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OUSMANE WOULD LIKE TO GO NIGHTCLUBBING WITH CADIATU 

Breakfast was fish and rice and raw eggs, deep-fat-fried into an omelet and served up on 

a piece of torn paper in front of the Bouba Video Club. A big-spender meal along the main road 

for Ousmane. He wore a brand new black leather beret snugged down on his shaved, angular, 

African head. He wore a gold chain around his neck and a Louis Vuitton shirt as tight as a 

second skin. On his left wrist, a new sports watch; on his right wrist, a gold bracelet.  

Shoes, instead of flip-flops.  

Brown patent leather, long and narrow and polished.  

Sunglasses. No one in Conakry wore sunglasses.  

Not in Enco Cinq neighborhood.  

He stood and ate his breakfast alone in front of the video club. The club was a small 

building made of cinder block walls painted yellow under a rusted tin roof. Men went inside 

during the day to watch soccer matches on TV because they had no TV at home and no gas 

generator or gasoline for daytime electricity. Ousmane leaned against the video club wall, 

against blue and red lettering that said, “Special Foot Sur Toute Les Chaînes.”  

The egg was still warm in his hand as he ate. One raised vein pulsed from his wrist to his 

bicep as he gripped the food. He was slim and hard-muscled like any man in Guinea, West 

Africa, with no arm hair, no chest hair, a small beard at the end of his chin like a Band-Aid over 

a cut.  

Isseff walked by then, a younger version of the same body, coming from the direction of 

the railroad tracks. The red dirt path he’d been on came out alongside the video club.  

“Isseff! How is my family?”  

The boy looked over at him. “Good!” Then:  “Couré said to get home!” 

“Go on!”  

Couré. That man was a mother hen. Ousmane waved the boy off like a fly.  

Isseff and the other children were headed for school. One of the older boys lifted a 

younger one off the ground by his head as they walked. It was fun to do. Binty, next to them, 

used a crutch, having lost her leg to gangrene, nearly to her hip. They collected in a group farther 

up the sidewalk, 20 schoolchildren ready to cross the main road together. They wore school 

uniforms over their regular clothes—khaki shirts and shorts for the boys, red-and-white-check-

pattern dresses for the girls. The extra layer of clothing didn’t bother them in the equatorial heat, 

even though these were the hottest months of the year, the dry winter months before the rainy 

season returned. Isseff, the oldest boy, handled the lunch money for the others, doled out by 

Couré each morning at the family compound in the slums.  

Anyone can start a school in Conakry, a Groupe Scolaire, to make a little money. If you 

serve up lunch, you can make even more money. You can name your school whatever you want.  

Groupe Scolaire Bill Clinton.  

Groupe Scolaire Sabadou.  

Somewhere, there was probably a Groupe Scolaire Ousmane.  

They were all better than the public schools. At your own school, you could hire anyone 

you wanted to be a teacher. 

Isseff and Binty stopped and bought deep-fried dough from the vendors, already set up 

and selling food along the main road. The children gathered in front of a dark green and red 

building with a small sign at the top of a pipe that said Night Club Les Intellos. One girl chewed 

on her fingernails as if they were breakfast. One waved at her father, driving a taxi on the main 



Ousmane Would Like to Go Nightclubbing With Cadiatu by Scott Tucker 

road. One girl, barely old enough for school, didn’t realize yet her dress had been put on 

backwards.  

Daylight was breaking, but the sun hadn’t cleared the low buildings on the far side of the 

road. Another scorching dry day in January was on its way.  

When it came time to cross, two men walked out of the small school on the far side of the 

road carrying large red flags to stop traffic in one direction at a time. They sprinted across all six 

lanes during a break between cars to where the children were waiting. Stopping traffic was a 

dangerous thing to do. They weren’t soldiers waving automatic rifles. They were teachers 

waving red flags. With a lot of honking and shouting, the stream of taxis and trucks and cars 

came to a brief stop and the children ran in a loose pack for the center divider, a gaggle of geese 

to the pond. Ousmane joined them. It was easier to cross with traffic stopped for the children. 

