”
“No.” She’s looking down at her neatly trimmed nails, and even if she’s not mad she looks a little sad. “Plenty girls I like no want be with me outside the room because I look like man. They fear people will talk. Is okay if you want us to hide. I have many experience in this.”
“I’m sorry.” I feel guilty for something I can’t control. The same reason I picked this restaurant is the same reason I’ve held off on meeting Audrey for so long. She’s the type of woman people would mistake for a man, and they would know without looking twice what we are to each other. Things weren’t always this way in Bamenda. A lot has changed since I was with Fatima, especially with the coming of Facebook and her friends, Instagram and TikTok, constantly holding up their cameras, giving a face, voice, and meaning to everything under the sun, and by doing so, unmasking individuals like Audrey located in less fortunate parts of the world who have floated by unnoticed all these years. It is a good thing, and bad at the same time. The things that were overlooked in the late ’90s and early 2000s are now under scrutiny. When I was in university, two girls, never two boys, could walk down the street with their arms around each other and people would go, “Oh, look at those two, been best friends since they were little. So cute.” These days you can’t even exchange a few words with a butch-looking woman without attracting whispers.
“Looking the way you do, are you not afraid of being targeted?”
“Ah.” Audrey shrugs. “I’m afraid but what can I do? My body is like this from God. Even I try to hide, people always know I’m lesbian, so I stop to hide. You are lucky, woman looking like you is not suspect. You behave like woman, your body, your clothes, your way. Man want you, woman want you. No suspect.”
“Does it affect your job? Have you ever been in trouble with the police?”
She laughs, laughter that doesn’t reach her eyes. “My boss give me job because I look like this. The police is friend with my boss. People want to do me bad but he protect me.” A break. “Look, if you have fear that people can know about you and me. Je veux t’assurer, I will respect your choice and keep secret. I like you and I want be with you.”
“I like you too—hold on, you said your boss hired you for your looks. What exactly is it you do at La Vallée?”
She pauses to look for the words, rubbing the corner of her eye with her pinkie. “Man and woman come to La Vallée to find person to be with, but them no want society to know their secret. They give me money and I help. Many customer come back to the bar because of this and my boss like it.”
“So you’re a prostitute?” I don’t want her to be a prostitute, I realize. I want her all to myself for however long I get to have with her.
“No! Not prostitute,” she says, offended. “Je ne suis pas prostituée! I help the woman find woman and the man find man. I keep the secret.”
“Like a pimp?”
“What is pimp?”
I try to explain the word pimp to her and she complains that my English is too hard and then takes out her phone to google the word. “No! I am not pimp!” she cries on finding the meaning on her phone.
“Yes, you are, in a way.”
“I help the people find sex, find love. Not pimp.”
I burst into laughter, relieved that she isn’t a sex worker. “That is what a pimp does-ish.”
We lapse into witty banter, me insisting she’s a pimp and her maintaining that she’s not. I threaten to save her number in my phone as “pimp” and she tries to snatch my phone away. We end up wrestling over the handset and then laughing to a point where the waiter has to stick his head through the terrace door to check if we’re okay.
“Okay, tell me. That day, did you kiss me because you wanted to or was it because you were doing your pimp job?”
She hesitates. “Can I say my truth?”
I detest answers that start with questions as they tend to lead to chaos, but I find myself saying, “Yes, tell me.”
“I see you before you come that day to La Vallée. You come to Foncha Street bakery to buy bread when I just come to Bamenda. I see you but you no see me. I say, wow, fine woman like this come from where? I look for you after, I no see you. That day, in La Vallée, I see you again. J’étais vraiment contente. I no want miss second chance this time.”
After almost three hours of chatting and getting to know each other, we are about to step out of the restaurant when Audrey scrambles to the door first and holds it open for me. “What was that about?” I ask as we discreetly touch shoulders and fingers on the way to my car, my body tingling with a nervous feeling of anticipation. We are walking across the empty yard, on a narrow footpath hedged in by dwarf plants in moldy flowerpots. The night is warm, the air perfumed with the familiar presence of cypress, pine-like and resinous. Curfew is in thirty minutes so we have to hurry.
“What about?” Audrey asks.
“Back there,” I say, pointing over my shoulder at the restaurant, a little farther away from us now. “Why did you hold the door open for me? That is something men do for some caveman reason.”
Audrey frowns at me. “You know I tell you before that I am the only girl in my football team. The man them in my team say I behave like man. All thing I do, I do like boy. I like to treat my woman like queen.”
“So you opened the door for me because you’ve been told you behave like a man and it’s what a man would do for his girl?”
She scratches her head in frustration, mumbling something in French. “It’s not so . . . ah I don’t know how to explain this.”
“Look, all human beings have masculine and feminine sides. Some men lean more toward their feminine side, others toward their masculine side, and the rest are somewhere in the middle. It’s the same thing for women,” I say. “You are a woman who is more in tune with her masculine side. I don’t think that means you have to copy men’s cultivated behaviors and I don’t think it’s something you should be proud of, to be described as behaving like a man when in truth you’re only being yourself—a woman, a different type of masculine, free to form your own unique behavior.”
We are almost to my car and Audrey stops to give me a long look, brows knitted together. I am breathless and scared that I might have said too much too soon. My heart drops thinking that she might be put off by my opinions when I’m just starting to like her. Audrey reminds me of this girl I once almost-dated, Sammy. I stumbled across Sammy’s profile on one of those awful days when I let myself get sucked into a void of loneliness and to keep from going insane, I go surfing TikTok and Facebook for “lesbians near me.” It’s a better alternative to constantly checking out beautiful women around you and not being able to approach them because you’re never certain if they would be the type to report you to the police simply for winking at them.
Sammy, on our first date, said to me, “I think it’s obvious. You will be the woman and I will be the man in this relationship.” I blocked her even before leaving the restaurant and hoped she would not use our Facebook chat history to blackmail me. I’d heard stories of homophobes in Cameroon trolling gay people online, threatening to take screenshots of conversations to the police as proof of gayness should they fail to pay.
I had sensed a similar proclivity in Audrey; the need to be the man in a relationship between two women. When the waiter brought the bill, Audrey reached for it only to tell me later, in an apologetic tone, that she did not have money to pay. And to be fair, it wasn’t Audrey’s fault entirely; the waiter had skipped giving me the bill. Even though I was seated on the more accessible side of the table, he’d squeezed against the balcony wall just to place the ornate, wooden case in front of Audrey, as though he had come to the conclusion that Audrey was masculine-looking enough to play the role of a man. “It’s always like this. When I go out with girls, they always give me the bill,” Audrey had said when he walked away.
Now, she chuckles suddenly and says, to my relief, “So you no like to talk about sex and you no want me to treat you like queen.”
Encouraged by her playful tone I say, “I’m saying that you don’t have to behave like anyone other than yourself just because you think it’s what I expect from you. If I wanted to be with a man, I would date men. Attraction to masculinity is not the same thing as attraction to men. They are two completely different things. I love women because they are women: hard, soft, and in between. It doesn’t have to be an act. I don’t know if I’m making any sense.”
“I understand you. What you say is true. Thank you.”
My car is parked under bright LED lights mounted on a metal post in the yard and when I press the remote key fob, and the lock horn honks briefly, Audrey rushes forward and opens the car door for me, quickly saying before I can protest, “I no do it because it’s the thing man do. I do it because I want treat you special.”
I roll my eyes and step up behind the wheel while she hops around to the passenger’s side. After we’ve kissed in the car and I’ve dropped Audrey off at her place, and she’s sent me like a million good night texts, I lie in bed replaying the date in my head. She’s not what I usually go for—mildly educated, working an undervalued job—and she presents as noticeably gay, which would have been ideal if we lived in a different world. But she’s also a great kisser and I’m sick of being single. There’s something about Audrey that makes me want to forget all the reasons we shouldn’t be together. It is this difference, I think—the fact that she’s out there, unmasked and living precariously and I’m in the closet barely breathing—that draws me to her. She symbolizes something in me that yearns to break free, a perpetual hunger for reckless abandon. Just this once, instead of defaulting to safe choices, I think I want to flirt with trouble. I want to walk on the cliff’s edge and almost fall off. She’s nothing like Fatima and our first date didn’t exactly go smoothly, but I want to see her again.
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The Jami mosque is quite large, with glossy ceramic walls and arched windows on both floors. It sits too close to a potholed tarmac path, and a sill with pillars and fired clay steps leads up to its double glass doors. The structure has the appearance of something plucked from outer space and planted smack in the middle of this dilapidated neighborhood. Tiny sagging shacks with rusted-zinc roofs sprawl out before me like weeds. Two bright green minarets reach into the white sky above the dome, and I think that the only reason anyone would consider this particular mosque stunning is because of its sheer size and newness in this dying place.
I’m parked outside next to a filthy gutter and a sedan and he’s waiting for me on the landing outside the mosque, a broad smile on his face beckoning me toward him. The air is filled with the sizzle and pop of welding, motorcycles honking in the distance, and the prayer call from the minaret above. I hesitate; a part of me wants to drive far away from him, to scrap the memory of his face and this place, but the part of me that wants answers seems to be winning today. I take a deep breath, adjust my hijab, and cross the road. I waver slightly on the bottom step before continuing upward.
“You did the hardest part, showing up, sister. Welcome,” Mahamadou says. “Let me show you around.”
“Thank you for having me,” I say hoping my nerves aren’t showing. With directions on what to do because I have to act like this is my first time at a mosque, he points me to the women’s ablution area. When I’m done washing I place my sandals on a rack by the door and join him inside. It’s a Friday, a little before noon and the Muslim faithfuls are yet to arrive for the Jumu’ah. We make our way up an aisle between rows of prayer mats with kaleidoscopic colors and detailed patterns, scrupulously arranged on the floor tiles. Mahamadou’s voice booms across the empty room as he tells me this and that about the mosque, when and how it was built, and how many people worship here. The interior is as sparse as it is big, with bright lighting and high ceilings bearing Arabic calligraphy. “You know, the prime minister was here last week. A great honor to our community.” His tone is full of pride.
“There is so much sin in the world now, sister. You know I had a dream once when I felt the prophet Mohamed, peace be upon him, wanted me to reinvent myself by doing more for Allah’s creation. That’s what I’ve been doing ever since. I try and try but it’s never enough. Something in your past drove you here, I’m sure.” My stomach flutters with a mixture of nervousness and fear at his last sentence. Is he telling me he knows who I am and why I’m here? Is this some sort of game? Are we both playing into each other’s hands? I think of walking back out the door before it’s too late, but then his next sentence makes me reconsider. “There’s no judgment in my book. We all have pasts. My only interest is that you are willing to become a better person.” He genuinely believes in this self-righteous nonsense of his, I realize, that he’s faultless, a man sent to earth to save humankind.
“You have done good work, Imam. I’m sure the creator is pleased.” I hope I sound genuine knowing what darkness lies behind this man’s mask.
We walk past the main hall, which showcases Quran verses on the walls, and then into a smaller room: plain walls, scarcely any light, with a single wool rug spanning wall to wall. “This is where the women pray,” he says and then takes me out again, past the main room and to his office where we sit across from each other, him behind his desk.
“The day I met you, you said you were interested in Islam. Ask me anything.”
I look across at him, waiting patiently for me to start talking. Today he’s clad in a blindingly white thobe with a checkered headdress. The outfit makes him appear humane somehow, like the layers of white have washed off the hostile energy I get from him whenever we’re close. Even the scar on his forehead seems to have dulled in this holy house of worship. Notwithstanding, my mind is at odds with itself, unable to digest the fact that I’m this close to the man and no harm has come to me. Less than a month ago, I would not have pictured this development. I thought getting close to him was impossible. But last week, unexpectedly, things between us took a drastic turn.
It was last Wednesday, the day after my date with Audrey, one of those exceptional days when I felt uncharacteristically cheerful from the moment I woke up. Audrey’s flirty texts were to thank for my good mood that day, and I should have been content with this feeling, yet I found myself trailing Mahamadou around town after work. I had just finished a lecture where my students were brimming with questions about the impact of Brexit on Africa and it was still too early for me to return home, so I wandered around town and stopped at the City Council, an imposing government structure on the outskirts of town with pinkish walls and a wide yard.
I parked outside the compound and watched the building from the comfort of my car, anticipating Mahamadou’s appearance. It was almost 4 p.m. and the sun had gone from sweltering to lacking zest. Mahamadou came out a few minutes later, went straight to his car, and drove past me. He was on his phone the whole time. I followed him down the road, past Parcours-Vita, and into town, expecting him to head straight to the mosque, but he drove past the entrance and onto Commercial Avenue, a dual carriageway with rows of lively shop fronts and cars clogging the pavements. I passed many banks, secondhand-book stalls, and the British Council Library. Traffic thickened by the stadium. There was a ghastly scene on the sidewalk and stricken faces peeked at the horror from their car windows. Men stood around a fire, dense black fumes going up in the air, and lying at the center were three flaming tires wrapped around a man charred to death beyond recognition. The smell was putrid. Someone in the crowd spat in the fire and raised a slogan at the corpse. A chorus followed. It was not a rare scene. It was just another day in Bamenda, another suspected thief burnt to death by an angry mob because the people do not trust the police to keep criminals behind bars. A criminal could be let out on the same day as their arrest depending on how much money they are willing to bribe the authorities.
Moments later, Mahamadou finally stopped at Afriland First Bank, a blue-and-white building, and I followed him at a distance, past two armed gendarmes and through the swinging glass doors. But once inside he was nowhere to be found. I checked the counters, the partitioned glass offices, the restroom, and the lounge area teeming with people sitting on metal sling chairs, milling about from teller to teller, and hunched over a high table in the middle, filling out banking forms. It was like he had walked in and vanished.
All of a sudden I felt a hand on my shoulder. I spun around to find him towering over me, his brows knit together, venom rolling off him like lava. His hands were large, larger than my face, and clenched at his sides as if he was fighting the urge to crush something. I took a step back.
“You have been following me. Why?” His voice was a rumble of thunder, with a slight Hausa accent. “I don’t want to cause a scene, madame, but if you don’t tell me why you’re following me, I will go outside right now and tell those gendarmes that there’s a crazy lady harassing me. Everyone in this town knows that they shoot first and ask questions later.”
I considered his threat, eyes flitting to the gendarmes, one of them on a stool and the other standing to the side, laughing at something his colleague was saying. I knew Mahamadou was exaggerating, but I was not in the mood to be restrained at the door for hours either, to be asked pointless and inappropriate questions by the officers until I wished I was in jail instead. Experience had taught me this.
“I want to become a Muslim?” I blurted out, my gaze returning to Mahamadou. It was not what I’d planned to say but I panicked. It should have been something along the lines of “I want to learn about Islam” but it was too late. I thought I might find a way to rectify my slipup later. I decided, inside that sterile room with the air conditioner set too low, that I was done cowering. I would not let fear cripple me this time.
“You want to what?” He rolled back his shoulders, shocked.
I straightened my spine. There was no escaping now. “I know who you are, Imam. I’ve been thinking about converting to Islam for a while now and I didn’t know how to go about it, or if it’s allowed.”
“That’s all you want? To become Muslim? That’s why you’ve been following me around for weeks?” His face was marred by a puzzled frown.
“Yes,” I said. “I’m sorry for going about it like this. I know it’s inappropriate.”
His posture relaxed as if something just clicked in his head, and he pointed to the sitting area where we sat side by side. “How long have you been thinking about this? About becoming a Muslim, I mean?”
“A long time. I was hoping you could help me.”
He was pensive for a moment. “Becoming Muslim is easy. Do you know anything about Islam? Have you been to a mosque before or spoken to a Muslim faithful?”
“This is my first time talking to a Muslim faithful,” I lied. “I’ve read about Islam though, but that’s just about it.”
We were outside the bank minutes later, Mahamadou about to get in his car and drive off after our brief talk when he gave me his card and asked me to come to the mosque this Friday at noon. “I will be waiting for you. This is not a good place to talk,” he said. I thanked him and watched his car disappear in traffic.
The mosque is spilling over with Muslim faithfuls, all of us commanded by Mahamadou’s booming voice from the pulpit as he recites passages from the Quran in Arabic and then a sermon later, in English, Pidgin, and Hausa. It’s all so lyrical, his tone floating through the air like music, which I appreciate without even understanding Arabic or Hausa. One of the women, after prayer, encourages me to learn Arabic. “Hearing Allah’s revelation in English is fine, but understanding the Quran in Arabic has a different, deeper meaning to it. My name is Sharifatou, by the way. You can call me Shari,” she says, reaching out her hand to me in greeting. She looks to be about my age, younger maybe, and heavily pregnant. There’s warmth to her and it manifests in her easy smile, big kind eyes, and the supple quality of her voice. It’s a girl she’s carrying, I’m certain of it. Female fetuses have a way of making their mothers glow. You can always tell it’s a boy by the sudden largeness of the mother’s nose.
We are in the mosque’s main hall, between the partitioned section for women and the entrance—me, Shari, and another young woman who looks identical to Shari. Most of the congregants are gone, with just a few of us lingering inside the prayer house.
“I see you’ve met my wife.” Mahamadou joins our little group just then, coming to stand next to Shari, and even without touching her, I can sense intimacy between them. Maybe it’s only their height difference, but he stands over her protectively, tall and imposing. “This is the sister I told you about,” he says, smiling down at Shari. Next to her he’s transformed. It’s jarring, even touching, to see. The softness in his eyes suggests there’s a heart in there somewhere.
