Liberian Girl

By Cynical Girl.

~ Short Story ~ Chapter: 1

On a short trip to Liberia in which Michael hosts an event to raise money for underprivileged children, he discovers a beautiful Liberian girl with no name. 


Isn't it strange that sometimes the most interesting and unique people you meet, you only have contact with for only a short period of time? Maybe you have a conversation with her at a party, and then she's gone, and you realize you forgot to ask her how to keep in touch, her phone number, her name. Or you simply passed him in a street, noticed him, met his eyes--and then looked away.

Sometimes I'm on stage, and I'm singing, and I look out and just meet the eyes of a random person in the audience. In that second, I'm not Michael Jackson and they're not an adoring fan. We're just two people. And in that second, I know everything to be known about them, and they know everything about me that I have never told a soul.

Just a simple moment. And looking back, it's as if your relationship with that unknown person was a thousand lifetimes stronger with someone you've known for years.

Isn't it strange?

She's sitting at the edge of the street when I see her, wrapped in a dirty white sarong-type dress. My car is stalled and I can't figure out how to get it moving, so all the people are coming out of their small, shack-like houses, bemused. If they knew who I was, they'd probably be rushing and crowding around it; as it is, I have sixty eyes staring at me. Yet I feel safe within the dark-tinted windows, secretive. As if I can look out at this girl sitting by the edge of the world and no one can look in.

Behind the windows, I can stare at her, look at her every detail, and she'll never know. I like looking out through a window at the world, so people will behave normally and I can see them as they really are. As soon as they know I am watching, they close up and change and turn into little white statues of what they really are. I don't want that. I want them.

Her face is turned down, with long ebony hair falling down to where her arms curl around her knees. I want to see her eyes, but instead my gaze travels down her calves to her skinny, cocoa bronze ankles. A worn piece of rope is tied around it with painted wooden beads strung on.

And then I fiddle with the parking brake and push down on the accelerator, and the car jumps forward, and she's gone.
I want to adopt one of these children.

I want to adopt them all. I want to take them all into my arms and bring them to my home so they'll never have to worry that there won't be someone for them.

When I was speaking to the audience, an audience of hundreds, I suddenly felt stupid standing there talking about such things. I was describing the horrible conditions children lived in, statistics and facts, and there they were, six rows reserved for the orphans of Monrovia, Liberia. Sitting there with big black eyes in skinny, drawn faces. They know so much more than me.

There were rich people there. Rich people, who might donate money to the cause I was speaking for, who might not, but would never, never know the lives of these children.

After the speech was over, I went out into the audience, headed straight for those six rows. Jem, my bodyguard, stayed with me, and though he's a good friend, I flinched away.

And they crowded around me, little girls of six to teenage boys of sixteen, all eyes innocent and enthusiastic. I can never get over the sound of a child calling my name. As if I'm important to them.

But then I had to leave them. And they held on to me, their small hands clutching my fingers, holding onto my legs. One small girl even lifted herself up into my arms and started playing with my hair. "Come on, kids, Michael has to go," Jem said, over and over again.

No, no, I don't, I wanted to say, but I didn't, and my thoughts remained thoughts. I let them pull the child out of my arms.

On the drive back to the hotel, I'm unresponsive to Jem's conversation. Just stare out the dark windows as he drives me, hoping to see anyone (that girl?). No one's outside, because it's raining. Shadows cover the world. We pass the spot where the car stalled, and there's no one there.

My hotel room is white and cold. The heater's broken. The window only shows darkness, and the paintings on the walls are uniform and uninteresting. I lay down on the bed and stare up at the ceiling.

"You need anything, Michael?" It's Jem. 

I don't look at him. "No." His silent treads walk down the hall to his own room next door. Then silence presses around me.
My mind goes back to the beautiful girl by the road. She looked poor, probably lived on the streets. Yet she still had innate beauty, still shone with contentment and innocence. How is that possible?

I wish I had seen her eyes. Wish they hadn't been hidden by her hair. I wish I had stopped the car and gotten out to talk to her.

What am I thinking? I don't even know her.