The cars didn’t wait long, and the youngest two children were carried one-armed by 

Isseff the last few steps up onto the center concrete divider, a safe place to stand, about a foot 

high and two feet wide. Traffic filled in behind them and they waited there for the teachers to get 

the other lanes to stop. Then they all ran for the open concrete sewage ditch and the sidewalk and 

they filed one by one into the Groupe Scolaire Nimba Elisa.  

Ousmane stopped to throw his omelet paper into the sewage ditch. The ditch was five feet 

deep in places, enough that it wouldn’t overflow most days during the rainy season.  

“Hey Mahny!”  

“Sayba!” 

“Ta na mo ree.” 

“Hare a ree.” 

“I need to work today!” 

“Okay!”  

Seydouba wanted his Audi today. He drove it as a taxi but he didn’t pay for a taxi license. 

He tried to make it look like he was driving his own large family somewhere. He had to be 

careful with the police, who wanted payment whenever they stopped him, for his unpaid license.  

Two women approached from the other direction, each one balancing a large tub on her 

head filled high with potato leaves. One of them was Doré’s wife. Doré kept his car at 

Ousmane’s car park, too.  

“Ta na mo ree,” Ousmane greeted them. 

“Hare a ree.” “Hare a ree.”  

They would come back and scold him if he didn’t greet them when they passed. They 

were wearing old T-shirts, long African skirts, flip-flops. They went on by.  

Traffic flowed for another minute and then came to a hard stop for good. Anyone could 

cross now. It would be jammed up like this for an hour. He walked to his car park a block west 

of the school and unlocked the front gate. Fourteen cars were parked inside. He needed to move 

a few of them to get to the Audi.  

His partner, Lameeni, was sitting under cover on a wooden bench where he had slept the 

night. Lameeni was changing his shirt. His hard, muscled, black chest had no scars. It was a good 

life, running a car park.  

“Ta na mo ree.” 

“Hare a ree.” 

“Okay night?” 

“Okay.”  

“Any trouble?” 
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“I chased some boys away. Middle of the night, two men climbed over. I chased them 

away.”  

“How much gas do we have?” 

“No gas.”  

Ousmane started moving cars to get to the Audi. 

. . 

“Zee-Mahny!”  

It was Cadiatu, calling from an open window of a passing Soguitrans city bus. Her long 

arm ended in a slim gold wrist and gold-ringed fingers. She was on her way to morning dance 

rehearsal. Répétition. She danced in the same company with Couré, when Couré was not selling 

chairs along the main road or doling out lunch money for the children. Ousmane would like to go 

nightclubbing with Cadiatu. And her friend Facinet.  

“Hey, Mahny!”  

Now it was Imam Mohamed, wearing his ragged purple robe and flip-flops, passing on 

his motorcycle that was smoking oil badly. He pulled over a hundred yards up the road, near a 

small wooden stand that had a screw-top wine bottle sitting on top, half-filled with gasoline, the 

light reddish color of the fuel shining warmly in the first strong rays of morning sun. The imam 

could afford black market gasoline. Most people could not. A 14-year-old boy with a machete on 

his hip was sitting on a wooden stool behind the stand, hunched over his work and reading 

magazines when he wasn’t selling gasoline. He had a collection of full bottles and empties at his 

feet, and a funnel improvised from cutting the top off an empty bottle of Coyah water, turning it 

upside down. For 10,000 Guinea Francs, he emptied a bottle of gasoline into the tank of the 

imam’s motorcycle.  

The boy’s name was Bosa. No one had ever agreed who his father was. His mother left 

him one day with a family living near Ousmane’s family in Enco Cinq, claiming one of the men 

living there was the father. The boy looked different than all the other children—a square head 

and rounded shoulders, and shorter legs with wide, chubby knees. They let him live there 

anyway and fed him. He had dark, wary eyes and a glum mouth with small warts near his lips 

that the children developed. A little hydraulic fluid rubbed on them would clear it up. A little 

parental care would have gone a long way with Bosa.  

