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PART ONE
SEPTEMBER 2004 TO MAY 2005

Chapter 1
MARILYN MONROVIA

The bloody eyeball looked dramatic. Jorja Himmermann’s
right eye had ruptured a vessel, and blood had leaked into the
space between the transparent conjunctiva and the sclera. It
was not a pretty sight. More disgusting was the viscous yellow
pus. The last clear image Jorja saw before blindness, fever, and
malaise took hold was the leathery face of the elderly Lebanese
pharmacist. His fundoscope detected swollen blood vessels in
the back of her eye. “Retinal vascular dilation,” he said, “the
cause of your vision impairment.” The diagnosis was acute
hemorrhagic conjunctivitis—Apollo Disease to the locals—and
highly contagious. “In a couple of days it’ll spread to the other
eye,” he added, “and it’ll be all over in a week.”
West Africa, once known as White Man’s Grave, was
rampant with malaria, yellow fever, and a multitude of bacteria
and viruses. The disease-ridden coast was a place where, it was
said, Europeans couldn’t live. Even cures for West African
diseases maimed, weakened, or killed patients. Bloodletting
with leeches was commonly used to extract a fever. So too
was the inducement of salivation with calomel or quicksilver.
Calomel rotted patients’ teeth and quicksilver—commonly
called Mercury—inflamed the mouth and enlarged the tongue,
so much that patients suffocated. European missionaries
interred coffins, three or four a day, deep into the rich soil,
but death did not deter them, or intrepid travelers. Scottish
explorer Mungo Park, in his first West African and Niger
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River expedition in 1795, epitomized individual endeavor and
the spirit of scientific discovery. His journey was evidence
that Europeans could adapt to the West African climate and
conditions. Quinine, as a malaria cure in the 1850s, improved
their chances of survival and they pushed forward with trade
and religion.
That was not the end of the long history of diseases. The
first reported cases of the virus causing acute hemorrhagic
conjunctivitis were in Ghana in 1969. Epidemics recurred in
1983 and 1987. Thirty Congolese were infected in 2003 and
twenty Moroccans the following year. Its onset was so sudden
that Africans thought it appeared from the sky, as if by magic,
and named it Apollo Disease after Apollo 11, America’s first
crewed flight to the moon. No treatment was available, and the
virus would eventually run its course. Patients would be fully
recovered within a week. All over: fully recovered!
For Jorja, Apollo Disease did appear as if miraculously. A
day after arriving in Liberia, she awoke with an eye resembling
a vanilla slice, her favorite Australian dessert. Thick rich yellow
custard between puff pastry sheets characterized the famous
dessert, much like Napoleon pastry, or millefeuille. Instead of
the custard sandwiched between her eyelids, the filling, ripe with
heat and humidity, formed excruciating teardrops. Whenever
she bent over, she was certain the eyeball would dislodge and
roll onto the floor.
Despite her contagious state, Jorja had work to do. Grabbing
her sunglasses, she called her driver and waited in the lobby of the
hotel. Twenty minutes later she was in the Ministry of Education,
in a building rotting with war wounds and infrastructure decay.
Generator fuel was in short supply and when the power failed
the building was so dark that ministry staff placed candles
on each step in the stairwell. In the demi-light, and with her
sunglasses on, she couldn’t see a thing. She removed them with
the knowledge that if she couldn’t see anyone, no one could see
her and her pustuled eye.
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With her sight diminished, Jorja’s sense of hearing
heightened. She heard every footscrape, every sniff, and every
panting breath. Several steps ahead of her, two firm-footed men
discussed their reasons for being in Liberia. One was a foreign
independent journalist, and the other was a concrete testing
engineer. Both were meeting the minister of education: one to
discuss engineering requirements for institutional structural
rehabilitation and the other to report on the disarmament of
former child combatants and their reintegration into society
through education. The journalist expressed cynicism that the
education program would be sufficient incentive to disarm
combatants. The concrete engineer expressed cynicism that
the education ministry building would be renovated within
five years. Their laughter reverberated eerily in the cavernous
stairwell.