I can't sleep. I abruptly get out of bed. I'm still in my clothes, but I draw a heavy black hoodie on so I won't be recognized. Maybe the cool night air will calm my thoughts down, so I can get some sleep.

Jem's door is silent. He's asleep. I'm not going to trouble him by waking him up. My steps are muffled by the white carpeted hallway. I choose the stairs and let myself out the hotel entrance.

The streets look like you would think of a ghetto. Brown and grey, broken down in disrepair, but yet inside I can almost hear the people breathing. This is their home, and any attempt to change it would be disrespecting this beauty.

And then someone's behind me. I can hear their steps and the warmth of a breath on my neck. I whirl around, startled.

It's the girl, and now I can see her eyes. They're deep black, black with sadness and happiness, black with stories and miracles. Black with innocence and youth.

"Nani ninyi?" she asks.

"What?" My hood has fallen down, but she doesn't seem to recognize me, simply stares in curiosity. "I'm... I'm Michael Jackson."

"Nani ninyi?" she repeats, but I don't understand her. She must not understand me either, and my face must reflect my disappointment, so she smiles and touches my face. "Njoo, mja. Usiwe na wasiwasi." Abruptly turning, she takes my hand and pulls me down an alley, and I follow. If I am dreaming, this is a peculiar but beautiful dream.

She brings me through alleys and small streets and through yards, until I'm hopelessly lost, but somehow I feel safe. I tried conversation a few times, but of course neither of us could understand each other, so eventually we fell into silence, and that was okay.

"Hapa." We've reached the edge of the string of houses, and now I can see out into infinite savanna. Grass covers everything as to the deep black horizon, and without the lights of civilization the night is pitch ebony.

"It's beautiful," I breathe, and without noticing, loose her hand and walk forward a few steps. I can actually inhale and know I am inhaling pure nature.

She places a hand at the small of my back and brings me forward gently, and now I can see a large white rock. We both sit against it, and it is not uncomfortable, but soft and mossy. "Ulale," she whispers, and I close my eyes to the night. I can finally sleep.

I wake up late in the morning, which is unusual for me. The sun is high in the sky, and a warm body is pressed against me. I look down, and the girl blinks open her long lashes, smiling sleepily. My arms are wrapped around her; in fact, we're both twisted around each other, and my clothes are damp from the dewy grass. "Good morning," I say, though I don't know what the purpose of continuing to speak English is.

She wriggles out of my arms and sits up. Her makeshift dress is hiked up high up her thigh, so I can see how painfully skinny she is, and it makes me cringe. She gestures towards me and begins to sprint lightly off towards the village, and I get up and follow. The ground is wet and grassy and springy, and it fills me with the need to run through it forever.

Awake, the street looks much more lively and colorful than it did at night, and I walk, wide-eyed, behind the eager girl. People are selling things, talking, demonstrating their craft, playing music. Smoke rises into the air of someone cooking something and it smells delicious. 

The girl pulls me to one of the stalls, where an old, crusty-skinned man is carving what looks like a pipe. She talks rapidly in her language to him, and he nods, looking at me with astonished eyes.

"She tells me you are a white man who cannot sleep," the man says in stilted, accented English.

"I'm Michael Jackson," I respond, somewhat shyly. "I couldn't sleep last night, so I took a walk... and she found me."

He laughs. "Of course you're Michael Jackson, don't worry; we're not so closed off here from the rest of the world that we don't know your face. We were surprised and honored, however, to learn that you were coming here."

I shrug. I dislike being thanked or complimented. "It's simply to promote an organization I support. There are many people who live in this city who don't see or don't care about all the thousands of others who live only in the other side of the city. I suppose if someone with a famous face shows it to them, it's different from if they just see the exact same thing while driving through the streets of the city." It's difficult to keep the bitter tone out of my voice.

He gestures to the stool opposite him as he continues to chisel, and sit, I glance to the girl. She smiles widely, looking straight at my eyes.

"She doesn't know who you are, of course," the old man says, seeing where I'm looking. "Her mother is dead, and she doesn't have a father. She lives on the streets and doesn't understand English. I'm not sure she understands a lot of what happens outside of this city, but she knows her way around like a rat and she's not stupid." He grins. "She also thinks your hair is beautiful. She wants to touch it."