“I assumed as much,” Shari says. “Welcome to our community. We are here for you if you need guidance with anything.” A man, short and thickset, approaches and asks to have a word with Mahamadou in private. He squeezes Shari’s arm affectionately and takes off with the man.
As we exit the mosque, Shari tells me about a women’s group meeting that takes place every Friday after prayer. “Today’s meeting has been canceled because one of the women had a baby and the ladies plan to visit her this evening.” She asks me if I want to join them, but I tell her I have a lecture early tomorrow and I need to rest.
“Promise me you will be back next Friday.” We bid each other goodbye on the terrace where a group of women are waiting for Shari, one of them carrying a large baby gift wrapped in pink parceling paper.
I will be back on Friday, I think on the drive home, and not because Shari was keen on it but because I have to. Earlier, before the congregational prayer, before the Muslim faithful started arriving and their voices filled the mosque with praise, I sat with Mahamadou in his office and feigned fascination as he spoke about the basics of Islam. His manner and tone had been patient and indulging, like he genuinely cared about all of God’s creation. It was hard to reconcile that version of him with the man I thought I knew, a man made of wood, of iron. I could see how a person like him would convince the people of this community to entrust him with the great title of imam. He is a man with many faces. At the end of our conversation, he’d ask me to repeat after him confirming that Islam is true, that the Quran is from God, and that Mohamed is a messenger of God, but I’d told him I wasn’t ready, that I needed to learn more about the religion.
I almost blurted out Fatima’s name, listening to him speak of right and wrong, of evil and good. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask her whereabouts, to ask him if he is as wrapped up in guilt as I am over what happened that night. If he ever sits and blames himself, like I do every day for putting my needs above Fatima’s . . . all the pain that could have been avoided if he’d made different choices that night. Does he regret any of it? But I held back, I told myself that the timing wasn’t right. He wouldn’t divulge personal information to a complete stranger. I have to be more than just a stranger to him. And Shari—I hadn’t factored her into my plan until now, but she seems like she could be easier to talk to. I feel close to something even if I don’t know what yet.
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Douala is hot no matter what time of year it is. You feel the shift in the atmosphere the moment your car crawls into Bakoko, stifling as though you just walked into a sauna. At Bonaberi Bridge, the heat rises off the tarmac like flames above a roof, and as you proceed to the underpass, the sultriness climbs even higher. The heat sits on your shoulders like a sack of rocks, slowing you down, making you want to yell at the car in front of you to move quicker. Sticking your head out the window is useless. The juvenile hawkers at the underpass are less aggressive than anywhere else in the country, presenting from the sidewalk rather than clustering around vehicles on the expressway. Before the intersection, to the right, you can see at a great distance multiple cargo ships waiting in the water, and from thereon, street after street lined with new and crumbling structures sitting too close to the highway.
I knew Douala was my least favorite city in Cameroon the first time I visited. It wasn’t just the hot weather or the crowded streets with piles of rubbish at the corners, or the stench of feces from overwhelmed septic tanks leaking into certain roads that threw me off, it was the rude and unscrupulous inhabitants. People in Douala, and by that I mean Francophones, sound like they want to fight when they speak to you. I get the same feeling when my colleague speaks German, which leaves me wondering, Do I sound a certain way to Francophones when I speak English?
Up until Audrey convinced me to accompany her, I thought I’d never set foot in Douala again. We were in bed after playing around in the sheets after our second date at the restaurant by the pool, and I felt spurred on by finally making progress with Mahamadou. After multiple orgasms, we were both lying on our backs on the mattress, limbs numb from the release of dopamine and gazing up at the patterns in the tray ceiling. One of the lamps had been knocked off the bedside table during the tussle to get rid of our clothes, and the light beam was distorted, making one side of the room darker than the other. All sound in the flat was swallowed by the music blaring from the living room.
I always turn up the music whenever I have dates over. My neighbor brings home guests at least three times a week when his wife is away at school, but he never bothers to tone it down, and we share a wall. I guess it’s because he’s a heterosexual man who would be applauded by his friends for his ability to keep the ladies screaming all night, whereas in my case, people would question why two girls are making sex noises without the sound of a man’s grunts. “Your dreadlocks. This is your real hair?” Audrey turned toward me and coiled her finger around one of my locs. When I nodded, she asked how long I’d been keeping it. “Over ten years. Also, it’s locs, not dreadlocks. There’s nothing dreadful about my hair,” I said. I get asked about my hair a lot. Strangers cluck their tongues at the length and thickness and say, “Wow, you’re brave,” as if I am making a statement or have accomplished something grand. When I mention I’m a university professor, people gape, saying, “And they let you teach with your hair like this?” like they cannot fathom an African woman making it in life without a Brazilian wig on her head.
“Your locs is beautiful,” Audrey said, and then after a while, “I want take you to Douala. Ma tante se marie le week-end prochain. Come with me.”
“I’m not going to Douala,” I said, untangling our hands and turning away from her. I was certain there was nothing she could say to make me change my mind, but then she mentioned who her aunt was marrying and I turned back around with my brows raised. “You’re joking, right? Since when is gay marriage legal in Cameroon?”
“Is not legal, but people do secret marry, only invite friends. My aunt husband stay in Canada, but she want marry her girlfriend here in Cameroon.”
I had thought Audrey was joking and a part of me had only followed her here to see if she was telling the truth. Ending this trip with a gay wedding would be unimaginable. Audrey and I are driving down one of Douala’s exclusive neighborhoods, Bonamoussadi, when she points me to an open gate up ahead. Bonamoussadi, with its litter-free pavements and lavish homes behind ornate fences, doesn’t seem to fit in with the rest of Douala. The people who live here send their kids to Ivy League schools and make doctor’s appointments abroad. Even the heat in this part of the city seems to be tempered somehow, as if Mother Nature could play favorites, bending the weather at the rich’s bequest. Or maybe I’m just in awe after driving through waste-laden streets with houses shooting up unplanned left and right, all of them wrestling for space with one another. This street too could use a little bit more planning: wider paths and some color coordination.
“My aunt girlfriend have much money,” Audrey says as we pull up to the gate of a contemporary home. A guard in a dark yellow uniform asks to see our invitation, which Audrey presents through the window. “My aunt write birthday on card to hide the wedding,” Audrey had said to me last night at our hotel, showing me two cream-colored invites to the birthday bash of a certain Mademoiselle Eloise in Bonamoussadi. We’d arrived in Douala just before dusk yesterday. And in the dimly lit lobby of Borafi Lodge, the front desk attendant observed us and said, “You two will sleep in the same room?” I said yes, and that we were sisters, an unnecessary lie. Her eyes swept over Audrey’s manly clothing and then back to me and I thought she would make assumptions, but she only said, “Ah okay, sisters then,” and handed us a keycard.
Inside the Bonamoussadi compound sits a two-story house with a gable roof and transom windows, built of brownstone—the kind of house Cameroonians dream of growing up in. We struggle to find parking amongst the mélange of luxury cars snugly parked in the yard, but I find a spot for my Jeep Cherokee between a Wrangler and an Aston Martin. Just as we’re heading up the front steps, a big, firm, bespectacled woman who looks like she could be in her midforties emerges through grand pivot doors wearing a plain white dress and a short afro like Audrey’s. She gives Audrey a bear hug, who then introduces the woman as her aunt, Anaba. “Tantie, this is Bess.”
She’s delightful and radiates warmth. She detaches herself from Audrey while taking an appraising look at me, and I feel like I’m thirteen all over again, being scrutinized by Damwe’s sister after she caught us kissing under the mango tree in their yard. “Ah, elle est jolie. This is the friend you tell me about? Good, good. Welcome and don’t be afraid. Everyone inside is like you,” Tantie Anaba says, giving me a modest hug. I want to ask Audrey how much she has told her aunt about me, but I decide it can wait. Inside the foyer, the aunt brings out a burlap bag and asks us to drop our phones inside. “No phone or camera here. Everyone here I trust, but I want make sure nobody’s picture go on the internet.”
We are led through the house; lily-white walls are free of adornment, except for a scorpion-shaped clock on the front wall. The windows are dressed in ripple-fold drapery and gray sofas occupy the living space. When we step out through the back door we find a pool, and next to it a sprawling lawn transformed into a wedding venue. The area is kindled with gold balloon garlands draped on a seven-foot concrete perimeter wall and a floral archway and aisle. Older women, every single one of them gussied up for the occasion, sit in little clusters of gauze-covered chairs smiling and cracking jokes with one another.
As we move toward the bedecked area, hand in hand, Audrey looking ravishing in a tight-fitting dark blue suit and me feeling light-headed in a flowing red dress and heels, it hits me that this is my first time taking off my mask in front of an audience. It has been just Jamal and me for so long, holed up in our little gay haven, that sometimes I forget there are other gay people out there. Being here, sensing the eyes of almost fifty strangers sizing me up, trying to decide if I belong with them or not, feels kind of like my coming out, and it makes my heart race, from excitement and from fear; fear that someone might recognize me or that I might recognize them. I feel a tug at my hand and look over to find Audrey smiling at me reassuringly, reminding me that this is a safe space, and the tension in my chest eases. A bunch of people come up to us when we join the wedding party, acquaintances of Audrey, wanting to greet us, eager to mingle, and we kiss a dozen cheeks.
The wedding officiant, a frisky man in a loose-fitting floral suit and a graying man bun, conducts the ceremony in a singsong voice, lyrical and poised, like he’s done this a hundred times before. Under the balloon arch, Tantie Anaba weeps as she reads her vows to Eloise, a petite woman with bronze skin and large, striking eyes, garbed in a plain white dress and a veil. The two women remind me of my parents, one tall and the other short. In their vows, they talk about the day they first met, at a friend’s baby shower in Yaoundé. All around me people are shedding tears of joy. Audrey’s eyes are glistening and I reach over and squeeze her hand lightly.
When the officiant says, “Take this ring as a sign of love and fidelity,” I feel my own eyes moisten, remembering the day Fatima and I got married all those years ago. I imagine another version of that wedding, one where both our families are present. Instead of the simple bridal outfits this couple has opted for, Fatima would look dashing in a suit, and my costume would be made of pearls, a jumpsuit preferably, with a sleeveless top showing ample bosom. My mum and dad, same as Fatima’s parents, would be standing right next to us on the dais, wearing white with big smiles on their faces, drinking from ostentatiously tall glasses. The wedding would not take place secretly in the backyard of a fancy house in Bonamoussadi; it would be held on a yacht in Limbe, red petals raining down from the sky, with Jamal as my best man. The day would be bright and sunny, the water beneath us blue as the sky above with dense green forest on the horizon.
“Lots of famous faces here today,” I say to Audrey at the reception. The sun has moved west but the air is muggy as ever. Audrey’s jacket is draped over the back of a chair, her tie loosened and we’re both leaning back against the fence, drinks in hand, watching the newlyweds and guests sway to the tune of Daphne’s “Jusqu’a la gare” on one side of the pool. Some of the guests did not come as a surprise to me. The pretty lady conversing with the officiant under one of the pool umbrellas, for example, has been warding off gay rumors since I was in uni. Others, like the middle-aged guy dancing like a chicken at the end of the pool—I’m still reeling from seeing him in a place like this, completely unaligned with the causes he supports in public. Just last week he was on TV telling the nation in an interview that “Gay is un-African.” And his flamboyantly dressed boyfriend—I’m assuming it’s his boyfriend, or soon to be boyfriend based on the flirty glances between them—I swear I’ve seen him somewhere.
“Does her husband know she’s getting married to a woman?” I say to Audrey looking up as three new faces emerge from the main house, late to the wedding.
“He don’t know and they have three children, but he no stay in Cameroon so . . .”
I open my mouth to say something but the words dry up when I recognize one of the newly arrived guests. “What?” Audrey asks, following my gaze.
“That woman. The one in the white sequin dress, she’s my colleague, the one I told you about last week, remember?”
Audrey frowns. “The woman who tell you that all lesbian girl suppose to be rape by giant man?”
I nod. “What is she doing here?” I shuffle my feet intending to flee, but it’s too late. The woman has spotted me and like me she’s frozen in place. We stand and stare like two children caught in a lie. The buzz I felt from the wine has vanished and I feel a cold soberness gripping my throat. My secret is no longer secret. Who better for the university to send to collect evidence for my persecution than this woman: a prominent religious figure known for guiding lost sheep back to God.
Last month, gossip in the staff break room suggested that her husband had recently purchased a private jet. We had all witnessed the rapid growth of his faith ministry since he started claiming, two years ago, that he could cure AIDS. You would find her, Pastress Elizabeth, every Sunday morning on Praise TV, in pretentiously modest attire and headwrap, giving an appetizer sermon before her husband took over. He would usually be dressed in a costly buttoned-up suit jacket, sweating profusely as he decreed prosperity and healing from the pulpit. My impression of Pastress Elizabeth changed the day those two students were arrested for alleged lesbianism. After she made that comment about corrective rape, I stormed out and roamed the campus trying to get over my intense feelings of anger. She cornered me in the hallway the next day, despite my efforts to avoid her. “Professor Bessem, did I offend you yesterday?”
“No, why would you think that?” I lied through my teeth. I felt sudden hatred for the woman. I’d expected more from her.
“It’s just that you seemed angry yesterday afternoon. I’m only doing God’s work, you know. We need to steer these young ones in the right direction.”
I took in her oval-shaped face, which did not seem to be aging along with the rest of her fifty-something-year-old body, and my dislike for her festered. Heads of department are like gods in my field, next to the dean of faculty. They are to be revered by younger professors like myself, as a kind word from them can fast-track one’s tenure. But that day, I dug deep in my heart to find a reason why she deserved my respect and I just couldn’t find any. In that locker-lined hallway, lights flickering above us, I saw her for who she really is—a sinner like the rest of us, using religion to conceal the blackness inside. “So you love God but you also support evil, like rape. Imagine if one of those girls were your daughter, would you be so quick to punish them that way?”
“My children are properly raised.” She straightened her back, a defensive bark entering her voice.
I gave her a long, assessing look, willing my impulsive side to stand down, and when the red blurring my vision receded, I shook my head and walked away. I expected her to write a letter to the dean of faculty complaining about my conduct as she was known to do, but nothing of that sort happened. What she did instead was exclude me from the list of professors eligible to benefit from the Cobalc research fund even though I was high up on the list.
I look at her now and my resentment is overcome by fear. My whole career rests in her hands. She has the power to take everything I’ve worked so hard to build. And to think that I’ve come this far only to lose everything because of a silly trip I took to Douala is tear-jerking. I take a heavy step forward, ready to explain myself, to go down on my knees if I have to, when I feel Audrey’s breath in my ear saying, “Breathe, ma puce. If she come here, she is one of us.” And just like that my fear stills.
“But what if your aunt is mistaken?” I whisper back. “What if she’s here to spy?”
Audrey chuckles. “My aunt don’t joke about something like this, chou. Remember the thing I tell you before. My client at La Vallée are people like this woman, so to see her here don’t surprise me.” And as if to confirm Audrey’s words, the pretty lady from under the pool umbrella who’s been warding off gay rumors for years, glides to Pastress Elizabeth and wraps her arms around her waist, leaning down to nuzzle her neck in a way only lovers can, before spinning her around for a proper kiss. Audrey is shaking with repressed laughter and my mouth is hanging open.
Later, the pastress walks warily up to me and says, “Professor Bessem, you’re here.” I feel kind of sorry for the woman now. All my feelings from earlier have fattened into pity. She’s trapped, like me, like most of us here, tolerating marriage to a man she’s probably not attracted to, unable to love who she really wants to love. But at the same time, it’s hard to feel sympathy for someone like her. The world can force you to live a lie, but ostracizing your kind for public approval is a personal choice.
“You are here too.” My response is dry, offered with a forced smile, and we both stand there, observing each other in awkward silence waiting to see who will break the ice first.
“The Cobalc research fund, you know there was a little mix-up this year, but I assure you, next year your name will be the first to be considered.”
I give her an exaggerated nod and say, “Okay.” And I’m grateful when Audrey clears her throat next to me, interrupting our tongue-tied exchange, and asks to have a word with me in private. “I will see you at work on Monday. Enjoy the wedding,” I say and before she can respond, I take off with Audrey, hoping never to have another “chat” with her for the rest of my life.
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There’s something different about Jamal, a slight alteration, only noticeable to me because I know him so well. We are seated side by side on the terrace outside the Jami mosque, waiting for Mahamadou to join us. It’s unusually quiet in the neighborhood today, or perhaps I have acclimated to the clamor. On the one-way street before us, a rangy boy in ratty clothing and worn flip-flops rolls a large tire down the road, mindful to stay on the sidewalk. A little way up the street, a woman tends to a blackened grill, blowing up the heat with a broken plastic plate while her teenage daughter husks fresh maize from a sack, placing each one on her mother’s roaster. The mouthwatering smell of roasted corn fills the air along with the piquant aromas of soya and pork meat from nearby stalls. The town hums all around us, a steady, distant droning noise.
Instead of his usual jeans and suit jacket, Jamal is dressed in the same dark blue dala he wore to his traditional wedding, a grand-looking sort of habit with sleeves so wide they seem to add an extra layer on him. There’s something about a dala and hat that makes a man, no matter his status in life, appear more significant than he actually is—the free-flowing outer robe, I think, was created to convey regality. I noticed the change in Jamal weeks after his wedding, subtle at first, but it has become too glaring now.