“Jorja, it’s this way! Follow me, not the men,” said her
driver, Jacky-Joe.
“Sorry, I was following the voice,” Jorja said. “He sounds
like a radio announcer.”
“Ah, the journalist’s voice,” he said. Jacky-Joe’s hearing had
been honed during the civil war. Acute hearing had saved him,
many times, he said. That was all he said; he never elaborated.
“He can’t be trusted. The BBC conducted a radio poll on
professions that can and cannot be trusted. One of the most
distrusted professions was journalism. Journalists ranked near
the bottom along with lawyers, politicians, real estate agents,
car sellers, insurance brokers, astrologers, and sex workers.” His
jeans rubbed together like horsehair swishing against the taut
skin of a kick drum.
“Why do you know that?”
“I’m not going to be a driver forever. That’s why I’m a
university student. I take note of polls to help me decide on my
future profession. I’m going to be a pharmacist. People trust
pharmacists, as well as nurses, firefighters, ambulance officers,
doctors, and engineers.”
5
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“I don’t know whether journalists can be trusted or not, but I
think I’m in love with his voice,” whispered Jorja, lest the man
with the golden voice hear her.
“You need to find out whether he’s in a minority group. The
American Sociological Association found atheists rated below
Muslims, recent immigrants, gays, and lesbians as the most
distrusted minority group. That’s why I’m religious. Christian,
that is. Atheists are the minority group most Americans are least
willing to allow their children to marry. Here’s the room. Take a
seat while I see if Mr. Tambe is in.”
Jacky-Joe disappeared, leaving Jorja in dark contemplation.
She believed in God, but pondered why He would impose violence
upon the world. In her thirst for knowledge and understanding,
as well as redemption and emancipation, she visited temples,
cathedrals, chapels, monasteries, religious camps, synagogues,
shrines, mosques, and all manner of places of worship, but she
remained unenlightened about believers who committed violent
sins and those who martyred themselves while indiscriminately
killing others.
When the twenty-two-year old sat beside her, he said, “He’ll
be ready in two minutes.”
“Why are you so concerned about who can or can’t be
trusted?”
“I want to be someone respected in society. I want people
to know that when Jacky-Joe speaks, he speaks the truth. Most
people don’t trust Liberians. They think we’re all corrupt and
violent. It’s my duty to change that view.” His face was pleasant
with a small rounded nose, darting eyes with long lashes, bushy
eyebrows, and a circular scar on his left cheek, rather like a
cigarette burn.
“So what’s wrong with being an atheist?”
“Pollsters describe them as pompous, pretentious, and
conspiracy theorists. Your journalist is probably an atheist.”
“Really? Do you think? I don’t think he’s in any minority
group. Do you think he’s French?”
6
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“No, I think he’s from the Ivory Coast, Morocco, Senegal, or
maybe even Mali. His French is good, but it has an accent. The
deputy minister’s secretary is calling you. Would you like me to
come with you or shall I wait here?”
“Wait, I won’t be long. Should I wear my sunglasses?”
“No, you’ll look silly in the dark. Mr. Tambe won’t notice
your eye. Hurry up, you’re being called.”
Jorja re-emerged with Mr. Tambe. All was in order for her
to work with her counterpart, Sylvester Kemokai, to re-establish
education programs in Liberia and design vocational programs
for former child and women combatants.
“Let’s go,” said Jacky-Joe. “Your eye looks worse. You’d
better get back to the hotel and clean it up.” Jorja’s hand
automatically moved toward her eye. “Don’t touch it!” JackyJoe yelled. “Leave it alone! Come on, I’ve got tissues in the
car. The pharmacist told you not to touch it. Even I’ve told
you not to touch it, so don’t touch it, or anything else. You’re
contaminated!”
As her driver rushed along the uterine corridor that reeked
of cigarette fumes, she shouted, “Wait! Wait for me!” He loped
down the stairs, two at a time, and Jorja, not as surefooted,
lost sight of him in the darkness. Concentrating intently on the
flickering candlelight in the stairwell, she bumped into a person’s
side as she hurried downstairs.