"I think her hair is beautiful, too," I confess. It's strange talking about her when she doesn't understand, but the words just come out of my mouth. "What is her name?"

"She doesn't have a name. Her mother left when she was very young, and the woman who cared for her for a few years never named her. We simply call her 'chokora', street girl, or just 'msichana', girl."

"Msichana." I taste the name. "Liberian girl."

By noon, we've visited countless booths and met so many people I cannot remember each one. Some spoke English, some didn't, but most recognized my face and spoke excitedly, pointing and bringing their families to see me. All of them know the Liberian girl, and welcome her to spend some time in their tent to hide from the heat, but she prefers to pull me to the next stall. I feel as if she wants to show me all of her city, as if she owned it, though in reality she is only a homeless waif.

It is when we come upon a stall with delicious scents wafting out of it that I realize how late it is. My stomach squirms and I feel a pang of regret; Jem is probably looking for me.

"Wazumgu! Chakula." The Liberian girl beckons me into the tent, and my mouth waters. I notice that I've had a wide grin on my face for some time, and time has gone quickly; it's past the time I usually have lunch.

"Michael Jackson!" The shopkeeper is a woman, dressed in colorful, patterned cloths. "We've heard you're touring the market, and hoped you might come this way. Would you like something to eat?"

"Chokora," my accent is atrocious, and I prefer to call her Liberian girl, "is bringing me around." The words come easy, and I feel more relaxed than I have in a while. "Sure, I'm hungry. What do you have?"

"We have stew, bread, and lamb." She begins to bustle around, ladling the stew into a clay bowl. "What would you like?"

"Just stew, thanks. And bread. I'm vegetarian." I put my arm around the Liberian girl's waist, adding, “and whatever she wants."
The girl eats her food rapidly and ravenously, cleaning her bowl, and I buy her an entire loaf of bread, which she eats as well. She steals my bread, and, laughing, I tickle her sides, grabbing it out of her hands.

"Michael!" I look up. It's Jem. He looks me up and down incredulously. We're sitting on the hard, dirt ground, and my clothes are wrinkled and dirty, but there's a wide smile on my face and somehow I don't care.

"Hey, Jem," I say, standing up and bringing the girl up with me as well. She laces her arms around my waist, and somehow, I don't feel awkward about it. "Sorry I worried you, I lost track of time." She steals the bread back, and a small laugh bursts out of my mouth.

"I had no idea where you were!" He tries to sound angry, but he's looking between me and her and a small smile is twitching at his lips. "I suppose you got distracted all night and all morning?"

"Shut up. We were touring this market. It's beautiful, and has wonderful people. We should come back here sometime."

"Is the market the only incentive?"

"Okay, Jem," I sigh. "This is... she doesn't have a name. I call her Liberian girl. She showed me around here."

He let out a laugh. "Alright, Michael, you don't have to answer to me. Have fun. I was just surprised; you were acting pretty depressed on this trip and I didn't think you would find someone, here of all places."

I feel her small brown hand slip into mine. "Jem, can she come back to the hotel with me? I want to make sure she has somewhere to sleep and something to eat in the future. She was living on the streets."

"Of course. We have the whole suite, so she can have any of the rooms--but you know we're leaving at the end of the day, right?"

"Yeah." My hand tightens around hers. "I know."

"Look. I want to give you money." She stares back blankly, not understanding. "I can give you money, so you can buy food and clothes. Do you understand?"

She doesn't, but simply touches my hair, twisting her hands in it, bringing a strand of it in front of her face and stroking it playfully.

"I'm going to speak to the manager of the hotel, and see if you can live here? I can set up a fund. And make sure you always have enough to eat and sleep somewhere. Okay?"

I look at her face, and I know that she would never stay in the hotel. The streets are her home. They are where she will always be happy. She does not worry about such things. She lives in the present, which is what everyone is constantly trying to attain but can never reach.