Ever since Nemfor moved in with him, he has filled out, like a well-tended houseplant. Jamal was always one of those people who doesn’t gain weight no matter what they eat. “Where does all the food go?” I would ask, staring, after he’d finished up his plate, usually piled higher than anyone else’s, and then moved on to finish what was left on mine. “Wallahi, Bess, there are starving children just down the street and you’re here wasting food.” Yesterday, when he invited me over to share some good news over a plate of bland jollof rice at the school restaurant, I pointed out that he had gained weight and he jumped up from his chair cupping his belly. “Are you saying I’m fat?” he asked, horrified. “I am not fat. I don’t get fat.” I shrugged while he spent the next two minutes fixating on the word fat. In the end, I had to place my hands on his shoulders and yell in his face to get him to focus. “On the phone, you said you had good news. What is it?”
“Ah, yes,” he said, as if coming out of a trance. “The school board has taken suspension off the table. The vice chancellor called me to his office this morning, congratulated me on my wedding, and told me not to worry too much, that everything will be okay. The student’s parents are still making threats, though, saying that my marriage is a sham and that they will do everything in their power to expose me, blah blah, but the good thing is that the school is on my side now.”
He was radiant with joy, and I held his hand as he spoke, feeling relief flood my chest. It had felt as if I had been holding my breath for months, waiting for the verdict, and suddenly I could breathe. The murmurs were finally going to be put to rest; colleagues would stop discussing Jamal’s scandal in hushed tones, changing the topic when I walked by, but not before I caught bits and pieces of their gossip. “If all this is true, then Professor Bessem must be very heartbroken. I heard the two of them have been dating for years.” The teachers were dismayed by the idea of having a homosexual colleague, but most of them were undecided if the rumors about Jamal were true or not, because experience had taught them not to believe every accusation made by a student.
The students were another story—young, impressionable, and willing to believe anything the gossip mill threw at them. I once came across a group speaking about Jamal in low tones on the spiral staircase connecting all seven floors of the school’s main building. “I’m convinced he’s gay. He’s too good-looking, too clean, dresses like a model, unmarried at his age, and all his students say he’s not like all these other professors who want to sleep with every female student that walks through the door. It’s suspicious.”
I could not remember the last time I saw Jamal smile so freely and it reminded me of that night a week after his traditional wedding. I had just finished preparing for bed and was about to turn off the lights when I heard banging on the door; at first I thought I was being robbed, but then I heard Jamal calling out my name, a distant call, almost entirely gobbled up by the thrashing raindrops falling on the roof. He was soaking wet from the pouring rain outside, shivering, unfocused, and muttering, “I think I made a mistake, Bess.”
I hung his clothes on the balcony while he changed into a pair of my sweats and then I led him not to the guest room but to my bed where we lay under the covers holding each other. “She’s in love with me and I don’t feel anything for her, Bess. I’m such a terrible person, dragging her into my mess. And the sex is a disaster; her body feels like a math problem I can’t quite solve and I hate math. She’s been so understanding and it only makes me feel worse. Please, Bessem, can I hide here with you forever?” I hugged him tighter.
The next morning, after I had fed him pancakes and saw that he was feeling better, I sat him down on the couch and told him what he needed to hear. “Jamal, I know this is hard for you, but remember why you did it in the first place and what you stood to lose had you not done it. Go home to your wife and try harder because you have no choice at this point. And remember to treat her right because none of this is her fault, okay?” He nodded and promised to try harder.
A part of me now worries he took my advice too seriously because he has changed, not just his body, but who he’s becoming. We don’t text each other as often as we used to. He says this is because Nemfor thinks we’re too close and it’s inappropriate for us to text so late at night. And I can’t count how many times he has canceled on our plans because Nemfor needed him. Or when we do see each other, ten minutes don’t go by without him bringing her up. If I comment on an article of clothing he’s wearing, he retorts with something like, “Are you sure—because Nemfor says yellow suits me better than blue,” even though we had agreed years ago that yellow wasn’t his color. Or if I mention vacation, he tells me he can’t go because he needs to save more. “Nemfor thinks I should start thinking of buying land and building a house.” And then finally, always, “Nemfor wants me to be back home by seven,” barely an hour after he has walked into my apartment.
Sharing Jamal with another woman does not sit well with me. It’s silly because I understand why things are the way they are, but I feel cheated on, betrayed somehow. I might even hate Jamal a little for it. Because who do I have left if I don’t have him? Most of my adult life I’ve had him to myself, my other half, my companion. I never imagined I would have to fight for my place in his life.
A mosquito buzzes past my ear and lands on Jamal’s shoulder. Outside the mosque is swarming with these flies. I reach out and slap his shoulder, hard enough to squash the insect. “Ouch, Bess, you didn’t have to hit me so hard. You did that on purpose.” I smirk, ignoring his accusation. I am also garbed in an inordinate outfit: a loose-fitting robe patterned with a dazzling patchwork and a gold-rimmed lace hijab. Today I take the Shahada. Three days ago, as a tactic to get out of a tricky situation with Mahamadou, I’d told him I was ready to convert. We were at his house, myself and the other women from the mosque celebrating the birth of his fourth child when I made the blunder.
The invitation to Shari’s baby’s born-house ceremony was unexpected but welcome. And I remember thinking Mahamadou has done well for himself as I drove through the gates of his Cow Street residence. The brick fence surrounding the property had barbed wire topping, held open by a stringy, gray-haired man with a deeply lined face and a stooping posture. The house’s dark orange walls and freestanding garage gleamed with newness. Kids were playing on the balcony while a dog barked in the grassy yard.
Inside, the house was spacious and homey and full of chatter from the women-only audience. They were clustered in the living room, some seated on the couches and others on plastic chairs arranged in a circle, with Shari in the middle, a contented smile on her face. Dressed in a soft blue dress, she still looked pregnant, her face and breasts engorged, and she was sweating profusely even though the room was cool. The baby was being passed around for viewing and when the last woman accepted the little pink bundle, she stared down at it lovingly, muttering words of blessing, before handing the baby back to its mother. Someone started to chant an unfamiliar song just as I walked over to Shari and the other women joined in. “Sorry, I’m late,” I whispered to Shari, and she said no problem, surprised that I had come and pleased I had brought gifts.
I expected to feel an overwhelming sense of joy when Shari placed baby Zainab in my arms, but what I felt was wonder and fear; wonder at how tiny new humans are, how defenseless, and fear that I might drop her. I also felt respect for Shari, for the bravery it takes to endure childbirth. Nothing in this world scares me more than the idea of pushing a whole person out of my vagina. Zainab felt light in my arms, and smelled divine, so I focused on that instead of obsessing over how she came into existence. She barely made a sound, a relief because babies usually start wailing the moment I touch them. “Relax your shoulders. Hold her like this.” There was laughter in Shari’s voice as she gently moved the baby’s head to the crook of my arm and shifted my other hand under the baby’s bottom. “They say she looks more like her father than me,” she said. “I have three boys and they all look like their father. I was hoping that my only daughter would look like me.” There was sadness in her voice when she said this, although she tried to mask it with a smile. The whole time her hands were drawn to her baby, moving the blanket to cover her little feet and making sure that her cap wasn’t askew.
I looked down at Zainab trying to figure out which of her parents she’d favored genetically, but all I could see was immaculate soft skin and puffy eyes that appeared shocked every time she looked up at me. She held her hands aloft as if to touch me. “She’s beautiful and I disagree. She looks like you,” I lied, and Shari seemed pleased.
Mahamadou entered the room with salt and palm oil and the women burst into song and dance, wishing love, peace, and prosperity upon the family as the items were being distributed to them. Once he left, two slim girls dressed in matching yellow fabric set up a buffet table in the farthest corner of the room. The air was filled with the delectable aromas of food, but as I walked to the buffet table, I became distracted by a photograph on the wall: a family portrait in black-and-white and with Fatima’s mother in the frame; a tall, sturdy-looking female in a hijab dress next to an older man in a thobe with graying hair and a face identical to Mahamadou’s, but sadder. They stood under a tree, shoulders brushing but not touching, and looking grimly at the camera.
There were several other pictures on the wall, and I moved to the next one without meaning to, and then the next, until I found myself in a capacious space that seemed to be the dining room, with its simple oak dining set, dark brown and glinting in the sunlight streaming in from an open window. Like the living room, multiple frames hung in a straight line on the walls, most of them photos of Shari, Mahamadou, and their three children in various stages of their lives. My eyes swept hastily over each one, hoping to find a photo of Fatima.
I stopped before a painting of farm animals when I finally saw it out of the corner of my eye, placed not on the wall like the rest but on a low bookcase: a small framed photo of two young teenagers, a boy and girl, garbed in matching white thobes, smiling freely at the camera. The girl was seated on a low stool before a white background and the boy had his arms around her. I picked up the photo, feeling a lump in my throat, and traced the glass around Fatima’s face, so much younger than I remembered. She had to have been about twelve or thirteen when the photo was taken. There was innocence in her eyes, yet her smile was laced with mischief. I flipped the frame over, intending to steal the photo for myself, but then I heard someone walk in.
The frame slipped from my hands and I turned abruptly to find Shari frowning at me just as the glass crashed against the floor. I saw in her eyes a need to ask why I was snooping around her house, but she kept her voice and manner respectful. “Did you get lost?” She came toward me and retrieved the shattered frame from the floor. I stood, helpless, watching my carefully crafted plan fall to pieces. The objective was to get on her good side. To be caught trying to take something from her home did not bode well for my plans. I tried to help her pick up the fragments of glass, but she told me to leave it for her sisters to clean up later.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to snoop. I followed the pictures on the wall—beautiful family you have, by the way—and I recognized the girl in that photo. I was just trying to make sure it was her. I went to school with her.”
Shari’s expression transformed immediately; from hard-to-read to delightfully stunned. “You knew Fatima?”
I nodded. “A long time ago. I haven’t seen her since uni.”
“Fatima was my husband’s sister.” She looked sad all of a sudden, dropping her gaze to swat the remaining shards of glass off the frame. She held it close to her chest, a faraway look entering her eyes as if she was in the throes of remembering something painful.
“I didn’t know he had a sister. Why haven’t I seen her around the mosque? Did something happen to her?” I wanted to seize Shari and shake her for answers, but I fought the urge, reminding myself to stay calm.
“Oh no, she’s alive, at least I think so. She ran away from home a long time ago and no one has seen or heard from her since.” She placed the frame face down on the bookcase, pulled out a photo album from the top shelf, and handed it to me. “An old family album. I think there are three or four photos of her in there.”
The album was a leather-bound heap heavier than it looked, and I was astounded she would entrust me, a total stranger, with such a precious family possession. She guided me, with a light touch of one hand on the small of my back, to the dining table where we sat abreast, and I began to flip through the collection of pictures. She chuckled when we came across one where Mahamadou was holding Fatima as a baby, barely four or five himself, straining to keep her from slipping out of his arms, a fierce protective look in his eyes. “She was just a few months old. She looks so innocent, but wait until she turns eight and becomes a rascal.”
In the next photograph, Fatima was about eleven, wearing a pink hijab and robe, staring defiantly at the camera. “This is the first time I’m seeing her in a dress,” I said, chuckling. Shari laughed too, leaning close to inspect the image. “I think this was the age she started to question everything Muslim, and the hijab came off that same year too. Our families were close for years even before Mahamadou asked me to marry him.”
“There was this girl, Alimatou. She was Fatima’s best friend. We were all in school together. I haven’t seen her around either. Did you know her?”
“Of course I knew Alimatou. Sometimes I think she led Fatimatou astray and other times I think Fatima led her astray. Those two were no good for each other, always getting into all kinds of trouble,” she said with an anguished expression. “I’m sure she and Fatima ran away together. My husband has searched everywhere for them.” When she was finished, she gave me a look, her lips moving without making a sound, as if she wanted to say more, and I held my breath for it, ravenous for anything she had to say. But she only shook her head and turned her focus back to the album.
The only other photo of Fatima was a copy of the one I broke earlier. I turned the last page of the album, drenched with a feeling of heavyheartedness. I had hoped for more—a clue that would lead me somewhere, a cry for help hidden in the canvas, something, anything. I turned to Shari, aiming to ask if I could borrow one of the pictures, the one where Fatima was glaring at the camera. It was authentically Fatima, and I liked that she was in it alone, but right at that very moment, a man’s deep voice broke the silence. “What are you two doing back here?”
Shari shot to her feet at the sound of her husband’s voice. He took one glance at the album on the table and his face hardened. He turned to his wife, gaze accusatory, and her eyes fell from his face to the floor as she fidgeted with her hands. “I need to talk to you in the room, now.” His voice started out harsh but mellowed mid-sentence, as if he suddenly remembered they had company. Shari hesitated for a second, patted me on the shoulder, and hastened out of the room. Later that night, I would lie in bed hoping I didn’t get her into too much trouble.
“Sister, I see my wife has been showing you around.” Mahamadou looked displeased, but he kept his tone civil.
I came to my feet and stood a little ways from him, cautious but not afraid. The air between us was charged with unsaid words, and though he gave a practiced smile, I sensed a brewing dislike for me. That was when he asked me, his tone excessively buoyant, if I was ready to recite the Shahada and when I said yes, a spontaneous lie, he offered to have me say the words right there and then. Maybe it was all just in my head but I felt pressured by him, as if he knew I wasn’t being honest and wanted to push me to a breaking point. I said I would love to convert at the mosque, another lie. “I want it to be special. I also want a loved one present.” He did not insist.
I’d hoped to have found answers by now. This game of cat and mouse with Mahamadou wasn’t supposed to go this far. And I’ve been asking myself lately: Does Fatima even want to be found? How far down this road should I go when I’m not even sure what she wants? Despite having all these doubts swirling around in my head, knowing full well I will not accept Islam, I woke up this morning, and I wore my new dress, and like a witless child, here I am, waiting for Mahamadou to turn up and lead me to the slaughter.
“Bess, this is nuts. Let’s go home, please,” Jamal says to me, standing up to pace the mosque balcony. He’s not here to support me. He’s here because he thought his presence might stop me from doing something stupid, which makes me laugh because not that long ago, he’d been in a similar situation and I’d felt the same way. We take turns, I guess. I can’t explain the feeling but it seems as if the stage curtains are about to fall off. I just need to hold still a while longer. “Any moment now,” my gut has been telling me for days.
A car honk nearby startles us both and we turn to find Mahamadou’s gray Honda pulling up in front of the mosque. He emerges with one of the elders and they both make their way up the front steps. “Traffic was bad today. They say there’s no money in the country and yet people are buying more cars every day. I don’t understand it,” he says when he stops before us. I expected things to be awkward, given our last encounter, but he’s affable as usual, seeming to have put the past behind. “I didn’t know you had a Muslim friend,” he says when I introduce Jamal. It was careless of me to bring Jamal here when I’ve told Imam in the past I know no Muslim faithfuls. But I think on a subconscious level I hoped this little lie would sabotage what’s about to happen here today.
The men lapse into Hausa punctuated by an English sentence here and there. Jamal bows to his elders while he speaks and I imagine since they don’t know he’s left Islam, they are trying to figure out which mosque he attends and who his parents are. “Let us go inside now. I’m sure our sister is eager to start,” Mahamadou says when they’re through chatting in their native tongue. I feel as if I might throw up as I follow them to the washing area. Each step is heavier than the last. Who was I kidding thinking I could go through with this? This is madness. I think I’ve let grief drive me to insanity.
I open my mouth intending to apologize to Mahamadou for wasting his time and to ask Jamal to take me home, but then my phone rings. It’s an unknown number on the screen. “Turn it off,” Jamal whispers, motioning to the two men in front of us.
“I don’t want to convert, Jamal,” I say. “Why did you let things escalate this far? Why didn’t you stop me?”
Before he can respond, I press the answer button on my phone. “Am I talking to Bessem?” an unfamiliar voice asks.
“Yes, this is she. Who is speaking, please?”
“Alimatou, Fatima’s friend.”
My heart stops.
“I heard you were looking for me. Come to Azire New Church. I will be waiting for you by the gate. Come now.” Her tone is urgent, and the line goes dead before I can utter a response. I stare down at the phone and then up at Jamal, whose eyebrows are raised in question.
“Is everything okay?” Mahamadou asks. I apologize and tell him I’m not ready, that I have to go. Then I turn and rush toward my car, Jamal on my heels. Over my shoulder Mahamadou is asking me to slow down and explain. But I don’t stop, not even for a second, my heart and thoughts racing ahead of me to Azire New Church.
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Alimatou’s flat is opposite the church, an old apartment building with peeling walls, shattered glass windows on most floors, and laundry hanging on the balconies. The fence around the compound is in shambles, one side erect with mold creeping up its walls and the other crumbling under the weight of neglect. An ancient Volkswagen Beetle that looks like it hasn’t been moved since the 1970s, caked with dirt and algae, sits in the middle of the yard. When we arrived, barely fifteen minutes after the call, Alimatou was waiting by the church entrance as promised.