“Oh la! What do we have here … a woman in a hurry?”
She was in a dilemma. Due to her infection, she wanted to
avoid eye contact, but simultaneously she felt a strong urge to
discover the owner of the warm, sensual voice. “Sorry! I’m in a
hurry. I, I, I must go,” she said.
“Why don’t you hold onto me so you don’t injure yourself
going down the stairs?”
Jorja was in another dilemma. She wanted to accept his offer
but, being highly contagious, she dare not touch him. She called
out, “Another time!” With her head down, fixated on the candles,
she continued, lifting her head only when light streamed into
7
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the building. As she looked for her driver, she missed a step,
turned her ankle, and shouted in pain and frustration. Limping,
she yelled for Jacky-Joe amid the bustle of people congregating
at the bottom of the steps, near the building’s entrance. As they
stared at her, she slid her sunglasses over her eyes.
The radio announcer’s voice sounded in her ear, “Would you
like me to carry you to your car?”
Jorja noticed his shoes first: good quality, sturdy, brown
leather. His starched cotton navy trousers matched his light
blue shirt, worn casually with sleeves folded and two top
buttons open. Sunshine streaming through the cracked windows
highlighted his olive skin. Slivers of grey in his dark cropped
hair created a distinguished, mature, and handsome appearance.
Jorja was paralyzed. He stopped; she was blocking his way. He
looked down at her from the step above, and she stared upwards
into his pale blue eyes.
Jacky-Joe rushed to her side and yanked her arm, severing
her connection to the journalist. “The car is this way, Jorja!”
Inside the car, he counseled, “You were looking at the wrong
man. Remember, it’s the concrete engineer you should be
looking at. He can be trusted.”
Jorja craned her neck to search for the journalist, but he
was nowhere in sight. “What about instincts, Jacky-Joe? Don’t
you have instantaneous impressions when you meet someone
for the first time? Don’t you get a strong connection to people
sometimes, like a bond, or an intense attraction? Don’t you think
there’s something truthful about the chemistry between two
people? Don’t you think—?”
“I don’t think about such things. I only think about facts.”
“So you don’t believe in love?”
“No. I’m practical and my head overrules my heart. That
way, I’ll be sure to choose the right partner for me.”
“Maybe you analyze too much, Jacky-Joe.”
“Maybe you don’t think enough.” He winked at Jorja, and
they both laughed as he drove down the main street.
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“Jacky-Joe, can I tell you a secret?” She massaged her
twisted ankle.
“I’m your driver and guardian. You can tell me anything.” He
turned a corner and waved at a gathering of young boys kicking
a football in the side street. A tall, gangly youth scooped up the
ball as the group yielded to the car, shouting friendly taunts in
Liberian-English to Jacky-Joe.
“I’m not here just to work on education programs. I have
another agenda.”
Without taking his eyes off the road, and avoiding a pothole,
he guessed, “You’re here to smuggle diamonds.”
“No! Of course not!”
“You’re here to invest in diamonds.”
“No!”
“You’re here to make a film about diamonds.”
“No! Let me speak.” Jorja lowered her voice and said, “I’m
here to look for Liberia’s famous pygmy hippopotamus.”
“Now tell me why you’re really here.”
“I am here to find a hippo. I really am! They haven’t been
sighted for years. The war drove them away. Some say they
might have come back, now that there’s peace.”
“Ah, but you’re not a scientist.”
“Well, actually I am. My doctorate is in education, but I
have a degree in science. Besides, what’s that got to do with
anything?”
“Where’s your research team, the one that will search for
this animal?”
“Well, this will be a reconnaissance mission. While I’m in
the countryside visiting schools, I’ll be able to look for hippos
too.”
“Aha, and what will you do if you find one?”
“Take a photo,” Jorja said.
“Aha. And then?”
“Tell the world.”
“Aha. And the world really wants to know this, does it?”
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“Maybe. You don’t believe me do you?”