He flashed a smile some days for Ousmane, but otherwise he had a pushed-aside way 

about him. A study-alone way. He was the only boy Ousmane had ever seen sitting by the main 

road reading a book, on days when the Total station had gas and there weren’t any customers for 

black market gasoline. When Ousmane needed something read in French, he asked Bosa.  

“Bosa!” 

“Hey, Mahny.”  

“Ta na mo ree.” 

“Hare a ree.”  

“You give me a good price today!” 

“Dix milles.”  

“No!” 

“Dix milles.”  

Numbers always came out in French, no matter what local language they were speaking. 

Mahny feigned a punch to the boy’s head and walked on. “Dix milles. You’re a robber!” he 

yelled back at the boy.  
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Bosa was already busy filling more bottles from a large plastic container full of gas, using 

his improvised funnel.  

Ousmane rubbed his eyes under his sunglasses. He was bone-tired. The night before, he 

and Abu had slept on the sidewalk outside a police station until 3 a.m., waiting for their friends 

to be released. They had gone nightclubbing together and the police had stopped them and held 

their two friends until almost dawn because they didn’t have their cartes d’identités with them.  

Now his phone was dead. There had been electricity overnight in Enco Cinq but he’d 

been sleeping on a sidewalk. Now there wouldn’t be electricity for two or three nights. He would 

need to pay for a phone charge. He stopped at a Tele-Centre along the main road, a tin shack the 

size of a closet, advertising a 2-minute call for 500 Guinea Francs. A small gas generator sat 

running underneath the sign out front, a green sign with white painted letters, made with two 

pieces of plywood tented together. The generator powered a bank of outlets hung from nails on 

the wall inside, for charging mobile phones if no electricity were available at home. Each outlet 

had a number written above it. Ousmane paid for a charge and the owner handed him a piece of 

paper after writing down the number of the outlet. He would have to come back in a few hours 

for his phone.  

What a night, he thought. These police are getting worse. They have no rules. He’d had 

his run-ins with the police before but now they were stopping anyone who looked like they had 

money. They were holding people all night if they didn’t have their ID card. Once, he threw a 

policeman into a sewage ditch during the rainy season when the man tried to take his money belt. 

Three other policemen came running up, and in the end he shot one of them in the shoulder with 

a gun he had wrestled out of its holster during the fight. For days after that, he walked from 

police station to police station, explaining to each group of officers what had happened and how 

it had started with the policeman trying to take his money belt for no reason and they should not 

view him as a criminal. It also helped that his uncle, who had strong influence in the 

neighborhood, had called the stations and talked to them.  

Lameeni had gone home for the day. Now Ousmane would have to go and buy gas for the 

Audi himself. This would be a difficult morning, he could tell. He tried to keep extra gas on 

hand, but the police hadn’t been letting people fill up containers at gas stations lately. He didn’t 

know how Bosa managed it. They boy moved like a snake. The police were cracking down on 

the black market, making it hard for any business to run—Tele-Centres, video clubs, Les 

Intellos—they all used gas generators because the government couldn’t deliver electricity 

reliably. It would be better if they worked on the electricity problem, Ousmane told them.  

He started up the Audi and headed out into traffic, which was moving again, slowly. He 

had to allow time for finding a gas station that had gas. The tank trucks came once a week, at 

most, and when the gas ran out, the station waited for the next delivery. The first two stations 

Ousmane drove by had no gas, only long lines of taxis parked in place, waiting for a tank truck. 

The third station had gas, and Ousmane bought 20 liters for about half the black market price. 

Now the Audi would have gas. Now he could park it outside the car park gate on the main road 

and Sayba would come by for it whenever he showed up and Ousmane would give him his keys.  

If Sayba had extra money he might ask Ousmane to fix something on the Audi. The 

windows that dropped open into the doors whenever he hit a pothole. The driver’s seat that had 

come off its rails and wouldn’t stay in place while he was driving. The seat belts that needed new 

springs to latch again. Mostly though, nothing got fixed. The engine still ran well. The steering 

wheel and the brakes worked. The doors closed. That was a car.  
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Sayba came by about noon, wearing a long sports jersey and a pair of African-print pants 

worn thin with use, and a University of Wisconsin baseball cap over his braided hair—a white W 

that had no meaning for him.  