I did not see her at first. I pulled up, killed the engine, and surveyed the environment from my car. The area was calm except for the sound of cars speeding past on the highway. For a moment I thought I’d been pranked, but then I saw her in a white blouse and dark blue skirt, leaning against the fence at the far end. I’d never felt more relieved. She had this skittish look about her when she walked, glancing around like she expected someone to jump out at her. “Alima, long time no see,” I said when she walked over to me. It was awkward seeing her again and it made me unsure how to act—give her a hug or a handshake.
But she put me out of my misery by simply giving me a nod and then glancing over at Jamal. “Who is he?” she asked, ignoring Jamal’s greeting. Her tone was irritated but her voice was the same as I remember, mezzo-soprano-like.
“He’s a friend. You can trust him.”
She looked torn, unsure if she could take my word for it. “Okay, follow me. It’s not safe here.” She turned toward the expressway. There was something about Alima, the way she spoke and moved: spookily nimble and suspicious of every shape and sound, like someone living on the run. I sensed it was best to follow her lead and ask questions later. I caught myself fixing my hair and straightening my dress as I walked. My palms were sweaty, my heart throbbing with anticipation.
I’ve rehearsed our reunion for almost a decade and a half, Fati. Nothing could have prepared me for this much doubt and second-guessing the closer I get to you. What is this feeling, to be thrilled and hesitant at the same time, to be afraid to face the very thing I’ve been chasing for years? What would I do with myself if a door swung open right now and I found you behind it, Fati? Would I forget to breathe? Would I cry and scream at you for disappearing? And would you hold me and apologize? I might not even react at all because I’m still mad at you. Or I might ask questions. Would you recoil from me, Fati? I fear rejection the most. I fear that the reason you’ve decided to see me after so long is just to tell me to stop looking for you. “I have moved on,” you would say, your voice and manner nothing like I remember. And then you would ask me to move on as well. I hold hope in one hand and fear in the other, Fati. Almost fourteen years is a long time to hold on to anyone and I worry I may have romanticized the past so much I’ve become disillusioned with the present. One step, two steps closer to you, I don’t even know how to feel anymore.
We follow Alimatou up a narrow stairwell lined with baskets of rubbish in the corners. Unlike the stairs, the chipped, discolored tiles leading to Alima’s apartment on the third floor are scrubbed clean. Through a squeaky iron door is a small and cozy living room with a sofa and two armchairs framing a brown oval rug and a coffee table atop which is a remote control and an empty flower vase. The cream-white walls are dusty with fingerprints around the light switches. One wall has a TV and a VCR case on a stand. Another wall has a single photograph of Alima in a red dress outside a tall building on a sunny day. Standing next to her is a stubby man in a tuxedo, and between them, a little boy with the same chubby mug and friendly eyes as his dad. They are all laughing at the camera with their arms around one another. I look around the room expectantly, listening for sounds in the back.
“If you’re looking for Fatima, she’s not here,” Alima says, surprising me. I did not realize my thoughts were on my face. I drove over here full of expectations, Fati. I’d imagined you would be waiting with Alima by the church. I even fretted over my outfit. This is not how I want you to see me. I’d thought about making a quick stop home for a change of clothes but feared you might be gone by the time I got here. Isn’t it funny, that I still want to appear my best for you even knowing you don’t deserve it? The things I do for you.
Once Jamal and I are seated, Alima tells us she’ll be right back and disappears through a corridor.
“What do you think this is about?” Jamal whispers, taking off his outer robe and draping it over the back of the chair. The heat is unbearable and I wish my outfit was made of removable pieces too. I blow into my neckline to get a little respite from the heat.
“I don’t know and I’m afraid to find out.”
Just then Alima reappears and places a bundle wrapped in blue nylon on the coffee table before taking the sofa across from us. She has changed significantly. She’s no longer the girl I remember from uni, buoyant in nature and quick to laugh. Her face and eyes have hardened into skepticism, like someone used to disappointment. She’s filled out considerably too, with extra skin where there wasn’t any before, making her shorter; age and childbirth can do that to anyone. The only thing that feels familiar about her is the henna on her hands and feet. I should probably ask about her family and how life has been treating her, but the words that tumble out of my mouth are, “Is she alive?”
“I don’t know,” Alima says, and my shoulders slump. “I wanted to give you this.” She pushes the blue nylon over to me.
“What’s inside?” I ask. I’m afraid to touch it and Jamal, sensing my unease, reaches for the bundle and unties the nylon holding it together. I gasp when he reveals an old military haversack with a Pablo Escobar key chain. “That’s Fatima’s backpack,” I say, glancing up at Alima and then snatching the bag from Jamal. It smells of camphor balls and is half-filled with books and a few garments. I would recognize this bag anywhere. I gifted it to Fatima on our one-year anniversary, purchased from a secondhand bag seller at Main Market. The slider on the one she had at the time was broken, and when I brought home the new bag, she brightened.
“It even has a Pablo Escobar key chain, yes! I love that guy,” Fatima squealed. She had just finished reading a book about Pablo and was obsessed with the guy, another reason for the gift.
“I’m sure the victims of his atrocities do not feel quite as excited as you,” I pointed out.
“Ah, Bessem, I know he did bad things, but he also did good things, like helping the poor. I just wish he didn’t get mixed up in politics, you know. All his problems can be traced back to wanting to become a politician. And the US government was just mad because all its money was going to Colombia.” Fatima spoke passionately on the subject. We couldn’t agree on many Pablo-related things, but we both agreed the key chain suited the bag.
“She left it here the night she was supposed to leave town,” Alima says. “After we saw each other, she went home to get the rest of her stuff, but she never came back. I’ve kept it all these years, hoping she will return for it.”
“Where do you think she went?” I stop my frantic search through the bag, feeling my disappointment deepen. The one person in this world I thought would know what happened to Fatima is as clueless as I am. “Did you check with her parents? Her brother?”
“I did and sometimes I wish I hadn’t. My whole life was ruined because I went looking for her.” Alima’s eyes transform, moved by a memory, perhaps. I realize I know nothing about Alima and what she has been through since we parted ways; I may have been too rash judging her from appearance alone.
“What do you mean your whole life was ruined?” Jamal speaks up for the first time, leaning toward Alima.
She stands abruptly, as if spooked, and starts pacing the small space between the TV and the sofa. She’s like a panic-stricken child, caught between having too much to say and not knowing how much is appropriate. “Look, you don’t need to know the rest, okay. I heard you were looking for me and I thought you should have this bag. The bag is all I have or know of Fatima. She would want you to have it. And Bessem, please stop raising all this dust about Fatima and me. It will only get you hurt.”
“Alima, what happened to you? Who are you so afraid of?” I ask.
She stops pacing and sits back down with a sigh. “It’s her brother, Imam Mahamadou. I heard you were getting close to him, that’s why I called you here today, to warn you about him. He is more dangerous than you think, Bessem.”
“I know that, but how do you expect me to stop looking for her, Alima? People don’t just get up one day and disappear. If something happened to me, or if I were in trouble, I would want my loved ones to know.”
There’s silence in the room, a pause stretched so long that when Alima finally breaks the stillness, I’m startled. “When Fatima did not show up that night, I assumed she had changed her mind about leaving town. But as the hours turned to days, and I didn’t hear from her, I began to worry. That was when I decided to reach out to her parents. I felt it the minute I entered their living room. Something was wrong, a heaviness in the atmosphere, like a great darkness had descended on their home. Her mother sat in a corner, sobbing and murmuring to herself like she had lost her mind. She told me Fatima had stolen all their cash and run away, but even I thought her grief was exaggerated. Fatima had done shoddier things before, ran away from home several times, but her mother never reacted that way. If you knew her mother, you would understand me better. She was like a rock, a solid, unshakable rock, and definitely not the type of woman to cry over something like that. A few days later, her husband had a heart attack and passed away. I went looking for Mahamadou then. I suspected there was something her mother wasn’t telling me.
“You see, Mahamadou has always had a violent nature, quick to use his fist and slow to use his brain. If Fatima’s body kept a record of all the times he hit her, she would have been unrecognizable. And the funny thing is, after hitting her, he would take her out, buy her gifts, spoil her rotten until she was forced to forgive him. Then he would promise never to do it again. Until the next time.
“He stuck to the story that Fatima had run away, but I did not believe him either. I knew he was hiding something, so I started poking around, asking people when last they saw Fatima, checking with friends. That was when Mahamadou said he would hurt me if I did not stop asking questions. He claimed that his family was hurting, and that I was adding to their pain. I ignored his threats and then one night, the police showed up at my door. I was arrested for practicing lesbianism even though I have never been attracted to women. I spent days in that jail cell until one day I was told I could go. Mahamadou had orchestrated my arrest and release. I walked out of that cell and found him waiting for me outside. I remember the day clearly; it was almost dark, and it was drizzling and I was shivering badly, either from the chill or from the trauma of spending days in a cold cell. He gave me a choice; he said I could either leave town or get locked up again. I was twenty-three and scared out of my mind. I accepted his cash, packed my things, and I left that same night.
“I did not plan on ever coming back to Bamenda but then I met my husband. He was offered a great business opportunity here and I could not explain to him why I was reluctant to move back with him. Mahamadou doesn’t know I’m back and I hope he never does.
“I tried to forget it all, to put Fatima behind and concentrate on the life I have now, raising my son, helping my husband grow his fresh produce business, but then I saw you at the market and it was as if I had never left that jail cell, as if everything happened only yesterday. I hoped you wouldn’t come looking for me, but knowing you, Bessem, that’s like wishing the earth were square.”
I sniffle, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand, unable to stop the flow of emotions. “I’m so sorry you had to go through all that alone, Alima. I had no idea. I thought you went away with Fatima.”
She smiles, a smile lacking depth, lacking hilarity. “Sometimes it feels like she’s alive, you know, other times it feels like she isn’t. And to be honest, I think she is alive—it’s the way Mahamadou went about it, the way he spoke to me outside that police station, as if he had kept her somewhere faraway, where no one could ever reach her. He said something about her undergoing treatment to screw back the undone bolts in her head. He even said he would ensure I joined her there if I did not stop looking.”
Listening to Alima is heartbreaking. I hate to imagine the horror if what she’s suggesting is true. To be sent to a place of healing for a disease you don’t have. I know the trauma of being exorcized by a priest, when no one believes that what you’ve got has nothing to do with the devil. I’ve heard of places where people are locked up like madmen and tortured until they have no choice but to denounce Satan. I guess I should be grateful to Mum and Dad for never letting things get that far. Alima is about to say something when there’s a sudden banging on the door. All three of us startle at the sound. My first thought is Mahamadou, that he somehow followed us here. Alimatou climbs to her feet, quick as a cheetah, and goes not to the door but to the window, where she pulls the curtain aside and peeks outside.
“It’s just my neighbor,” she says and a deep breath I did not realize I was holding leaves my lungs.
Later, when we’re at the door about to leave, Alima stops me with a hand on my shoulder, her expression solemn and beseeching. “I’m begging you, Bessem, stop looking for Fatima and don’t contact me again. In fact, this meeting never happened. Me and you, we haven’t seen each other since university. What you’re doing not only puts your life in danger but mine as well and I have a family to think about.”
I don’t know if I’m ready to stop looking for answers and instead of making a promise I can’t keep, I nod and thank Alima for her time. I’m about to turn around and leave when she adds, sprinkling more salt on the open wound in my chest, “Maybe Fatima doesn’t want to be found. Maybe she found peace with the life Mahamadou chose for her. Have you ever thought of that?”
Almost an hour later Jamal asks me, “What are you going to do, Bess?” We’ve just pulled up outside his place and he’s shifted in his seat to face me. He did not say much on the drive back, surely because he senses I’m in my head. “I can keep you company a while longer if you want,” he adds, but I shake my head.
“I’ll be fine, Jamal. I just need to be alone right now. Alima has given me a lot to think about.” He hugs me goodbye then, reluctantly, and I drive off, alone but feeling like I have company each time I glance at the back seat to find Fatima’s haversack.
When I turn a corner on the stairs and walk to my apartment, Audrey is waiting for me outside, hunched over the balcony railing. She sees me coming, hops over and tries to kiss me. “What are you doing? Someone will see us,” I hiss, pushing her away. The last thing I need right now is company.
“Sorry, I forget.” She’s excited, like a child, unable to stand still, and it irks me how she can bear to feel joy at a time like this. It occurs to me I’ve never told her about Fatima. She knows nothing about the ache in my heart.
“They approve my visa today. I am going to Canada!” she says just as I turn the key in the door.
“Let’s break up,” I say, turning to her.
She rolls her shoulders back, frowning. “I no understand. I tell you that I go to Canada and you tell me to break up?”
“Look, I’m happy for you, okay? I’m glad that you’re finally going to leave this place behind and go live your dreams, but I don’t think we should see each other anymore.” I step inside the house, leaving my shoes by the door and when she tries to follow me in, I stand blocking the door.
“I do something wrong?”
“We are not children, Audrey. You’re only with me because it’s hard to meet other lesbians in this town and you’re afraid to be alone. Now go and be with all the women you can be with while you can.”
“This is not true. I be with you because I love you.”
I scoff. “Please leave. I need to be alone right now.”
She shakes her head, disdainful and hurt, biting back tears. “You are selfish person, you know. This relationship is about you all the time, what you want, what you like, always you. You no understand my feelings. You no understand me. I go if it make you happy.”
I watch her leave, expecting to feel sadness or remorse, but all I feel is the need to hurl my bag at her, to reach inside my chest and yank out the ability to feel, to curse and shove at the walls until they push back. I had decided I was going to end things with Audrey last week when she met Jamal for the first time. The thought was inconsequential at first, but with all that has happened today, I think finally I’ve snapped. I had introduced Jamal and Audrey over lunch at a cozy restaurant off campus. We sat outdoors on the terrace overlooking the street filled with people and machines trailing each other in the never-ending urban hustle. The fufu and eru were delicious with just the right amount of palm oil, and listening to Jamal and Audrey talk, you would have thought they were old pals.
“Is not easy to be gay in this country. All the gay people marry people they no love. Even the one who no marry, fear to approach the other. All they do is lie lie, hide hide, sleep around, go to church and pray for God to remove the gay, and then join other foolish people to insult the gay people.”
“But you can’t blame them for acting that way,” Jamal said, and I could feel him getting defensive. It was a direct shot at him, unintentional on Audrey’s part, as she knew nothing about Jamal other than his name and that he was an ally of the LGBTQ community. “The fear of condemnation pushes people into situations they don’t want to be in and being in those types of situations can make a person very unhappy and irrational. Anyone who has ever dared to live their truth in this country has either ended up dead or in jail, so you can’t really blame people for hiding.”
“Is true, what you say. Me, what I fear is loneliness. I better be with person I no like than be alone.”
It was this sentiment that made me stop and rethink my relationship with Audrey. Any blossoming feelings I had for her began to wither, like a flower that was just about to bloom when the sun came and interrupted its youth.
We are polar opposites, me and Audrey, too different to ever meet in the middle. Being with just anyone, for me, is worse than being alone. I once thought I could live this way, but I don’t think it’s possible. When we were about to leave the restaurant, Jamal leaned over to me and said, “Keep this one around. I like her.”
“I don’t know, Jamal. She’s not Fatima.”
Jamal slung his right arm around my shoulders and hugged me from the side. “You know I love you and I can’t believe I’m saying this, but maybe Fatima wasn’t that perfect. Maybe your love wasn’t that perfect. You need to let go and make room for other people, Bessem.”
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It was after we ran into each other on the Southside quad, Fati. The bickering between the Eastsiders and Southsiders over stolen property took the better half of the morning, escalating to bouts of mudslinging and then decelerating to half-hearted parleys, until the sun reached its zenith, making it difficult for anyone to stand its bruising rays or think clearly. The two groups, for this reason, drew apart without reaching a resolution, each person wandering off in a different direction. “Bessem is a name from the Southwest province, right?” you said to me as we walked across the yard, side by side. You’d stayed with me throughout the squabble and insisted on walking me home.
I nodded shyly. You were the first girl I’d ever felt such an intense attraction for and I did not know what to do with myself in your presence. I suddenly became this shy person, unable to speak more than one-word answers. I was hyper-aware of every move you made: your arm accidentally brushing against mine as we walked, your chest rising and falling steadily under your singlet, the squeaky sounds of your flip-flops against the gravel, the light timbre of your voice, and the intoxicating scent of rose oil you wore so well. I still could not believe we were next to each other when just that morning I’d thought of you with a sigh of resignation.
You seemed undeterred by my timidity though. You continued your attempt at starting a conversation. “I don’t like people from the Southwest province. They are too arrogant and think they’re better than us Northwesterners.”
“My dad is from the Northwest and my mum is from the Southwest and I don’t think Southwesterners are any of those things you just said. I also think that we Anglophones spend too much time fighting among ourselves over stupid tribal variations when what we should really be focusing on is the Francophones’ attempt to erase our culture. In fact, I think Cameroon as a whole will be better off without this Anglophone-slash-Francophone nonsense. We are the same people and we’re letting two languages that don’t even belong to us separate us.” I did not realize I had gone on a rant until I turned and saw you staring at me, your lips twitchy in amusement.
“So you can say more than yes, no, and my name is Bessem? Praise be to Allah, I was worried you were brainless. All that beauty would have been for nothing.”
I jabbed you in the stomach playfully and we both started laughing. I think it was then that my anxiety eased and I began to feel more comfortable with you. We fell into rhythm quickly even though we hardly knew each other. And it felt natural, like earth absorbing rain, like childhood friends reuniting. At my door, you said, “I will come by tomorrow afternoon at two. I have something to show you. Wear something comfortable.” It wasn’t a request. I would have been offended at being ordered around, but coming from you, it felt like an act of seduction, and it made me feel giddy inside, eager to the point of sleeplessness.