“Not in the least. Now I know you don’t think enough!” As
he looked into the face of the contagious, freckled-faced woman,
he grinned and winked.
Jorja sighed. Her shoulders slumped. “Well, I think my
mission is important. Besides, what if we never ever see another
Liberian hippo again, in Liberia I mean?”
Jacky-Joe revved the vehicle up the steep driveway into the
Mamba Point Hotel parking lot, rounded the old gnarly tree in
the center, and stopped behind a congestion of cars. Jorja swung
open the door and caught a glimpse of the small, wire bird cage
hanging over the restaurant’s balcony. Two parrots squawked so
raucously she could barely hear Jacky-Joe. “If Liberians have
never seen a pygmy hippo in their own country, what difference
will it make now if they never do? What they don’t know, they
won’t miss,” he said. “I think your eye is weeping. Hey, I have
a brilliant idea. Why don’t you wear an eye patch like a pirate?”
His grin made Jorja laugh. She waved him away and entered the
hotel.
A thick smoky haze obscured the sun, an indistinct blooddipped fingerprint on the horizon. Harmattan winds from the
northeast traveled swiftly across the Sahara toward the Atlantic
Ocean. They brought relief from the rainy season’s humidity,
but their cutting, dust-laden blasts aggravated Jorja’s eye. But
Jorja was still thinking about pygmy hippos. She held a long,
overwhelming urge to rediscover the lost hippopotamus in its
own habitat. She was happy to be in Liberia. She was happy to
be in Monrovia.
Many Liberians promoted the myth that Monrovia was
named after the American actress Marilyn Monroe, and so
widespread was this belief it was almost an undisputed fact.
Originally, the port capital on the Atlantic coast, at the mouth
of the Messurado River, was known as Christopolis, but it was
later named in honor of James Monroe, the fifth president of
the United States of America. Townships throughout the country
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were named after American cities, states, sporting heroes, and
Hollywood stars. Liberia’s flag was not unlike America’s red,
white, and blue banner, but instead of fifty-two stars it had but
one lone star.
Jorja pondered whether “Marilyn Monrovia” was masculine
or feminine. Her home town, Canberra, the capital of Australia,
was ambiguously both, rendered with roundabouts, circular
streets, and breast-molded mountains, yet interspersed with
phallic towers, obelisks, emissive water jets, and fountains.
Hermaphroditic Canberra reflected its cross-sexual design when
American honeymooning architects, Walter Burley Griffin and
Marion Mahony Griffin, won an international design competition
in 1912 from a hundred and thirty-seven entries. There was no
doubt in Jorja’s mind that Monrovia was masculine for she could
see nothing nurturing and maternal, soft and comforting, in the
capital city of Liberia. It was as blackened and as unremarkable
as a lone chargrilled steak on a paper plate.
On Cape Montserrado, from Ducor Hill and the gutted
Ducor International Hotel, Jorja had an expansive view of the
peninsula capital: “In Town” Monrovia. With her back to the
ocean, at ninety degrees, Broad Street almost fell into Messurado
River. Two bridges connected the cape to Bushrod Island and
the Freeport of Monrovia. The bridges had many names. The
Messurado Bridge, constructed in the 1940s, was also known
as Vai Town Bridge, Waterside Bridge, or the Old Bridge. The
other, the Gabriel Johnson Tucker Bridge, completed in the
1980s, was called the Johnson Street Bridge, the Gabriel Tucker
Bridge, or the New Bridge. Beyond the New Bridge, amid a
ravished landscape and shanty shacks, lay Hotel Africa, a shell
of the once luxurious multi-storey accommodation that had
fallen into the same state of disrepair as the Ducor International
Hotel.
On either side of Broad Street lay parallel roads with a
series of perpendicular intersecting streets: a miniature grid of
sooty, grimy buildings with rustic red rooftops. Town planning
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was evident in an embryonic way, but disrupted due to years
of government inactivity. Trees that once lined city streets were
sparse, dusty, and undernourished, like famished war veterans.