“Can you give me a ride downtown?” Ousmane asked him. Sayba nodded. Then he made 

a call on his mobile phone and they waited for another half hour. Ousmane didn’t ask why they 

were waiting. He knew there was a reason. Then a tailor arrived, dressed stylishly in his own 

clothing. Sayba and the tailor were going to stop and buy fabric at Madina Market for Couré, to 

make a complet to sell. The mother hen and his complets. They got into the Audi and headed 

downtown.  

“Stop here!” Ousmane shouted right away. He jumped out, stepped over the open sewage 

ditch, and retrieved his charged phone from the Tele-Centre.  

“You need Areeba card?” the man asked him.  

“Two.”  

“Mille.”  

He pulled two cinq cents bills from his money belt and paid for the phone recharge cards. 

Then he got back into the Audi and scraped off the coating on one of the cards while Sayba 

drove, to reveal the number he needed to enter to re-load minutes onto the phone. It was hard to 

know how many minutes he had bought. It depended on where he called.  

They stopped at Madina Market, pulling over onto the shoulder of the main road and 

leaving Ousmane with the Audi to move it forward a few feet whenever the police came by and 

told him he couldn’t park there. Sayba and the tailor sprinted across the road during a short break 

in traffic and climbed through a gap in the iron bars of the long fence along the road which was 

meant to stop pedestrians from crossing. The government had built a pedestrian overpass directly 

overhead, which no one used. Instead, they bent or removed bars from the fence to create a gap, 

or sometimes removed whole sections, which could then be re-sold to others along the road. The 

gates to Ousmane’s car park were in fact two sections of this fence, set on hinges to swing open 

and let the cars come and go.  

The Madina Market covered many square blocks of buildings and stalls, a city in itself. 

The two men returned an hour later with fabric and four paying passengers. The tailor remained 

on the far side of the road with his fabric, to find a taxi returning to Enco Cinq, to work with 

Couré and design a complet. The four passengers ran across the main road with Sayba during a 

small break in traffic and squeezed into the back seat of the Audi. They would pay a flat fee per 

neighborhood to ride in the direction of downtown. One of the passengers was a large woman 

carrying a live chicken. The others were three young women who looked like sisters, but who 

were unrelated to the older woman. The sisters exited first, near the Grand Mosque, and the older 

woman stayed in the car to ride downtown with Ousmane. When the three sisters exited, three 

other passengers climbed in quickly and Sayba had begun another day of operating an illegal 

taxi.  

. . 

The air quality was worse downtown than in Madina or Enco Cinq neighborhood—every 

car rolled along, old and battered, its emissions equipment stripped out and sold or no longer 

working. Today was a bad day. No breeze came in off the ocean, nothing to stir the air in the 

streets. Ousmane stood now on the sidewalk where Sayba had dropped him off, in a section of 

downtown that had steady electricity and traffic lights. Ten-story buildings. Named streets. He 

waited at a red light to cross. His mobile phone rang.  
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“Mahny!” 

“Oui.” 

“It’s Youla! I need my car.” 

Ousmane thought about the arrangement of cars in his car park. Youla’s car wasn’t 

blocked.  

“Go next door, Futai can open the gate.”  

“Le méchanique?”  

“Yes. He has a key.”   

The police were standing everywhere downtown, dressed in their black uniforms and 

heavy black boots, armed with black pistols on their belts. They were unaffected by the heat. 

They directed taxis to the place where taxis were allowed to stop, mid-block, to pick up 

passengers, where the police could more easily check for paperwork and collect bribes. The 

police walked away from any argument between citizens that might come to blows, or any traffic 

blocking an intersection. They were interested only in the collecting of money.  

Ousmane crossed the street and headed for the jewelry store where he liked to buy his 

gold jewelry. The smell of raw sewage walked very strongly beside him, flowing vigorously in 

the open trench next to the sidewalk, the waste of the whole city pushing forward to the open sea. 