The next afternoon you arrived on time, looking dapper in white cargo shorts, a black T-shirt, and high-top All Star sneakers. I had sat before my mirror for several hours, combing my afro this way and that way, trying on different shades of lipsticks and settling on the berry nude matte, and then talking myself in and out of the blue jumpsuit, which weeks later you declared was your favorite. “You look amazing.” The words fell out of your mouth as soon as I opened the door, openly admiring my body, and just that alone was enough to accelerate my heartbeat.
“Where are you taking me?”
“It’s a surprise,” you said in that laid-back way of yours and then led the way out of campus. We rode a bendskin across town, the two of us squashed together like sardines behind the bike rider. It was torture sitting that close to you. I could feel your chest rising and falling against my back, your breath next to my ear, and the warmth emanating from your body as the strong winds whooshed past my ears and stung my eyes. “You could have picked me up in a car, you know?” I joked when the commercial motorcycle let us off at the foot of Station Hill and you cracked up. “Car. Do I look like someone who can afford a car? Abeg.”
A dark green hill stood above us, looming over the town. I followed you across the road and we began our ascent up a precipitous path through wooded scenery, alive with the sound of singing birds. The earth, sunbaked and patched, gave way under my feet, making me grateful I wore flats—it would have been impossible to navigate the rugged track in the wedge sandals I almost wore. “Do you want me to carry you? You look like you’re struggling.” You turned to me at one point, several steps ahead of me, mockery in your tone. “I’m fine,” I called out, even though I was not, but I was determined to prove you wrong. You made hiking appear so simple, going up the craggy slope without breaking a sweat, like you were taking a stroll across flat terrain.
“Are you a serial killer? And am I stupidly following you to my slaughter?” I asked halfway to the top.
“You’re too pretty to die randomly, Bessem. I would enjoy you first before killing you.”
When we finally reached the peak, I was awed by the beauty laid out before me, so much so that the trouble of the journey was forgotten. All around us were long-limbed eucalyptus trees on a bed of withered leaves, and the air was rich with the earthy aromas of dried soil combined with the scent of pine. Nestled at the foot of the hill was the town, a sprawl of tall and small houses edged by rolling hills in the distance. I could see everything and it made me feel for once like I wasn’t a gladiator in a ring, but rather a spectator in the stands. A waterfall was close by, and I could hear the soft sounds of water tumbling down a cliff. “It’s so peaceful up here. My thoughts are so clear, away from all that noise.”
“This is the only place in the world I feel belongs to me. Now it belongs to the two of us.” You spread a blanket on the ground next to a massive tree stump that you claimed resembled an elephant’s foot and invited me to sit with you. I made a comment about the weather, but you did not seem to hear me. You were lost in thought, propped up on one elbow staring past me, staring past the trees and the skies at something only you could see. Your eyes spoke volumes when your guard was down, Fati. I could sense that there was chaos bridled inside. It made me curious about your secrets. I wanted to know what made you laugh, cry, your trauma. I wanted to know everything.
“Do you like it here? Or would you have preferred somewhere fancy?” you asked out of the blue, goofy grin back in place, your mind returned from wandering. “A pretty girl like you must have a hundred rich boys begging to take her places.”
I paused to think about my answer. “Nature and I don’t get along well. Because you know, nature has all sorts of crawly, four-legged things coming at me when I just want to be left alone. But I don’t hate being here with you. It’s nice in a different kind of way.”
“Good.” Your eyes shimmered with laughter. “Because it’s the only place I can afford.” You reached inside your backpack and offered me some Mambo chocolate before placing the box in front of me. On your Walkman, placed next to the box of chocolates with the earbuds taken out, a catchy song in an unknown tongue was playing and I asked you who it was. You said her name was Angélique Kidjo. “Her voice is beautiful,” I said and leaned back on my elbows next to you, relishing the flavor of chocolate on my tongue. Above us, the sunlight was filtering through green leaves, bathing the grove in shifting patterns of brightness.
One thing became clear to me in that moment; we were on a date. I had my suspicions before that, I even fantasized about our first date the night before, the chocolate and the music were confirmation. And you were right; guys were always offering to take me places, and I had even taken some of them up on their offers. But there was something inimitable about being invited to your secret hideout, a place that before then belonged only to you. It was a statement in a way, and I felt special for it, and would for always. When I’m missing you, I think of you lying on that blue blanket, a long piece of straw grass in your mouth, teasing me ceaselessly, always with laughter in your eyes.
“Bessem from the Southwest province, I never thought I would see you again. I’ve been thinking about you a lot, you know, looking for you, and regretting why I did not talk to you that first day.” You were pointing at a spot in the valley below while you spoke and it took me a minute to figure out what you were trying to show me and when I did, I gasped in recognition.
“That’s the football field from that day!” I saw it so clearly then, wondering how I could have missed it before. It wasn’t the most distinctive shape from our vantage point but the stream that ran through the area made it stand out from all the other distorted shapes below. Even from a distance, I could see little dots chasing one another around on the field, kicking up the dust.
“I waited there some days hoping you would show up, but you never did.”
“I came back several times too, but you were never there. No one seemed to know who you were based off my description.” I felt a little shy admitting this.
“I stayed up late last night thinking about your name, you know. You’re exactly what I imagined a girl called Bessem would look like; breathtaking, with a face and body that people would do crazy things for.”
I felt my face burn at all the confessions that were suddenly tumbling out of your mouth, making your attraction to me obvious. I loved that about you, Fati, your ability to say what you were thinking without fear of how your words might be perceived or if they made you look vulnerable. Your fearlessness spurred me to make professions of my own. “Fatima from Somewhere—you don’t look like a Fatima at all.”
“What does a Fatima look like?” You frowned. “Also, I was born and raised right here in Mankon Town.”
“Before now, I thought all Fatimas wore hijabs and did as they were told. You are very different. You are Muslim, right? I’m assuming from the name and the fact that you say ‘Allah’ a lot.”
“I was born into Islam and I identify as a Muslim, yes. Fatimas come in different forms, you know. Some of us wear hijabs, some of us don’t, it doesn’t make you less of a person before Allah. Also, who gets to define what being a Fatima entails anyways?” You took a pause then changed the topic. “Are all Bessems ajebota like you?”
“I’m not ajebota!” I cried.
“Yes, you are. Look at your hands, soft and delicate, like you’ve never lifted a chair in your life. I bet you’re the type of daughter who goes to bed when her parents tell her to and eats when they decide you’re hungry.” You took my hands in yours to prove your point. Your palms were slightly larger than mine and calloused like someone who did a lot of manual labor. I felt electricity shoot through my entire body when we touched. “Tell me then, Bessem from the Southwest province, what is the most shocking thing you have ever done?”
I lifted myself to a sitting position and folded my feet underneath me. It was obvious you were playing some kind of game but I went along with it. “I once climbed out the window and went clubbing with my friends. I got so drunk and when I came home and climbed back in through the window, my parents were there in my room, waiting for me.” I felt both excited and embarrassed recounting this story, remembering the look of shock and disdain on my parents’ faces, how I unintentionally puked at my mother’s feet, and then the tirade and sermons that followed the next day. I turned to you feeling triumphant. “There, Fati, I’m sure you’ve not done anything worse than that.”
You threw your head back and let out a long, sonorous, mocking laugh. “Is that all? You mean to tell me that the worst thing you’ve ever done is sneak out of your parents’ house and get caught? Oh Bessem, see why I say you’re an ajebota?”
I rolled my eyes. “You keep making noise. Tell me your boring, shocking thing. Let’s compare.”
“Okay, prepare yourself.” You leaned in conspiratorially. “When I was eleven, I got this idea in my head that life in America was far better than life in Cameroon. I think the idea came from constantly sneaking off to the video clubs to watch Arnold Schwarzenegger movies. I mean, after watching Terminator, I was certain I wanted to be part human, part robot, and things like that only happened in America. So one day, I convinced my best friend Alimatou—you will meet her one of these days—that relocating to Hollywood was a good idea. We stole one hundred and fifty thousand francs each from our parents, making it three hundred thousand francs, and set out on a journey to America.
“First, we went shopping for two suitcases and snow clothing—I hoped it would be snowing when we got to America. Apart from wanting to become part-robot I think wanting to experience snow for the first time was the reason why I thought America was the greatest place in the world. Imagine lying in the snow making snow angels, Bessem. Imagine if snow could fall here in Cameroon, even if it’s just for one day, I would die a happy person.
“Anyways my friend and I tried checking into Ayaba Hotel after that. The plan was to lodge there, then continue our journey the next day. The hotel receptionist looked confused when we walked in wearing snow jackets, gloves, and boots. She made us wait in the lobby while she made several calls on her rotary phone, speaking in low, muffled tones while smiling sweetly at us the whole time. We waited for about an hour and then suddenly the lobby doors burst open and three policemen marched in. Needless to say we did not make it to America and our parents were very very mad.”
At first I stared, at a loss for words, and then I nearly split my sides laughing. “I can’t believe you did that, at that age. Like, what were you thinking? You thought the plane was going to pick you up from the hotel and that you were going to pay a plane fare on the spot like we do with road transport or what? I swear, Fati, you are a Saint Jude’s case.”
You shrugged. “I told you I’ve done worse things than you, and that was just as a little kid. I can keep going until you’ve had enough evidence to prove that you are the ajebota in this relationship.”
“No, you win. I give up.”
“No one has ever called me Fati before. It’s either Fatima or Fatimatou. I like the way you say it. It’s very you.” You were staring at me now, your gaze so intense I found myself unable to escape. Something had shifted in the atmosphere between us, a tension that wasn’t there before. All I could hear was the sound of my heartbeat as you drew closer. You touched my face with your fingers, a tentative caress at first, your eyes questioning, seeking permission and then your hand cupped the back of my neck, gently tugging me forward.
I closed my eyes and felt your lips touch mine delicately, sweetly, then firmer, the taste of chocolate lingering on your lips. You kissed like no boy had ever kissed me before, tender, warm, not attempting to conquer, but craving oneness. I felt my whole body come to life. It was like I was outside myself, floating with the whispering trees. Nothing had ever felt so right. The kiss would have gone on forever if we didn’t have to stop and catch our breath.
We lay on our backs afterward, fingers interlaced, shoulders touching, and looked up at the sky through the trees. The sun would have been excruciating on our skin had it not been for the trees shielding us, giving the eucalyptus grove a warm dizzying temperature instead. On your Walkman Brenda Fassie’s voice had replaced Angélique Kidjo’s and I remember feeling more in tune with myself than before, there, by you, in the embrace of nature, still lightheaded from our kiss, talking about this and that: where we each went to primary and secondary school, what we loved and hated, who we thought was a better comedian (Jean Miché Kankan or Papa Ajasco), and who we wanted to be after we graduated. I wasn’t sure what I wanted yet, but you were certain you wanted to design and build water supply and sewage treatment systems throughout the country. My stomach growled all of a sudden and I felt my face burn with shame, but you carried on with the conversation, as if the growl had only taken place in my mind, until it happened again, louder this time, like an upset puppy trying to communicate with its owner, and you said, “Let’s go to City Chemist Roundabout and eat happy rice. I’m hungry too.”
This was one of the things I loved most about you, Fati; your ability to defuse awkward situations with nonchalance. It could be a clumsy fall in public, a monthly stain on one’s dress, or any number of discomfiting positions a person could find themselves in; you handled it with such casualness that one came out of those situations feeling silly for feeling embarrassed about being human.
I grew up with many self-righteous voices in my head, Sister Martha’s especially, telling the girls in Health Science class that a woman must not demean herself in public or before a man. “You are to sit with your legs closed at all times. Smile, don’t laugh. And when you must ease yourself, visit the ladies’ room and return looking presentable.” And the boys expected this of girls, too, sniggering and pointing when a girl accidentally flashed her underwear or when she told a boy she loved him first or admitted she enjoyed kissing him. But with you, Fati, I learned that I could humiliate myself to no end and that you would still love me; like that time I farted in your presence.
We had been dating for four months at the time and it was the first time I let myself pass gas in front of you and I was mortified. For several seconds after I let loose that dreadful sound, I could see in my mind’s eye our relationship ending. We were in your room, perched in the open window, and you were teaching me how to make paper planes, which I was terrible at but you kept encouraging me to try harder in that patient tone you reserved for me. When that unladylike vibration left my body, we both stopped, like rabbits caught in the highlights, and I briefly wished the earth would open its jaws and devour me. For a time, we just stared at each other. And then you leaped up in joy, threw your head back, your hands in the air, and cried, “Finally she farts. I was worried you were a robot.”
I could not look you in the face for days afterward and I blamed the paper planes for the slipup. Sister Martha would not have been pleased. And I tried, daily, not to think of how disappointed she would be if she knew about you. I imagined the blow she would feel on finding out that her favorite student was now doing immoral things with a girl, that I had let myself, despite her teachings, get eaten by a lesbian demon.
We got off the taxi at City Chemist Roundabout and you led me to a restaurant just off Longla Street, a tiny building opposite the pharmacy with broken front steps and a faded brown roof. A sign at the door, scribbled in neat handwriting in blue chalk, read, Mami Pru Resto, one plate = 100 frs. Inside, people were clustered around tables even though they did not appear to be hanging out together, all devouring plates of plain white jollof rice. The walls were covered with old calendars and the floors were cracked but neat and the room had a spicy smell. The back door was open and the servers, two lookalike women, tall and slight, disappeared with empty plates and emerged with piled ones. One of the women approached us as soon as we sat down in the middle of the restaurant, and asked in a high, grating voice, “How many plates?” You held up two fingers and she nodded then walked away.
“What kind of restaurant is this where they only serve rice?” I asked when the woman was out of earshot and you smiled, saying, “After you taste this rice, ehn, you will never want any other rice in your life again. It gives you magical powers.”
I scoffed disbelievingly. When the food arrived and I tasted the rice, I scrunched my face. “It’s tasteless, like the cook forgot to add Maggi and salt.”
“I know but trust me, Bessem. You will thank me later for bringing you here. Just eat, please.” I considered your words, knowing it would be rude to turn down a meal you were paying for, so I dug in. It was after we had finished eating and sat sipping water from old plastic cups, enjoying that tired feeling one gets after a meal, when the sound around me started to fade away. The clinking of cutlery against aluminum, the low murmurs of patrons, and the clamor outside—it all fell away from me. I looked across the table and your face was all squished together like it was pressed against a glass window, and your eyes and mouth kept opening and closing without sound, like an animated character. A small giggle slipped out of my mouth, then another, and another. When I realized I was giggling uncontrollably, I slapped a hand over my mouth and I remember you saying we needed to leave. On the walk back and in the taxi, my heartbeat was the only sound and the rhythm kept me focused, it gave me something to hold on to. My sight was tinted with luminous shades like in a storybook and I felt my whole body liquefy, like I could cover distances without taking any steps. I forced myself to listen for your voice, what was it you kept whispering to me?
“The grass is so beautiful,” I said when we passed a lawn on campus, on the way to my room. It was just about to get dark and the lights in the cluster of tall buildings that made up the University of Mankon were slowly flickering to life and everything was unexpectedly enchanting to look at. I squatted and caressed the grassplot, pressing my face to its feathery green surface. I tried to lie down on the grass but you kept insisting, “Bessem, let’s go home. You’re high. It was just a little weed and one plate was not supposed to get you this high. It was only supposed to make you slightly less uptight. Wallahi, you’re such a lightweight.”
“I’m not high,” I pouted. “Why would I be high? I’ve never done drugs and I will never do them.”
In my room, I ate a bag of plantain chips, the leftover bread from that morning—dipping chunks of it into a container of Tartina, swallowing without chewing well enough—and then gulped down an entire bottle of Coke. It was as if a bottomless hole had opened up in my stomach. You tried to get me to fall asleep afterward but I fought you on it, pulling you down with me on the bed and lying across your chest to keep you from leaving. “Have you ever had a girlfriend?” I asked, and you said yes and when I demanded to know how many, you said three.
“Did you love them?”
“Yes, I loved my first girlfriend.” A bitter kind of sorrow overtook me. I could not explain why, and the marijuana was probably to blame, but the fact that there had been three girls before me, one whom you loved, broke me. I sniffled even though my eyes refused to produce tears, then I slipped off your chest and lay staring at the ceiling. “Tell me about her.”
You were reluctant to, but I insisted. “I was fourteen years old, and she was thirty-four. She was also my biology teacher and school nurse. She would invite me to her office during long breaks or after school and gift me pretty things. She told me I was beautiful, over and over, every day, sending me coy looks whenever she saw me. Then one day she kissed me and I liked it and we started doing other stuff. I’d always known I was different, but she confirmed it. I told her I loved her and she said it back, but she was married. She swore she would leave her husband, though. When news broke out about the affair, the school was scandalized. My parents pulled me out, and the poor woman lost her job. I never saw her again. And my brother, he . . . gave me a good beating. I will show you the scars one day.”
I wanted to cuddle you and reassure you, but then you leaned back against the headboard with your eyes closed, your face softened as if reliving a precious memory of your ex-girlfriend. My drugged-up brain rationalized that as a betrayal. My words were sharp. “Do you still love her or do you love me?” It was not something stone-cold sober Bessem would say, but the rice had not only enhanced my senses, it made me unreasonably emotional and bold. “Because you’re not allowed to love anyone but me. You belong with me now and everybody else is a distraction.”