In a semicircle behind her stretched United Nations Drive—
UN Drive. On her left was Messurado Bridge and Water Street,
known as Waterside. To her right, UN Drive led to Mamba Point,
the remains of the marauded French Embassy, the refurbished
European Commission, the United States Embassy, and the
United Nations Development Program offices. UN Drive ceased
at Center Street.
Stringing downhill from the cape, Camp Johnson Road led
to Capitol Hill and the home of the president, known as the
executive mansion, a pivotal building in the history of Liberia.
Situated on the most western point of Liberia, and Africa, it
was therefore closest to the Atlantic Ocean and South America.
Built in 1964 by the Israelis, it reportedly cost twenty million
American dollars. It faced inland to the country the president
ruled, but its soul was bloodied and sullied during the war; the
executive mansion was indeed the deadest of all ends. In 1980,
Samuel Kanyon Doe, a master sergeant of the Liberian army, led
a coup to overturn the presidency of William Richard Tolbert.
Several tales evolved about Tolbert’s death during the coup,
including that Samuel Doe disemboweled him in the mansion’s
bed. Further embellishment added that the Devil devoured
his bowels. Others denied it, stating Tolbert was shot in the
executive mansion. Rumors that America’s Central Intelligence
Agency—the CIA—was involved fueled the mystery. Samuel
Doe assumed presidency from 1980 until his untimely death in
September 1990. In the battle for Monrovia, forces loyal to Field
Marshall Prince Yormie Johnson, a member of Charles Taylor’s
National Patriotic Front of Liberia who had broken away and
established the Independent NPFL, captured and killed Samuel
Doe as he was meeting with authorities of the Economic
Community Monitoring Group at Freeport. A group of West
African nations established ECOMOG a few months earlier
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under the auspices of the Economic Community of West African
States with the responsibility to end the civil war. ECOMOG
was generally referred to as the Cease Fire Monitoring Group,
but it did little in achieving its aim. The killing of Samuel Doe
was a brutal torture, videotaped, and transmitted around the
world, showing Johnson drinking beer as Doe’s ears and toes
were cut off. The body was allegedly scorched to ashes and
thrown into the river, although some say it was embalmed and
buried. Others say it was buried, then exhumed and burnt, then
tossed into the river. The killing of rivals had almost become
commonplace, as had deceit, deviousness, hypocrisy, and
cruelty. Charles McArthur Ghankay Taylor assumed leadership
of the country as an overlord until his official presidency on
August 2, 1997. The executive mansion on the most western
end of Africa, therefore, was a site of mystery and intrigue, of
ghosts and ghouls, of horror and brutality, and of power and
self-aggrandizement. It was the deadest of all ends.
Further along the road appeared the University of Liberia
and the City Hall. Tubman Boulevard continued seamlessly
from Camp Johnson Road, trafficking vehicles from the city
to the suburban streets of Sinkor and further to Congo Town.
Rusty metal billboards advertised faded political, social, and
health messages: to vote, to treat women with respect, to seek
assistance after being raped, and to wash hands after defecating.
Jorja’s favorite billboard advice was DON’T SLEEP IN THE
SAME ROOM AS CHICKENS. The functioning JFK Hospital,
named after John Fitzgerald Kennedy, the thirty-fifth president
of the United States of America, was situated between Sinkor
and Congo Town. Beyond was the potholed one hour journey to
Roberts International Airport, with dense tropical overgrowth,
mangrove swamps, and intermittent villages.
Two civil wars in Liberia from 1989 to 1997 and from 1999
to 2003 devastated the country, its people, and its infrastructure.
The majority of people left in 2000 and the nation hemorrhaged.
After the signing of the Accra Comprehensive Peace Agreement
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on August 18, 2003, the two-year National Transitional
Government of Liberia was formed in October. With little more
than half a million residents in Monrovia in 2003, the nation’s
most telling mirror was the return of its citizens. The peace
agreement promised the prospect of renewed opportunity and
Liberians returned home in droves. Liberians neither renounced
their country nor its people; their loyalty was cradle-to-grave.