The sewage was a black-and-blue soup, thickly skinned on top, even as it flowed. It had lost all 

characteristics of individual bowel movements. There were no toilet paper fragments because 

none was used in the city. Caught up in the soup were plastic bottles and bags that had made 

their way downtown, as sure as any taxi ride, from the outer neighborhoods of the city.  

He spent a long time in the jewelry store. They knew him there. It was quiet inside. The 

air was good. The woman behind the counter was pretty and called him “Ooza” and liked to look 

at the jewelry with him. They had gone out nightclubbing together. She would like him to buy 

her something from the store but he only bought for himself. She would tell her husband it was 

an award from her boss, for selling so many pieces in a month. She would like him to ask her to 

go out nightclubbing again. He liked to put on a real show when he danced. He had a wig made 

of glass beads that he wore and he danced like a drunk woman, imitating modern rap stars from 

America, and everyone laughed and had a good time with him. When his dancing was over, he 

let the other people dance. He didn’t like to dance with anyone joining in.  

So that was Ousmane. Today he bought another gold chain for his neck and now he wore 

two of them. He regarded himself in the small mirror on the countertop.  

“Looks good,” he said.  

“How is your family doing, Ooza?” she asked him. 

“They’re doing fine.”  

“And your children? Everyone is healthy?”  

He looked past the mirror at her. Why was she asking him this? “Yes,” he said.  

“Everyone has enough food?”  

“That’s enough!” he said. Another woman looked in his direction as he turned to leave. 

He wasn’t feeling friendly anymore.  

Afternoon traffic had grown heavy downtown and he tried for half an hour to get a taxi. 

Whenever one stopped in the designated area, it was mobbed with pedestrians ready to take the 

seat of anyone exiting. A controlled riot. It could go on for hours like this, he knew. He walked 

away, looking for a taxi parked somewhere on a side street that he could hire for himself, or 

anyone who would accept money to give him a ride.  

But there was nothing. He called Sayba.  



Ousmane Would Like to Go Nightclubbing With Cadiatu by Scott Tucker 

“No, man, I’m out at the airport.” 

“Come get me.” 

“Traffic isn’t moving.” 

“How long?” 

“Two hours.” 

“Ah, come on.” 

“It’s true.” 

“Come get me.” 

He ended up crowding into a ma’bana. He would rather walk the streets all the way home 

than ride in a ma’bana but it was too many miles to walk. The ma’bana was an old Volkswagen 

Vanagon with the driver seat intact up front, but everything behind it stripped down to bare 

metal. Narrow benches were welded into place around the perimeter, and two metal rails were 

welded to the ceiling, running front to back, for standing passengers to hang onto. One sliding 

door on the passenger side was the only way in and out.  

There were already 21 people sitting on the benches, seven on each side, four across the 

back, and three along the front. More passengers were standing, in two rows down the center, 

holding the ceiling rails. The van wasn’t tall enough for them to stand, so they all crouched like 

ski jumpers coming down the ramp, with both arms reaching above them for the railings. They 

tucked into each other, rump into crotch, to maximize the number of people who could fit into 

the space. Ousmane had to burrow into the crowd and join the others in this position. On the way 

in, he passed a woman burrowing her way out. She had needed to give her baby and her 

groceries to one of the women sitting on the bench, on her way in, and she collected them now 

on her way out.  

Traffic on the main road moved along at walking speed. It was still 90 degrees or hotter 

outside, and 120 degrees inside the ma’bana. Only one side window in the van opened. When the 

van lurched forward in traffic, a whiff of fresh air tumbled in through the window and was 

absorbed like a drop of water on a sponge. The only other fresh air came when passengers 

knocked on the ceiling and the van stopped to let them out. The sliding door opened and the 

fresh air entered where it could while the exiting passenger burrowed toward the opening and 

another passenger waited outside to burrow in.  

The trip took more than an hour this way, even with the van driving on the sidewalk to 

get around some of the congestion. The people inside talked to each other more or less normally 

as they perspired. By the time Ousmane knocked on the ceiling to be let off, the crowd had 

thinned out and he had a seat on one of the benches. He stepped out at Bouba Video Club and 

jogged across the main road on foot during a break in the traffic to check in at the car park. 