You chuckled. “Bessem, you have to stop talking. Tomorrow you will regret everything you’ve just said.”
“Why? Do you love me or not? Because I love you. Tell me.”
I don’t recall getting a response, but maybe the answer fell down one of the many pathways the weed unclogged in my brain, never to be recovered. I remember, however, falling into a delicious sleep right afterward, and then waking up the next morning to find you hovering over me, worry etched on your face, asking me if I was okay. I was okay, but humiliated by my memories of the previous night and glad you thought it wise not to bring it up. We would nevertheless get into a little harmless fight about the rice and how you tricked me into eating it—what if I’d passed out and you had to rush me to the hospital? What if I suffered an allergic reaction and couldn’t reach the doctors in time?
I was deliriously happy weeks later when you told me, in the afterglow of lovemaking, rain falling gently on the roof, “I love you, Bessem from the Southwest province, more than I’ve ever loved anyone.”
We ate Mami Pru’s happy rice a couple more times that year.
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A razor, a shower cloth, hairbrush, soap, a toothbrush—zipped inside a transparent toiletry bag and placed in the small sleeve compartment along with a Walkman, earbuds, flashlight, and a scientific calculator. Two dog-eared textbooks, one titled Urban Water Treatment and the other The Science of Hydraulics, a fitness magazine, and a notebook are placed in the main compartment, next to a gray sweater, two T-shirts, and a pair of blue denims, all neatly folded and preserved with two camphor balls. The side and front pockets are empty. I take these items out of Fatima’s haversack one by one, placing them on the living room coffee table, inspecting each item anew as if I haven’t already done so two times this night.
The bottle of Merlot I opened earlier is almost gone so I totter to the bathroom where I empty my bladder, then to the kitchen in my oversize sweats and bonnet, and returning with a second bottle, topping the glass on the lamp stool. It’s 4 a.m. and with the hope of ending this circle of examining and reexamining what Fatima left behind I’ve had enough philosophizing and alcohol to knock out a horse, but my mind refuses to shut down. Or maybe it is as I suspected; I’ve developed a tolerance for alcohol that is frightening. Fatima would be shocked to learn that I’m no longer the lightweight she knew in uni, but rather the type of woman whose trash can has more empty wine bottles than food scraps, who pretends like she doesn’t notice the garbage man judging her when he comes to collect the trash, who miraculously is still able to sleep it off at night and function as normal during the day. Wine makes me forget, and I think it is this desire to forget, the need to make my loneliness more bearable that started me off in the first place.
I look around the room: a big modern square with white walls, a long sofa on a fluffy wool carpet I like to sink my feet into during the evenings while watching TV until I fall asleep. There’s a huge painting of a half-naked, dark-skinned woman playing a flute on the wall behind me—a gift from Jamal from his trip to Zanzibar two years ago. I reach for the glass on the side stool and take a long sip. I’ve learned that the warm and cozy feeling of wine wanes after the second glass, as does the taste, leading me to where I am now—blurred, slurred, and numbed. It’s not a bad feeling, but when I get like this, a whole bottle gone without an ache in my stomach, it feels like a good idea to keep going, despite knowing I will regret it in the morning. Most days I don’t make it to a third glass, but today, I think I must keep at it if I want to keep feeling numb.
I can’t pinpoint when exactly the drinking started. You tell yourself you deserve a glass because you’ve had a bad day, but then one bad day turns into two, then three, and before you know it, you’re unable to go a day without thinking about wine. You find yourself eager to return home to pour yourself a glass, craving that relaxed, euphoric feeling that makes your problems appear less severe than they are, the feeling that makes you forget you’re a bird, alone in her cage, yearning for company, afraid to break free and fly off in perilous weather. You hunger for the dopamine spike that wine triggers, even if it’s fleeting. And like they say, it’s hard to stop once you’ve started. I wake up some mornings, head pounding, sore all over, feeling guilty over something the internet said about alcohol being bad for you. In those moments, which are becoming more and more common, I hate this weakness inside me. I swore to myself I would stop. And I have, for a week, months, even up to a year at times—flushing cases of Merlot down the kitchen sink and avoiding the store’s wine section to prove my sobriety. When I’ve gone so long without tasting alcohol, I’m certain I’ve overcome my frailty, but then I wake up on a day like today and it is as if the monster never went to sleep at all. The thirst returns stronger than before, gnashing its teeth at me as if to say, how dare you toss me aside like a piece of garbage. And I always end up feeding it, sometimes I even overfeed it.
I had hoped to find something among Fatima’s things, a clue, a note, anything that would point me in a new direction, but after rounds of meticulous scrutiny I’m sure there’s nothing to be found. Outside, the birdsong begins to pick up as the town slowly awakens; the thumping feet of joggers jogging past in large groups, the roar of a lone vehicle speeding down the highway and fading out, and, most remarkably, church bells ringing in the distance, calling parishioners to morning mass. As the gray morning light seeps through the windows, I climb to my feet, intending to go to the bathroom, but then the room starts to spin and the floor moves under my feet. I stagger backward, expecting to fall on the sofa; instead, I find myself on my back in the middle of the room surrounded by broken glass and four white walls. I am disoriented until I realize I’ve fallen through the coffee table.
I stay that way for a bit, staring at the ceiling. There are cuts on my fingers and hands, dripping red onto the feathery white rug, but I barely feel any pain, just a stiff and lightheaded feeling. Once my eyes focus, I try to push myself up by inching my arms under me and that is when I see it—one of Fatima’s books, lying face down in the wreckage, with something sticking out of its pages. Forgetting the shards of glass, I crawl over to find photographs tucked inside the book. There are six, all matted to one another, streaky and damaged beyond recognition. I toss them aside and leaf through her other books, my movements frantic, and there, in one of the hardbacks, inserted in the middle, is a photo I would recognize anywhere, a photo I’ve longed to have for so many years, a little faded but not as badly ruined as the others. Fatima and I are standing under a tree on campus, an old baobab looming by the gate just as you enter the school. Our arms are slung over each other’s shoulders, smiling broadly at the camera; Fatima in black jeans and a sweater and me in a short floral dress with a belt at the waist, red flats, and my afro pulled back in a ponytail. I take a deep breath in, fighting back tears, pushing down the surge of emotions awakened by seeing her face again, not the teenager’s face from the photo I swiped from Mahamadou’s album, but the adult face I’d almost forgotten.
Out of all the photographs Fatima and I took together, pictures that now only exist in my recollections, I think of this one the most. All of our moments were exceptional, but if I had to rank them, the memory of how we came to be standing so happily under that tree would come first. We had just returned from my parents’ house in Nkambe and I was feeling guilty about how miserable Fatima had seemed during her stay, especially toward the end.
“I’m so sorry about my mum and relatives. They were so mean to you,” I said to Fatima. It was the weekend before the semester would resume and we were in her room playing Ludo on the rug. Students across campus geared up for the much-anticipated Petit Pays concert that evening; clothes had been picked out and waited atop made beds, shoes dusted and left to air on the verandas, overexcited voices calling out to one another from across the halls, small clusters on the balconies jesting or gossiping, a neighbor sticking his head inside Fatima’s room to ask for a clothes iron. Fatima and I were no exception; her outfit was draped over a chair, mine right next to it. And on the radio, the broadcaster kept reminding us of the concert’s start time.
“You have to stop apologizing, Bessem. I had a great time at your parents’ house. Your mum is not only beautiful, but kindhearted, and your dad is quiet but cool. I like them.”
“Except when my relatives were staring at you and asking if you were male or female.”
“Ah, I’m used to it.” After a pensive moment, she added, “You’re lucky, you know. Your parents adore you and I envy you for that. Your mum is a little hard on you, but I think it’s the only way she knows how to express her love. I never had that growing up. My parents are passive and my brother has all the power, and he hates me.” Her words held such sadness it broke my heart. I hugged her and whispered reassuring words, hoping my touch was enough to ease the bad memories.
“I have this strange feeling that won’t go away, Bessem. Lately it feels like our love story will end in tragedy.” Alarmed, I pulled back and stared at her. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears, her shoulders slumped in defeat. I had never seen Fatima look so trampled and tormented.
“Why would you say such a thing? Are you wishing us bad luck?”
“I’m sorry, Bessem, I don’t mean to be negative, but it’s just that you’re from a very functional family and there’s no way your parents will let their only daughter end up a lesbian like me. At some point, they are going to push you to marry a guy and I’m worried you will. I mean, look at you, everybody wants you. I’m afraid because being gay is not something I can turn on and off, neither is my love for you, and I know my heart will never recover from losing you.”
I started crying because she was crying, and I took her face in my hands, forcing her to look at me. “I’m afraid of losing you too, Fati. I’m also hurt that you don’t have faith in me, in our love. I’m not some fragile little thing my parents can control, and liking girls is not something I can turn on and off either. I love you and I know the same way you know, that I will never be happy without you.”
“Promise me that no matter what happens, be it your family or my brother—because I know he will try to separate us—promise me that you will not give up on us, on me.”
“I promise.”
“Are you sure?”
“If you don’t believe me, then let’s get married, right now, to prove to you that I’m not going anywhere, ever.”
A smile lit up her face. She probably thought I was joking, but then she saw I meant my words and her eyes widened. “You’re serious.” I nodded. She hastily wiped at her tears and I saw mischief creep into her eyes. “Wait right here,” she said, jumping to her feet. “We need to prepare for the wedding properly.” She left the room, a bounce in her step, and returned minutes later carrying something small in her palm. “If they won’t let us marry in a church or a mosque like we want to, we can always do it ourselves. Now give me your hand.”
I did so, gingerly, and then she started squeezing a greenish paste out from the cone she had retrieved. I seized my hand from her, wrinkling my nose. “What’s that? It looks like poop.”
“It’s not poop. It’s called henna, and it’s made from leaves. Remember how you’re always saying you love the changing tattoos on Alima’s hands and feet? This is how it’s done. Some Muslim woman are given a bridal henna when they’re about to get married. You still want to marry me, don’t you?”
“Of course!” I extended my hand again and watched her work with still fingers, carefully applying the paste on the back of my hand, then around my fourth finger. I was giddy. I had not meant it literally when I mentioned marriage. It had been a spontaneous thought, something that slipped out of my mouth, but as I watched Fatima at her task, looking up at me excitedly from time to time, I thought maybe this wasn’t spur-of-the-moment at all. The idea of marrying a man had always seemed disheartening to me, with all the duties that were expected of a wife that I knew I wasn’t ready for; but the idea of marrying Fatima did not seem at all daunting. In fact, it felt like the most natural thing in the world, the easiest thing, something I was looking forward to even though the possibility had just sprung itself on us. To this day, I think it’s the best decision I’ve ever made.
Fatima added the finishing touches to the beautiful floral pattern on my hand, including a henna ring with a little heart in the middle around my finger. “It’s gorgeous,” I said and reached over to touch it, but she swatted my palm away, asking me to wait until it was dry. She made me draw an identical pattern on her hand and finger and after squinting, grunting, and being laughed at for not being able to draw, her henna ring came out looking like a crooked circle and the petal was a ball with spikes. The heart was the only thing I got right.
We stood under the ceiling fixture in the middle of the room, soft music on the radio, Alimatou as our witness, curtains drawn and the door bolted. Fatima took my hand in hers, and even today, years after we exchanged vows, I can still see her smile, bright enough to incinerate us both. “Bessem, I know marriage between two women is not recognized by law,” she said, her voice a low melody of promise. “But who cares? I am madly in love with you and I don’t need the law to justify what I feel in my heart. These rules were not made to favor people like us, so why should we live by them?
“Look . . . growing up the people around me made me feel like I was damaged somehow, they made me feel like I did not deserve love. I believed them until I met you. You make me feel seen, Bessem, like I belong in this world finally, like I deserve happiness. I don’t feel alone anymore. I have a reason to fight now. Alimatou says we’re only doing this because we’re young and foolish, but nothing about this feels foolish to me. I want to grow old with you, Bessem. I don’t have a real ring to give you right now, but I will one day, I promise. Take this henna ring for now, as a sign of my love and devotion.”
I was sniffing back tears, overwhelmed by emotion. Fatima was good with words like that, and the sincerity behind them almost never failed to knock the air out of my lungs. I don’t remember my vows word for word, but I recall promising her on my life not to let this world come between us.
We kissed and cried when Alimatou declared us married, and when she left the room, we made sweet lingering love, caressing each other softly, our lips pressed together, between our legs moistened with longing, seeking to unite more than just our bodies. When someone knocked on the door announcing it was time for the concert, we left the room hand in hand as a married couple and walked across campus to the baobab tree. We stopped for a photo to commemorate the most important day of our lives. I asked Fatima to duplicate the wedding photos, one taken with just the two of us, and another with Alima, but she never got around to it.
At the concert, as we swayed together with a packed crowd of perfect strangers enchanted by Petit Pays, I felt the bond between Fatima and me strengthening. Her arms were around me, a song different from Petit Pays’s playing between us, and I felt for the first time as if I could burst from joy. I kept glancing down at the henna, waiting for the dull orange color that was barely noticeable on my dark skin to turn black, but as Fatima had promised, it didn’t appear until the next day. I woke up to find the ring and petal, black and bold, against my skin and I loved it. The design faded in just two weeks, but I still look down at my hand sometimes, hoping to find the henna.

I wake up wincing at the streaks of sunlight coming in through the living room window. I don’t recall falling back asleep, but I remember framing the photo of Fatima and me, then crying with the frame close to my chest until it felt as if I had no air left. The clock on the wall says it’s ten in the morning and the town outside is fully awake and raucous with activity. Searing, red-hot pain shoots through my body when I try to get off the couch. It feels like someone took a bat to my back and head and then pushed me down the stairs wrapped in a rug. My heart races when I see bloodstains on my clothes, but then the sight of the shattered glass table puts my fear to rest.
In the bathroom, while my head throbs with an intensity that has me swearing I will never drink again, I swallow two painkillers then grit my teeth as I swipe alcohol over the cuts on my arms, hands, back, and a little bruise on my left temple. The migraine still hasn’t retreated by the time I’m done, so I swallow two more painkillers, washing down the medication with a glass of orange juice, an apple, and cornflakes. When I call in sick, Pastress Elizabeth tells me to get well soon in an exaggeratedly concerned tone. As I try to straighten the mess in the living room, the pain in my head almost completely replaced by a general feeling of malaise, a thought occurs to me—I forgot to ask Alima where Fatima had planned to go the day she left town. Alima’s phone rings and rings when I dial; on my third dial she switches off her phone. I think of pouring myself a glass of wine, but end up sending Alima a text instead. And as the text whooshes off, I decide to go over to her place and talk to her. If I can get an address, I could travel there to see if Fatima ever showed up.
Maybe Fatima doesn’t want to be found. Alima’s words from yesterday echo in my head just as I’m about to step out the door. What if she’s right? Am I intruding on Fatima’s privacy by continuing to look? Am I forcing myself into the life of someone who doesn’t want to be in mine? I drop my car keys and take a seat. Alima could be wrong too. What if I’m meant to keep looking for Fatima? What if she’s in danger and I’m her only hope? I cannot ignore the voice in the back of my head telling me that Fatima would not have left me wondering for years, not if she had a say about it. She would have left a note at least, or found a way to inform me that she was alive and well. My wife, the girl I married, would not have left me agonizing, pondering where she’d gone off to, not so soon after we made vows promising each other something like that would never happen.
But even as I’m having these thoughts, I can’t help but think that there’s some truth to what Alima said. There’s a possibility Fatima might have succumbed to her brother’s will. She was brave but she was also human, susceptible to the ways of this world. She must have endured so much, leaving me behind was the only logical choice. And who would blame her for taking the easy way out? I’m tormenting myself with these thoughts, my hand reaching for the wine bottle of its own accord, when suddenly the doorbell rings, a jarring noise that goes straight to my head and prompts another headache. I try to ignore it, but whoever is at the door is insistent. I’ve told Jamal in person and via texts last night I needed time alone. It better not be Audrey.
I yank the door open, ready to turn the intruder away, but who I find standing on the other side has me blinking and doing a double take.
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Shari, what are you doing here?” I ask, frowning at the unexpected visitor. “How did you know where I live?”
“Good morning, Bessem. I’m sorry for showing up unannounced, but I had no other choice. I have something I need to show you. Come with me, please?”
I hesitate. She’s jittery and keeps glancing over her shoulder as if she expects someone to interrupt us.
“It’s about Fatima,” she says abruptly, and I feel a spike of alarm. She’s twisting her handkerchief nervously, refusing to meet my gaze. “I know who you are, Bessem. My husband does too. Please come with me before he finds out I’m here.”
Dread twists in my gut. So that’s why it felt like I was being pressured by Mahamadou. He’s been onto me this whole time. I have so many questions, so many hows, whys, and whens. However, I say, “Okay, let me get changed. Come inside and wait.”
“It’s fine. I will just wait here, thank you. And please hurry, I have to get home to Zainab.”
Three minutes later, I’m back at the door in a different pair of sweats, and Shari’s back is to me, leaning over the terrace railing to watch the street like a hawk.