Yet, universal suspicion adhered like the tenacious black
soot on the neglected stone buildings. No one trusted anyone:
not their intentions, their actions, their words, or their looks.
Loyalty and betrayal were equally suspect and open to question;
could their loyalty be trusted or would betrayal occur at any
moment? Everyone had a shadow, or was in the path of someone
who did, and life could conspire to bring misfortune on anyone,
at any time. Incorrigible vice and corruption were difficult to
erase from people’s minds and from the truth or rumor of the
past. Umbrellas in the wet season and council brooms in the
dry season replaced guns and machetes, but anger, resentment,
bitterness, and acrimony were embedded in their veins. It was
as if the nation was holding its breath, too mistrustful to exhale
with the relief of peace, for fear that insidious and invidious evil
would spring forth from the jungle’s overgrowth to haunt them
once more. Death, disease, robbery, corruption, prostitution, child
labor, depredation, insanity, depression, oppression, scandal,
and irrational anger: ever present and slow to dispel. United
Nations’ peacekeepers imposed a midnight curfew, designed
to protect, but only serving to heighten the sense that darkness
was the most sinister time of all. Truth and lies proliferated
around midnight with tales of throat slashings, gut knifings,
street brawls, and the rape of aid workers, blamed on rural youth
infiltrating urban areas, blamed on poverty and unemployment,
blamed on corruption, blamed on the lack of “things to do.”
The necropolis of Monrovia and surrounds left a stench. Not
the foul odor of rotting corpses, but nevertheless a strange fusty
scent that permeated the air: a mergence of smoke, heat, decaying
14
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food, discarded rubbish, fetid fish, soiled diapers, vomit, urine,
and feces. Children played football in the streets, oblivious to
its sordidness. Peace was clean. Peace was a full stomach. The
ragtag youth, overdosing on optimistic illusion, but nibbling
daily on a diet of pessimistic reality, walked the streets by day,
and slept wherever they could at night: in discarded buildings,
open streets, fields, and sardined in the homes of extended
families and relatives. Casual, comfortable, baggy clothes were
thrown together on the lean body of boys. Girls strutted in tight
jeans and bare midriffs. Peace was hearing the yap-yap-yap of
dogs at night instead of the rat-tat-tat of machine guns. Peace
was quiet.
Order was absent. By 2004 the beginnings of order were
inching slowly into the streets, in government services, and in
the lives of Liberians. While local bars and nightclubs vibrated to
the sounds of Bob Marley and served Liberian food, expatriates
frequented established restaurants along Tubman Boulevard in
Sinkor, such as the Chinese Beijing Restaurant, Mona Lisa, and
the Japanese restaurant called The Living Room in the popular
Royal Hotel. At Mamba Point, the main eateries included Le
Pointe, New Jacks, Bamboo Bar, and the balcony restaurants
at the Mamba Point Hotel and the Krystal Oceanview Hotel.
Bangkok, a newly established Thai restaurant in Congo Town,
boasted a roaring takeaway trade popular with expatriates, who
in the time taken to queue for it could have dined in comfort.
Establishments at CeCe Beach and Silver Sands set up chairs
and tables along the sea shore, where local youths guided UN
cars to orderly parking bays, turned up their radios, and sold
food and beverages to beach-clad foreigners.
Uniformed children skipped their way to government,
private, and religious schools. For those who sought oblivion
in the new Liberia, there were more who sought money and
notoriety. The government advertised vacancies and anyone who
could read and write English applied, forming long and patient
queues outside recruiting centers. The Diaspora filled many of
15
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the government appointments, although some left disappointed
and frustrated at the low pay and dilapidated conditions. Others
donned business suits and ties or lappa suits—two piece dresses
that comprised a wrap-around or tightly-fitted skirt and intricately
embroidered top—and attended workshops and training courses,
administered predominantly by donors and non-government
organizations. Those who had no qualifications or aspirations
of becoming civil servants established shops or street stalls and
sold watches, batteries, phone cards, washing powder, ballpoint
pens, and baby clothes. Others catered for the expatriate trade
and offered wooden masks and carvings, African artwork, and
an assortment of beaded, wooden, or stringed jewelry. Petrol
stations bustled, construction workers hammered, and streetcleaners swept.