I give up, and collapse backward onto the bed, my legs dangling over the edge. She places herself delicately beside me, and continues to play with my hair, small fingers weaving in and out.

"Hey, you're messing it up!" I roll over on top of her and muss up her hair, and she giggles, a light, bell-like sound. I laugh as well and we fight to be on top, ending up with her on the bottom with one arm around my neck and one hand entangled into my hair, me on top, breathing hard, the last chuckles dying out. Her dark eyes, framed in their long lashes, gaze at me, begging me to fall in, asking a silent question.

I let out a sharp breath, and, without thinking of the consequences, throw myself in, breathe out, "I love you, and I want you, Liberian girl." 

And then her lips are on mine, and they're full and warm, and my hands are in her hair, pulling her closer, and her eyes flutter closed but mine remain wide open, caressing every inch of her smooth cocoa skin, tasting her sweet breath, her voiceless mouth murmuring in her native language words I don't understand...

And I disappear into the moment, forget about everything, forget about meanings and purposes and simply do this because I like it and I want it...

And I roll off of her and I can't stop smiling though I know things in the back of my mind (we're leaving today, there's no way this will last, no no no no no) but I don't care because all that matters is that I'm happy right now.

And the world is upside down and beautiful.

This girl who I don't know and will never know, she lies here in my arms and she does this to me, she changes my world, she makes me feel this happy, and it gives me hope.

I can pretend.

In these wordless hours, time stands still and I forget. Jem does not interrupt us, and I pretend as if I'm not Michael Jackson, don't have responsibilities, and don’t have a choice that I have made and must follow through with, but is merely another person no one knows with no name. And here I lie entwined with my Liberian girl, not kissing her, not talking, simply lying with her in this cold, white hotel room, and it's okay.

I can pretend that we're two lovers in a scene, the words written for us and the histories unnecessary, and the world is uncomplicated.

I imagine that I could hear this lovely, nameless girl say, "I do," and a shadow of a smile echoes on my face and I can imagine saying it too.

And of course none of this would really happen. Of course I'm just stealing memories, stealing dreams, in the few hours in which I have nothing to do. But I wish that life were that simple, and I could make my imaginings reality.

She wraps her arms around me, I close my eyes, and for the second time I slip into a calm, quiet sleep.

She comes with me to the airport, next to me on the taxi. Jem says I'm not allowed to drive, since I'm a terrible driver, and that's okay because then I can daydream.

I keep smiling and smiling, next to this girl who I've known for a few hours and will leave in a few hours and then forget, and I can't help it.

Couldn't love be this simple?

But that which is simple in a moment becomes complicated and ugly when it is endured for a lifetime. So the only way to reach simplicity is to live life in a series of moments. And right now, I am.

We've reached the airport, and Jem and I get out. She holds onto my hand with big sad eyes, and I pull her out too, holding her close in a hug.

"You'll be okay," I whisper. "I've got it set up with the hotel manager. You can live there, or if you want to, you can live as you are, but be able to eat when you want to or find shelter when it gets cold. You'll be okay."

Her fingers trace up my neck and twist a curl of hair around. I pull her face up and look into her eyes. "Oh, God," I gasp out, but she's smiling, her face is alight. And I can't help but be happy as well. Can't help but smile as well.

"I love you, Liberian Girl!" I say, and I mean it.

As I leave, I hear her call, "Nakupenda pia, nakutaka pia, mpenzi we!"

I don't know what it means, but I've brought her joy with me.



Little moments, a single day, a single person will make the most momentous change in your life. And sometimes you don't even notice it. But they'll put a smile in your face, they'll give you happiness, and you may not think that it would make a difference, but it does.

I'll always remember that girl. She's part of the reason why I'll always keep fighting. Because I know whatever happens, love exists, joy exists, the simple happiness of a single moment exists, and it doesn't matter what came before or what happens afterwards. The sight of truly innocent, truly hopeful people, men, women, and children, makes my heart fill with something I can't describe. And it keeps me going.

And it really doesn't matter that I never talked to her again. That it never went beyond just a single day. Not everything has to, for them to be something worthwhile and beautiful.

I never knew her name.

But it is not important.