“No need to bring your keys. I brought my car. I will bring you back. What happened to you?” she asks, pointing at the bruise on my temple, and I reach up to touch it before telling her that I fell.
I’ve trained my mind at this point to expect disappointment from anyone claiming to have information about Fatima, but as I follow Shari down the stairs, across the parking lot, then outside the gate to a red RAV4, I find myself swept away with anxiety over whatever I’m about to find out.
At Foncha Junction, we run into traffic, two stagnant lines of purring engines baking under the late morning sun. Commercial motorcycles with two to three people, none wearing protective gear, are riding between lanes only to get stuck behind stationary vehicles ahead. Across from us, a taxi driver yells insults out the window at a bike rider who almost smashed his side mirror. Shari, alongside every other driver in traffic, resorts to tooting her horn, producing a cacophony of noise loud enough to damage hearing. “I’m sure it’s one of those reckless camion drivers. Are they not supposed to use the roads at night so that the rest of us can drive around peacefully during the day?” Shari’s tone is sharper than usual and she has lifted herself off her seat to stretch her neck out the window. I can’t help but notice a change in her character, an unsmiling austereness that wasn’t there before, as if she woke up this morning and forgot to put on her sweet face. Or maybe she has always been this way and I was just too busy looking in the wrong places to notice.
The line starts to move, a miracle, finally, and I sigh. At the next junction, we leave the highway and head down a familiar dirt road. My heart begins palpitating. On my right is the road that goes past Imam Yusuf’s mosque, then a nursing school and the Guinness storehouse to the left. I had a hunch this was where Shari was taking me when we turned left at the previous junction; still, I had hoped I was wrong. We drive through pastures and past small buildings on a bumpy road with ruts and sharp stones sticking out of the dirt. The way Shari drives shows she’s mastered the rough path, maneuvering the car smoothly to avoid potholes and dodging fast-moving, dust-racing bendskiniares until we are off the main path and headed down a smaller, more desolate dirt road.
“Why are you taking me here?” I ask. I feel nauseous, but I can’t tell if it’s because of the hangover or the unease building in my chest the closer we get to our destination.
“It’s better if I show you.” She has been monosyllabic the whole drive, refusing to tell me anything ahead of time. What is this? Is this her plan to lure me out here, in the middle of nowhere, and get rid of me? I don’t trust Shari. She knew all along and she acted like she didn’t. I thought I was the puppeteer when in fact I’ve been the puppet all along. No one would think to look for my body in a place like this. I feel my nausea turn to full-blown panic and I reach for my phone, intending to let Jamal know where I am, only to find that I left it at home.
“Are you okay?” Shari asks, looking over at me, worry stamped on her face.
I nod, breathing through my mouth, long deep breaths. I consider asking her to stop the car, but then she takes a right turn and passes a few houses before pulling into a vacant compound with a bamboo fence. The last time I was here there was a cluster of houses; now they’ve all been demolished, except for one, a medium-sized shack amid piles of rubble and debris, its roof caved in and whitewashed exterior faded to a near-brown, with black streaks of mildew running down the walls and trails of termites crawling up from the ground. It is almost as if the owner hasn’t quite decided whether or not to tear down this house too.
I step out of the car warily, expecting to find Mahamadou or worse waiting, but there’s no one around, no one I can see at least. My feet are wobbly and I feel another headache layering over my nausea. I should sit down and wait for the sickness to pass, or run away before it’s too late, but something inside me says I have to see this through. I take a step closer to the house and for a crazed moment I imagine finding Fatima’s mother lying on a mat on the veranda like the last time I visited, but the house looks like it hasn’t been lived in for years. The doors and windows are boarded up.
“My husband bought this place after his mother passed away. He hasn’t decided what to do with it yet; put up apartments for rent or maintain it as a family home.” Shari walks over to stand by me, gazing up at the house thoughtfully.
“Shari.” I say the name pleadingly. “Why have you brought me here?”
“Follow me.”
Walking among heaps upon heaps of rubble, she takes me across the yard, past the house and an old well, to a narrow pathway that leads us to a small piece of fallow land lined with dead weeds and wildflowers. I am dreading each step, but still I follow. Dry soil crunches under me and I have to wiggle my feet every few steps to get dirt out of my sandals. We stop toward the end of the property, near a giant tree with gnarled, leafless limbs. There’s still nothing to be seen out here. I sigh.
“Please promise me you will let me finish what I have to say,” Shari beseeches. She’s standing under the tree, her hands shaking as she twists her handkerchief into knots. I notice that, for the first time ever, her hijab is askew, its lacy fabric receding to reveal thick black hair and a set of ears. She doesn’t seem to be aware of her indecency, and I should point it out, but I don’t. My own anxiety has me in a clutch. Shari’s terrified, clearly, and drumming up the courage to tell me something.
“What is it, Shari?” I say, close to tears.
“Look . . . I knew about Fatima even before I met her.” Her tone is low, expression rueful. She has stopped fidgeting with the handkerchief and now has both hands resting on her hip. “She was always the talk of the town—oh Fatima got expelled from school again for seducing her teacher, oh Fatima is in a lesbian cult, oh please don’t let your children look Fatima directly in the eyes, she will turn them into lesbians, oh Fatima is possessed, Fatima this, Fatima that. I grew up hearing all these things and I believed them. I believed them until the day I met her. We were introduced by our parents at the mosque one Friday afternoon and I remember thinking, but she’s so kind, so pretty, why is everyone saying she’s bad. I got my very first period that same day too. It was during prayer and I was mortified and didn’t know what to do. Fatima, kneeling behind me, tapped me on the shoulder and told me not to worry. She took me outside, took care of me, and taught me how to use a pad. I worshipped her from that day forward. When my parents decided on my betrothal to Mahamadou it was a dream come true because it meant Fatima was officially my big sister.
“But not many people saw Fatima as I did, especially not her family. She wasn’t a spawn of the devil like people claimed; she was just misunderstood. If you ask me, Fatima was a much better person than most so-called good people I know. She just walked a different path than the rest of us. The creature designed some people that way, you know. They can’t be changed no matter how hard we try.” A dragonfly buzzes by, loud and distracting, and lands on Shari’s shoulder. She stops to swat it away, both of us watching as it takes off and vanishes into the horizon.
“The night you two were locked up, I begged Mahamad to bail Fatima out, but he insisted she hadn’t learned her lesson yet. He let her stay in that cell for a week before bailing her out. I was here that night, visiting her ailing father. Fatima came to say that she was leaving town. She looked terrible and I could not even begin to imagine what she’d endured at the hands of the police. She was bruised all over, new and old whip marks on her arms and legs, a swollen eye that was just beginning to go down. She had lost a lot of weight too. Her skin was drained of color and her lips were cracked and almost bleeding. She looked like she hadn’t eaten in days. I offered her water, but she refused. She’d been crying too, it showed in her eyes. She said she was home to collect her birth certificate and exam certificates so that she could start over somewhere new.
“I will remember what she said to her parents till the day I die. The pain on her face, how defeated she looked, so young yet so burdened. Fatima sat across from us—me, her parents, Mahamad—on one of the smaller living room chairs, wringing her hands in that nervous way she was fond of. She said, ‘I’m sorry I’m this way. I’m sorry I’m not the good Muslim daughter you deserve. If I could change, I would, but I can’t. And I don’t want to keep causing trouble for the family, so I’ve decided to leave. I know you don’t want to hear this, but I met someone, someone good for me, someone I know you will never approve of, but I love her very much. Her name is Bessem. We got married a while ago and I thought you should know that because I hope to introduce her to you one day, whether you’re ready or not, but I thought you should know.’”
She told her parents about me? I choke back tears. Oh, Fati.
“‘I’ve been punished my whole life for being different,’ she said, looking directly at Mahamad with tears in her eyes, ‘especially by you, brother, and I just want the pain to stop. Being away from here, from you, is the only way I know how to find peace. I will come back one day, I promise, and I hope by then you all will have found it in your hearts to accept me as I am.’
“Needless to say Mahamad was infuriated that she would make such a bold declaration. The whole family knew Fatima was a lesbian, but she had never openly admitted to it before. I guess she grew tired of watching them pretend that her sexuality was a phase that would magically pass.” Shari takes a long pause, bracing herself for what she’s about to say next. Tears have formed in her eyes and are spilling over. She dabs at them hastily with her knotted kerchief before continuing.
“I remember what happened next as if it were only minutes ago. Her dad had given her the certificates she came for, but it wasn’t clear to me if he was okay with her leaving or not. Her parents could be that way; unassertive and indifferent when it came to Fatima. She went into her room to get something—the same room she shared with Mahamad as a kid. She slung a small duffel bag over her shoulder and made her way to the main door, but Mahamad blocked her, saying she was not allowed to leave. They pushed and shoved at each other, exchanging insults. Fatima said she was not afraid of him anymore, and he said that she was an ungrateful little brat who did not care about anyone but herself. Her dad watched from the sofa, too ill to lift a hand, and her mother’s calls for them to stop fighting fell on deaf ears. Fatima succeeded in getting past her brother and outside, but Mahamad was close behind. I stood by the door and watched them struggle, crying myself. Fatima appeared small next to her brother, but he fought her as if she was his equal.
“She managed to get away from him and ran to the side of the house, but only for a moment. He followed her and that was when it happened. That . . . that . . . that was when he held her in a . . . a chokehold and dragged her back to the front of the house. Up to this day, he swears he was only trying to restrain her, to calm her down and talk some sense into her. He loved his sister very much. I screamed at him to stop, but he wouldn’t listen. I see this moment every time I dream—his huge arms around her neck, her hands thrashing and scratching uselessly at his forearms as she tried to get out of his hold, her legs kicking out as she begged him through an obstructed windpipe, teary eyes wide with fear. And then I saw her hands slowly stop moving and fall to the sides, her body sagging against him. It was so quiet after that.
“He thought she was pretending at first. I thought so too, or at least I hoped so. He went into a fit of panic and started shaking her, crying and begging her to wake up. Her parents rushed out of the house to see what had happened and when it was clear to them that Fatima was gone, the dad sat on the front step sobbing quietly, and the mother hauled Fatima’s limp body into her lap and cradled her to her chest, whimpering, kissing her face, rocking herself back and forth. I stood frozen. Unlike them, I had seen life escape Fatima’s body.
“The crying went on for a long time. The father said something about going to the hospital and Mahamad suggested calling the police. He was shocked out of his mind and he kept saying he deserved to be struck dead by Allah. He went looking for a machete to end his life, and that’s when his mother abandoned Fatima’s body and went after him, stopping him before he could reach the machete.
“Later, I suggested digging a grave. Everyone turned to me, surprised at my voice, like they had forgotten I was there. They did not argue and Mahamad started digging a hole. He carried her in a white sheet, from the front of the house to this tree, where he put her in the hole he had dug, right there, and he filled it up while the rest of us watched.”
Shari’s pointing at a spot on the ground, a little ways from where we’re standing. I follow her fingers and when my eyes come to rest on what is supposed to be Fatima’s grave, a small mound of red earth with a large stone on top of it, I feel a strange kind of pain. I want to scream but I’m unable to make a sound, so I rub my chest instead, trying to soothe the ache inside, but the feeling wells and wells, crushing me like paper. I feel bile rise to my throat and my stomach muscles tighten and roll and it’s almost impossible for me to concentrate on anything other than seeking a way to get rid of the ill feeling. So I crouch down and I heave yellowish, partially digested food onto the ground. Once I’m emptied out, I crawl, dizzy and unstable, to the grave that this hijab-wearing woman says belongs to Fatima and I weep.
I can feel Shari holding me, I can hear her speaking in fragments—something about how she’s sorry, how she was forced to make a choice that night, how she’s tired of living with the guilt, and how she has always wanted to unburden herself. But all I feel is an emptiness. Everything around me has become a haze of anguish. My feet and arms feel heavy and the act of breathing feels exhausting. I’m cold all over, even though the sun is bright above. But more than anything, I want to lie next to Fatima and close my eyes for a few minutes.
Somewhere in the distance, as if in a dream, I hear the echo of a car door slamming and then the deep timbre of a man’s voice calling out to Shari. I can’t tell who it is at first, but as he draws near, I recognize the voice as Mahamadou’s. It’s all fuzzy in my head, but I hear him say to his wife, “What have you done? How can you do this to us?” He raises his hand as if to strike her and she recoils.
“I’m done keeping your secrets,” she says. “I’m done being your accomplice, all so that you can keep up this fake image of a righteous Imam. I saw you with that other woman. You promised me you would stop seeing her. You’re such a hypocrite, lecturing people day and night about right and wrong when you don’t practice any of it. I thought you could change, but I was wrong. I’m done!”
Watching the exchange—Shari’s anger, the look of disbelief on Mahamadou’s face, seeing him almost hit her, the largeness of him and the smallness of her—something inside me snaps. Suddenly I am no longer frozen; a wave of feral, all-consuming anger sweeps through me. I pull to my feet and charge toward Mahamadou. Before he can dodge out of the way, I take a swing with my balled fist and hit him square in the nose. The punch rocks him backward and he blinks his eyes at me while wiping blood from his nostrils.
“You killed her. You killed your own sister! She just wanted to be happy, away from you, and you killed her,” I scream, wanting more than anything to mangle the man with my bare hands, to scratch at his face with my fingernails until there’s nothing but eye sockets hanging from his bloody skull. I want to hang his injured body upside down on the barren tree next to Fatima’s grave and watch the birds feed on his flesh until his last breath. He sees me coming for a second punch and slips behind me, easily locking his arms around me, quick as a cheetah. I struggle against him, arms swinging wildly as I try to get out of his grip. I can hear Shari yelling at him to stop.
“Calm down, woman,” he snarls, breath hot and heavy against my ear, and I flinch from it, disgusted by his hands on my body. Only malice oozes through his pores.
“How do you sleep at night, ehn, Mahamadou? How do you stand up on that pulpit, uttering Allah’s name through sinful lips, bringing shame on the title of Imam, giving Islam a bad name. How are you moving on with your life so well with your sister’s blood on your hands?” I spit the words out, wishing I could see his face, wishing I was bigger than him, stronger than him, wishing I could inflict as much pain on him as he has on me.
“You need to stop making all these silly accusations. No one will believe you and I will make sure that you get punished for real this time.”
I choke back something between a laugh and a sob. “Even now that the truth is out, you’re still making threats? Don’t you feel even an ounce of guilt for what you did?”
He goes quiet for a moment and then says into my ear, “You think I don’t feel guilt, Bessem? Guilt is all I’ve felt since the day my sister died. Guilt is what drove me to become Imam. I thought if I got closer to Allah, did more for my community, that my slate will be wiped clean. Guilt is why you are not in jail today, because silly me, I thought if I left you alone, the woman my sister supposedly married, that it will earn her forgiveness from the grave somehow. But it seems I was wrong. You cause nothing but trouble; first my sister, and now you’ve turned my wife against me. Maybe I should just tell the police what I know about you and be done with it.”
“Maybe you should,” I retort. “Because after this I’m going to let everyone in this town know who you really are and what you did to your sister. It’s over for you, Mahamadou.”
“Tread carefully, Bessem. I may not want to harm you out of respect for my sister, but I’ve worked very hard to build a reputation for myself in this town and I’m not letting anyone destroy it, not even you. It might also interest you that I know about your friend and his boyfriends, and I know about that wayward girl at La Vallée. I can make their lives very difficult. Do not push me.”
He lets go of me abruptly and I stagger forward, almost falling, then I twirl around to face him, too fast I think, because the movement causes my head to swim. My vision blurs before I can get a word out, my knees weakening beneath me. I feel myself falling and falling, trying to hold on to something and failing. The last thing I hear is Mahamadou saying, “What a troublesome woman.” I try to imagine what they would do with my body, if they would bury me next to Fatima, but before my brain can make sense of things, everything goes black.
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First, I hear voices, a man and a woman murmuring close by; then, I force my eyes open to bare white walls, wincing at the sudden brightness from the window. I feel someone holding my left hand, so I turn my head and find Jamal hovering over me, worry imprinted on his face. I’m groggy and sore all over and the air is thick with the revolting smell of antiseptic and plastic. I try to move my arm so I can sit myself up and that is when I notice the IV needle strapped to my hand. Why am I in a hospital? How did I get here? Panic takes hold of me.
There are four empty beds with rails and blue mosquito nets bunched up above each one. My mattress is hard, stiff, with plastic that crinkles when I move. Transparent curtains hang on one large window and now that my vision is better I see that the walls are actually peeling and creamy white with many hand stains. I reach for a bottle of water on my bedside table, wishing to soothe the dryness in my throat, but Audrey reaches for it before I can. “Doucement,” she says, bringing the bottle to my mouth. Her hands are warm and she smells of sweet jasmine, and I find myself leaning in to soak up her warmth. I want to question her being here—shouldn’t she be on her way to Canada, or at least preparing to leave? But I realize I don’t want to know. I like that she’s here.
“How did I get here?” I ask her.
“Imam Mahamadou called me, said to come here, that you passed out. What happened, Bessem?” Jamal asks. Hearing the name Mahamadou triggers the most excruciating pain. Fatima. Fatima is dead. I saw her grave, I wanted to hurt her brother, then I woke up here. How long have I been lying here? I gasp for air, feeling everything in my world plummet. This isn’t a dream. Fatima is dead. Long, loud sobs tear through me.