Amid car emissions filtered the aroma of Liberian food:
palm butter, cassava leaves, potato greens, corn bread, fish, goat,
chicken, baked eddoes, eggplant, peppers, and okra. Most were
cooked in coconut milk or cream. Cassava, a starchy potatotype rootstock that cooked up fluffy and light, was the staple
dish, along with rice. Billboards proclaimed RICE IS LIFE.
Well-beaten cassava leaf was called dumboy, and fufu when its
starchy water was thickened into dough after the leaves were
granulated and fermented. It was typically eaten with spicy
soup, such as peanut soup or beef intestine broth. Jorja was not
enamored with bitter ball, small green tomato-type vegetables,
but enjoyed jollof rice, a one-pot reddish mix of rice, tomato,
tomato paste, onion, spices, and chili pepper. Cooks added
meat and vegetables when available and affordable. For snacks,
people savored fruit, peanuts, and fried plantain chips. To quench
a thirst, they poured water or fruit juice into plastic bags and
tied them to form bulging bubbles. After they quenched thirsts
they lined the streets when discarded. More money bought cola
drinks and Club beer, brewed in Monrovia. Even more money
bought imported beer, liquor, and American food. In cities, food
was plentiful, but costly for the poor. In villages, the language of
16
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food was binary: people either ate or they didn’t. Mothers were
generally 1-0-0 which meant they ate breakfast. Their children
were generally 1-0-1 because they had breakfast and dinner, but
no lunch. Three meals a day were rare.
Directly opposite the Mamba Point Hotel Jorja could see the
thatched huts of New Jacks Bar and Restaurant. Further ahead
was PooPoo Beach, appropriately named, with not a single local
or expatriate in sight, unless they were defecating. Feral blue
waves crashed upon the shore mesmerizingly as if to wash away
the past and the filth, but depositing bladderwrack seaweed
that covered the debris like a wet blanket. Seagulls swooped
and squawked. Liberians living along the coast washed their
clothes and hung them on tree branches and fence palings. They
stretched tarpaulins across the roofs of shanty shacks to prevent
wind, rain, and sea spray seeping into their homes, seemingly
temporary, although likely to be long term. Buildings were
undergoing renovation and renewal.
The Mamba Point Hotel, with Lebanese management and
ownership, was, and always had been, a place of refuge. Towels
weren’t always replaced, sheets were old, the toilet infrequently
flushed, and the television flickered, but the internet was reliable
and the bar seemed continuously open. Pilots and air hostesses
had permanent bookings, reveling nightly with alcohol and
blaring music. Businessmen held lunchtime meetings and nongovernment organizations—NGOs—held conferences and
seminars. The balcony restaurant was a meeting place or a quiet
contemplative reading area. The casino on the premises provided
entertainment and the hope of a lucky strike. Guards patrolled
the car park, the corridors, and the garden. Safety was unspoken,
but virtually guaranteed.