Lameeni was there, ready to work the night shift again. The sun was a low, orange ball in the 

sky, nearly erased by the heavy cloud of evening smog over the city.  

“On yare a fay?” 

“A fung ya da.” 

Things are good.  

They looked over the lot together. The Audi was still out with Sayba, somewhere near the 

airport, charging by the neighborhood traveled. Youla’s car was out, too.  

Ousmane touched his new neck chain. He had spent all day on a necklace. Lameeni 

would like to be more like Mahny one day.  

“Couré came by looking for you,” he said. “He wants you to buy rice for your family. A 

50-kilo bag.”  
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Ousmane looked out at the main road, pretending not to hear Lameeni. Couré was a 

meddler.  

“50-kilo bag. Wholesale,” Lameeni said. He pointed in the direction of the shack selling 

wholesale rice from Vietnam. It was up the road past Bosa’s black market gasoline stand.  

“That rice is a lot of work,” Ousmane said.  

Bosa’s gasoline stand lay scattered on the sidewalk a hundred yards up the road, smashed 

into scrap lumber and broken glass bottles.  

“They shut down Bosa today,” Lameeni said. “Big problem with the police. He fought 

back and they hit him hard. He cut up one of them with a broken bottle and his machete. They 

took him away in their vehicle. Everyone was bleeding. Very bad day.”  

“That rice is a lot of work,” Ousmane said again.  

It was a lot of work, a dead weight, like a woman’s corpse, to carry 50 kilos all the way 

home on his shoulder. His wife, Sahali, had to cook it then and dry it in the sun, pound it out and 

de-husk it and cook it again, before anyone could eat it. He thought about the mango lizards and 

the flies with red eyes and green bodies that liked to crawl over the rice while it was drying in the 

sun. He thought about how those flies drank with their drink-straw tongues.  

He didn’t like to think about any of it, but now it was time go home. He said goodbye to 

Lameeni and started home without buying any rice.  

He took the same red dirt path, next to the Bouba Video Club, that Isseff had taken in the 

morning to walk to school. It was a block from there to the railroad tracks and then another block 

to the wall with the metal door in it that led into the cluster of buildings where he and his family 

lived. At the tracks, he stepped over the strand of barbed wire lying on the ground that everyone 

knew to step over. Brown goats were eating at the pile of garbage next to the tracks, a pile taller 

than Ousmane. The goats looked down at him as he walked by, twitching their ears at the flies 

that bothered their faces.  

A trickle of raw sewage crossed back and forth in front of Ousmane, gray and soupy, as 

he walked down the center of the steep, rutted hill that passed for a side street in Conakry. He 

pushed his way through the door in the wall and walked past the neighbors’ houses, greeting 

them all as he went. His voice died away a little more with each greeting until he reached home.  

When Ousmane arrived, Sahali was walking back to the rental house with a towel 

wrapped around her body and one breast hanging out to dry after nursing her youngest baby. She 

had been in the latrine washing off and she had her plastic teapot of cold water in one hand and 

her bar of Diama soap in the other hand. She saw Ousmane and lifted her head to say hello. Then 

she went inside to dress.  

The courtyard was busy with evening work, with Couré’s family and Sayba’s family and 

the seven other families that lived in the houses there, built out of cinder blocks and tin roofing. 

Ousmane sat on the steps outside his door and two of his children came up to say hello. Another 

child was sleeping on the stone tile bench next to the steps. Her head was shaved, meaning she 

was sick. He didn’t remember her being sick. One of his girls had a thumbnail ingrown under the 

skin at the end of her thumb and calloused over. It would cause a problem soon. She rubbed it 

from time to time. No one did anything about it.  

The children had a look of hunger in their eyes. They were out of rice and waiting for 

someone to feed them. They knew it wouldn’t be their father and they went inside to find their 

mother changing into clean clothes. She told them to go on back outside and wait.  

 

 