I try to get out of bed but Jamal won’t have it, he’s holding me back with firm hands on my shoulders. I’m frail but I resist hysterically. I need to inform the police. A nurse appears and joins in the effort to keep me still. “Let me go please,” I sob. “She’s gone, Jamal. He killed her. He killed Fatima, and he buried her, and all this time . . .” I’ve exhausted myself trying to fight off the hands holding me down. The nurse speaks softly to me, Jamal too, giving me his shoulder to cry on. The dark mood retreats after a while and I lie numb, staring at the walls, at the faces hovering above me, at the nurse fiddling with the drip in my aching wrist.
“Bessem,” Jamal says, his voice low. “What happened?”
I try to tell him, but the words turn to more tears. After several attempts, I begin to tell him what happened. “His wife, Shari . . . she told me everything. She was trying to leave town that night, like Alima said. They fought, her and her brother, and he killed her, and buried her beside their house as if she were a dog. I saw her grave with my own eyes, Jamal. His wife showed it to me.” I sniffle back tears, wiping my eyes with my wrist. “All this time . . . I thought she left, she was right here, under my nose, rotting in a grave with no headstone.”
“Oh, Bessem.” Jamal clamps his right hand over his mouth. Then he wraps his arms around me, pulling me as close as the IV will allow. “I’m so sorry.”
“The police have to know. I must get out of here. I must tell them.”
“You can’t do that, Bessem,” he says, pulling away.
“What? Why not?”
He hesitates. “If what you’re saying is true, and I believe you, then talking to the police will be a huge mistake. I’ve heard stories, Bessem. A man like Imam Mahamadou, the police cannot touch him. You can’t fight him. You will only end up putting yourself in danger.”
What he’s saying makes no sense so I ignore him. “How long have I been here?”
“Since yesterday,” Audrey says.
“Yesterday?” I look at the two people at my bedside, unnerved. “I’ve been here for a whole day? I have to go. Where’s my phone?” Jamal hands me my favorite Sephora bag and asks me who I will call. “My police friend,” I say, just as a man with a croaky tone answers the phone.

The sun is high when we pull up outside the Hassan residence; myself, Jamal, my police friend Munki, two hired diggers in one police truck, and four of Munki’s armed colleagues in another. I’ve told them where Fatima is buried and the tension is thick as we enter the property.
If I’m being honest, the only reason Munki came on such short notice, the reason he’s willing to facilitate justice, is because he hopes by granting me this favor, I will finally say yes to his marriage proposal. Jamal was dumbstruck when they arrived at the hospital—police officers in this country do not show up to a crime scene unless the caller is paying for fuel. But even as corrupt as Cameroon is, it can be unbelievably easy for people with friends in the right places.
Munki and I attended primary school together. He was the tallest, oldest boy in my class and even back then, he was always following me around like a lost puppy. He had jiggers in his feet and never wore shoes to school because his parents could not afford them. They could afford a uniform for their son, but not always the soap to wash it with, and his schoolbag was this woven ngwashi bag that the other kids taunted him for. “You were the only one who did not make fun of me,” he told me when we ran into each other in Yaoundé two years ago. He was working security at a teacher’s conference, and I was impressed that he had worked his way up from poverty to the ranks of a police commissioner. A few months after our reunion, he called to inform me he’d been transferred from Yaoundé to Bamenda, and we’ve been meeting regularly since then. He’s told me about his late wife and the two children he’s raising by himself; he speaks desperately about wanting to remarry. Sometimes I worry that Munki wants a new wife not for love but because he needs someone to look after his children.
Halfway across the yard, I notice there’s something not quite right about the property. The shack is still the same crumbling pile it was yesterday. The bamboo fence is intact, as is the tree with no leaves at the end of the property. What’s different is the piece of land Shari led me to the day before. Yesterday it was coarse and unbroken; now, it’s been upturned and neatly hoed in straight lines spanning the entire area. The weeds and wildflowers are all gone, buried to decay under fresh ridges. With a sinking heart, I race to the tree. I can tell Fatima’s grave isn’t as it was. It has been violated, tampered with. Only yesterday my fingers had bled from scraping at the hardened mound of earth; today, the dirt is loose and the stone is gone. I drop to my knees and with still raw fingers I shove at the soil with my palms.
“Bessem, stop. Let the diggers do their job,” Jamal says, tugging at my arm until I’m forced to abandon the task and come to my feet.
“Someone’s been here,” I state, breathing heavily. Some of the hair piled on top of my head has escaped the hairband and the strands are touching my sweaty face, making my forehead itch. “Yesterday this place was uncultivated and all of a sudden it’s plowed. The grave too, someone has touched it.” I must look crazy, I realize, trying to explain myself to these blank-faced policemen.
“Let the diggers dig. From there we can draw our conclusions,” Munki says, patting me on the shoulder, his deep-set eyes radiating kindness and understanding as usual.
I step back, stamping down on my fear and the diggers stride forward with their tools, two spades and a mattock, both eager to complete the job I’ve paid so handsomely for. The first spade goes in the ground and one of the diggers, the smaller man with a chiseled face and bushy eyebrows, turns to Munki and says, “E dey like say person dong first dig the place, ehn, and e show say na recently them dig’am.”
Munki insists that they keep digging, and we stand back and watch. A few neighbors who saw police trucks and assumed there was trouble have also gathered, forming a small crowd around the grave site. There are already whispers circulating among them and I wonder if any of them remembers Fatima.
As the diggers go farther into the ground, easily breaking through soil and heaping it into a pile, I begin to wonder about the soundness of my own memory. Could it be that I imagined it all? Did I have too much to drink and then dream that Shari showed up at my door and brought me to Fatima’s grave? Or maybe whatever the doctors put in that IV bag is still in my system, making me hallucinate. The doctor had warned me about the side effects of my medication when I insisted on being discharged against his will. I probably should have listened to him, because now my head is starting to fog again.
“Na cassava dey for here,” one of the diggers announces from the waist-high grave. The rest of us surge forward, clustering around the edge to see what he means. Something’s buried in the grave all right, just not what I thought it would be. There’s no skeleton wrapped in a white sheet like Shari described; instead, it’s a bulk of cassava roots stored in-ground, an ancient method of preserving root vegetables I remember from when I was little.
I stand perplexed at the sight. This can’t be. I feel my balance waver as if I might faint. “Bessem, I think you need to sit down,” Jamal urges me. “You don’t look good.” Why is he so calm? I hate the way everyone’s looking at me, especially Munki, and the uncertain whispers in the crowd. They all think I’m crazy.
“That monster took her,” I try to explain. “He dug up her grave and moved the body so you wouldn’t find it. This whole cassava storage thing . . . it’s a trick to make me look like a fool.”
“Bess, I believe you, but are you sure this is where you saw the grave?” Munki pulls me to the side. “Is it possible we are in the wrong place?”
“I’m sure we’re in the right place, Munki. I’ve told you before—his wife came to my house yesterday morning and brought me here. I swear to you, I know what I saw. He even admitted it himself.”
“Who is he and where can we find him? There’s no sign of a crime here, but I can bring him in for questioning.”
Right at that moment, a sleek black Jeep roars into the compound. The driver is wearing an impeccably tailored agbada, inky black fabric hemmed with white thread and a matching hat. It’s the type of outfit meant to convey status. I take quick steps in Mahamadou’s direction, meeting him halfway across the farm. “You moved her body, you monster,” I throw the words at him. I’ve never despised anyone as much as I despise this man. “You think you can get away with anything, don’t you? Tell me where you’ve kept her or I swear I will—”
“Officers!” Mahamadou sidesteps me, ignoring me completely as he calls out to the men by the grave. His manner is deceitfully cheerful. “I got a call from my neighbors saying you people were here, looking for something on my land.”
The officers, all seeming to recognize Mahamadou, rush forward like sheep and begin to greet him heartily. “As-salamu alaykum, Imam. Good afternoon,” Munki says, bowing politely. “I’m sorry, Imam. I did not know the land belonged to you. I received a call that someone was buried here so I came to check, but we haven’t found anything. I sincerely apologize, Imam, for disturbing your farm and your cassava. We would not have come if we knew the land belonged to you.”
“Ah, it’s okay, commissioner.” Mahamadou dismisses Munki’s apology with a flick of the wrist. “You were only doing your job, which is what this country needs, more men like you doing their jobs with passion. I cannot fault you for that.”
“Tell him the truth, Mahamadou.” I place myself between the two men. “Tell them what you did to your sister.”
He looks down at me, acknowledging my presence for the first time, and then says to Munki, “Women, right?” And then in a tone meant for a daft child, he asks me, “When are you going to stop making all these false accusations, professor? You sound like a madwoman. Look what you’ve done to my farm. I paid good money for this place to be tilled, you know, and I was hoping to start planting tomorrow.”
“Imam, you know her?” Munki inserts cautiously.
“Oh, yes. Up until recently, she was with us at the mosque. She was at the mosque yesterday, making these same accusations before she passed out. You’d think she’d be grateful after I rushed her to the hospital and saved her life. But you know how crazy women can get. I’ve thought about getting a restraining order against her, but what kind of imam would that make me if I closed my doors to people in need.” A thought seems to pop into his head and he pauses. “Officers, I’m sure you people are tired from all this digging. It would not be very nice of me if I let you leave my compound without even a sip of water. Should we go out front?” He turns and walks away, expecting the officers to follow. “I just came back from a funeral. The man who died, an old friend, had many wealthy sons abroad. In fact the ceremony was so lavish, I returned with many leftovers. You, my brothers, must help me put these leftovers to good use.”
Before following Mahamadou out, Munki says to me, displeased, “Bessem, are you trying to get me fired? Do you know who that man is? Why didn’t you tell me this was his property?”
“It shouldn’t make a difference, Munki. He murdered someone and it’s your job to make sure that he pays for it.”
He lets out a long exhale. “That’s the thing, Bessem. I have no proof that he killed anyone, only your word. Do you know the kind of trouble you can get into for making accusations you can’t prove against a man like that in this country? You’re lucky he’s being so nice about it. And what is this I hear about you going to a mosque?”
“It sounds like you’ve taken his side over mine, Munki. How long have you known me? You think I would make up a story like this just for fun? That I would call you out here for no good reason? I was right here when I passed out yesterday. Me, him, his wife, and the grave were right here.”
“I’m not saying I don’t believe you, Bessem, but you have to understand where I’m coming from. We’re trespassing on his property and now I have to smooth things over with him. Even if you had proof, you and I are too small to arrest him. That man has friends in unimaginable places. I think it’s best you forget what you saw here.”
I watch him walk away, any hope I had leaving with him. Mahamadou won thirteen years ago, he’s winning again. I don’t know what hurts more—not knowing where Fatima was for years, or finally knowing and not being able to do anything about it. In the front yard, chatty policemen are moving boxes of “leftovers” out of Mahamadou’s Jeep and into their truck. He makes a joke and the men throw their heads back laughing. It’s a fraternity of fools and a trickster. There’s no way those boxes came to be in his car from a funeral or by accident. Everything that has happened here today is just as he’d hoped. He knows how greedy the police are and has used that to his advantage.
“And there goes justice as usual,” Jamal says, coming to stand by me.
“I can’t just let him go free, can I, Jamal? I should be doing more, right? I mean . . . what would Fatima say if I just let this go? It feels like I’m failing her somehow. How can I live with myself?”
“You have to, Bessem. For everyone’s safety. You know, on the phone yesterday, when he called to tell me you were at the hospital, he threatened to report me to the police.”
I turn to Jamal. “He did that?”
“Yes, and I can’t go to jail—Nemfor is pregnant,” Jamal says. “He will do worse if you keep investigating him. He killed his own sister. Imagine what he will do to you. I couldn’t bear the pain if I woke up one day and you were dead or missing.”
I hate that Jamal is choosing logic at a time like this. “I didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye, Jamal. We were married and I don’t even know where she’s buried. All Fatima wanted was to be loved. She had a really soft heart, you know. She acted tough on the outside but inside she cared what people thought of her. And she would have given anything to have her family’s acceptance, especially him.” I wipe my eyes. “Did I ever tell you that she planned to become the first openly lesbian African president? She said she would use her presidential magic wand to turn all homophobes gay. She wanted to use her degree to make clean water accessible to everyone in Cameroon. It’s all she talked about. And I believe she would have done it if given a chance. It’s not fair that someone like him gets to live instead.”
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There’s something about airports that makes me inexplicably excited, Fati. I love the steel walls, the terrazzo floors, the hulking screens and retractable barriers that make everything feel anachronistic, like we’re several steps into the future. I love the smell of nothing that all airports seem to carry and I love the sea of unseen faces scurrying by in chaotic patterns. There’s a story in every person dashing through, a melting pot of humanity. And I ask myself, where are they all headed? Where do they come from? There’s boredom here, as well as excitement; people looking forward to seeing family, or a long-awaited holiday, or just plain tired from an endless layover. For me, it’s more of a pressing urge to leave.
Outside I hear airplanes whirring on the runway as they land and take off. It’s so cold I’m glad I wore your sweater, Fati, the gray one you left behind. I wish it smelled more like rose oil, and less like camphor balls. Your haversack, which has become my favorite accessory, has the same stubborn smell. I’m glad I get to carry pieces of you everywhere I go. I’m glad I have them to remind me of you. These items are tangible in a way that my memories aren’t. They keep me tethered to something other than my sadness.
This sadness is something I never want to feel again, Fati. It’s a bottomless well of anguish I finally confronted the day I saw your grave. For weeks after, I woke up each morning feeling bruised inside. I curled under the covers and cried, wishing to un-know everything. Hope had kept me going through all these years—the hope that we would one day reunite. Without the possibility of ever seeing your face again, waking up just to fall back asleep felt pointless. Breathing became futile. And in those moments, the darkest of thoughts consumed me, thoughts of doing harm to your brother. I wanted him to feel just an ounce of the pain he had caused. I imagined him choking to death on his serving of roasted fish from that foul place he loves. I imagined him in a ghastly car accident, in a fire, being eaten by wild animals, all manners of death. And in these fantasies, I was always just one step away, watching, able but unwilling to help as I watched the realization set in his eyes right before his final breath.
Day and night I was drunk on these thoughts, Fati. In a fit of rage, I would drive to his home, his place of work, the mosque, anywhere I thought he might be. But I never once saw the man. Shari’s phone rang and rang when I dialed. Then I started texting her—placating texts at first, begging her to come clean to the police. When she didn’t reply, my texts took on a nasty tone and I called her a liar, a no-conscience woman, a hypocrite in a hijab. I said she would never find peace unless she did the right thing. One day, she texted me back. He is my husband, the father of my children. As much as I hate his conduct, I could never do what you’re asking me to do. And I replied, why then did you tell me the truth if you did not plan on following through. The text went unread. When I dialed again, the network provider said her number was no longer in service. I checked and rechecked our WhatsApp chat to see if she had read my last text, but the two ticks never turned blue. This was all before I received the restraining order.
I thought I’d been hurt before, Fati, when I thought you left me. Now I know what it means to truly hurt, to care about nothing, to feel nothing. My rage at the world, at your brother, feels perpetual, like a wound that refuses to heal. Today I woke up feeling light. It’s rare. I roused from sleep and instead of feeling shiftless, I felt a tiny ray of hope. Perhaps it’s because I’ve finally plucked up the courage to leave this place. Perhaps it’s this airport with its purposeful occupants and the promise of new beginnings. Maybe the courage to take a stand against Mahamadou came from the knowledge that the ramifications may not reach me where I’m going.
It was something Jamal said about starting a fire on social media that would consume Mahamadou’s perfect image. I’m glad I took his advice. One minute I was overthinking it, too scared to go through with it; then the next minute, it was done. Above a cropped photograph of you on our wedding day, I wrote on Facebook: IMAM MAHAMADOU IMAD IS A MURDERER: Ask him where he buried his sister (the girl in the photograph) after he strangled her to death because she fell in love with another girl. Isn’t it funny how men like him claim Allah is all about love, yet they persecute Allah’s creation for loving one another? Love is love and we can love whoever we want because love is our birthright.
I hope the post causes him a great deal of discomfort. I hope it gets seen and shared and discussed. And I hope it gets people to look closely at him. The community deserves an Imam who leads by example.
This is not what I’d envisioned for us, Fati. This is not how our story was supposed to end. We were just two young people in love, plain old-fashioned love. We weren’t hurting anyone. We weren’t harming nature or trying to bring about the end times. Why would anyone look at love, beautiful as it is, and say, Hey, let’s crush it? But I guess the universe never really answers these questions.
Less than a year ago, I was certain Cameroon would be my forever home. I also thought you and I would grow old together in a nice house by the beach in Limbe, but here I am, fleeing from the only home I’ve ever known. I didn’t come to this decision lightly, but I had to, for my safety and for Jamal’s. One day, surely, this place will evolve to a point where a girl can look at another girl with longing in her eyes and not fear for her life. Perhaps one day soon, stories like ours will have happy endings.
I have to go, Fati. My plane is boarding, but know this—although this is my last letter to you, I want you to know that I fought for you. I fought for our love. I gave it my best, but in the end, I just couldn’t save you. I couldn’t save us. You are the absolute love of my life, my once-in-a-lifetime encounter. I will never love again like I’ve loved you. And maybe I’ll meet someone else someday. Perhaps I’ve already met this person. But what I know with certainty is that they will always be second best, as I’ve had my best already with you.
Ta moitié,
Bessem, from the Southwest Province.
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