Jorja had been to Liberia earlier in the year, briefly. She
arrived on Sunday May 23, 2004, and left on Wednesday, four
days later. She remembered the dates because they were eternally
etched in her mind. The four chaotic days gripped Mamba Point
Hotel guests in fear, in a web of emotions that left a chain reaction
17

MARTINA NICOLLS

of confusion. There was a murder in Mamba Point Hotel, the
first time an international worker had ever been murdered in a
Monrovian hotel. Newspaper reports announced that on Monday
evening a person or persons entered room 21 through the ceiling,
and stabbed an American military man several times, in what
was possibly a robbery gone amiss. The victim was part of a
34-person team on an American military assessment mission to
restructure the Armed Forces of Liberia, while Jorja was on a
one-person site assessment of working conditions, a precursor
to her eight-month mission. The military assessment team had
been in Liberia for a week. The perpetrators, after the murder,
moved into another room where they held the American citizen
at gunpoint and allegedly robbed her of jewelry and items
before escaping undetected. In the aftermath on Tuesday, guests
evacuated to other hotels and accommodation. Instantaneously,
and for the briefest period, the hotel was nicknamed Gunpoint
Hotel. It was a cruel joke. The transitional government
announced a four thousand dollar bounty for information, and
the Liberian police and staff of the United Nations Mission in
Liberia—UNMIL—commenced a murder investigation. Hotel
security increased and all operations continued. Jorja, residing
in a back room, furthest away from the confrontation, did not
evacuate. She remained unnerved and for this she was rewarded
with Bailey’s Irish Cream on the rocks each evening, and the
impeccable service of all hotel personnel. She enjoyed the
hospitality in relative isolation, without the customary flurry of
guests. Within two days the police apprehended four suspects,
young men in their early twenties. The unfortunate incident did
not negatively affect her assessment of Monrovia, or the popular
hotel, and she regarded the incident for what it may have been:
an opportunistic but fatal robbery, an unexpected isolated event.
She returned for her longer mission.
For Jorja, her eight-month stay in Monrovia was not a
time of disappointment, but neither was it a time of unbridled
joy and fulfillment. A young Liberian work colleague died
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unexpectedly. It happens said the staff. He died at the right time,
they said. No one batted an eyelid when his ghost could be heard
emitting sustained outbursts of involuntary flatulence or angry,
frustrated mutterings when things went wrong as he worked at
his computer in breezeless evenings, as he always did. Lennox
is still working, they said. And at meetings, they placed papers
on the table in front of an empty chair. Lennox permanently
departed when the replacement officer commenced duty. The
locals gave Lennox a farewell lunch and wished him a safe
journey to “the other side.” Remaining work colleagues were ill
with malaria or other diseases and maladies, or just plain tired,
and their work was intermittent and of dubious quality. Even
the two parrots in the cage, dangling on Mamba Point Hotel’s
balcony, died: first one, then the other. No explanation was ever
offered. They just died. Perhaps it was the inevitable outcome of
prolonged incarceration.
There were suicides, alcoholism, depravity, insanity, and
debilitating illnesses amongst expatriates. It became difficult to
recruit international workers for long term positions. A young
woman, under twenty-five, living in an apartment complex
with several aid workers, hung herself with a bed sheet before
dinner. There was no warning and no note of explanation. Those
suffering depression combined antidepressants with alcohol,
becoming moribund and almost useless in administering
their workload. In an effort to secure staff, some international
organizations employed less than ideal consultants: expatriate
friends, not suited to the work; American and European men
whose sole missions were to marry young African girls; and
others, male and female, who merely wanted a good time
whoring and drinking.
At no time did Jorja see or hear the mysterious journalist
or the concrete tester during her stay in Liberia, and neither
was there any hint of romance, with the exception of a twominute conversation with an Italian aid worker. His suitcases
were packed for his departure after six months in the country
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and placed beside the reception desk as he checked out. Jorja
tripped over his camera case and collided with the young man
who promptly began flirting. He regretted the untimeliness of the
meeting and Jorja commented that timing was not her forte. Her
only other experience with the opposite sex was with a flirtatious
Liberian orphan, in his early twenties, looking for a generous
European woman to support him. Jimmy Le Bonu was irritating
in the extreme with roving hands that attempted to clutch at
her at every opportunity despite her blunt rejections. Inevitably
Jorja’s strategy was avoidance at best and self-imposed exile in
her room at worst.
For Jorja, it was a time for girlfriends and the comic
analysis of Sex and the City DVDs. It was a time of working
long hours until four in the morning almost to breaking point,
and it was a needle-prick time of opinionated expatriates. In the
government, with expatriates and locals, it was always difficult
to determine the quality of the work until it was underway.
Locals could barely write, and expatriates could barely endure
the frustrating crablike slowness of progress, and some had
little patience to do so. Those who thought they were working
toward the same goal were in fact diverging rapidly. When
unsupervised, people often did not know what to do, so they
slowed the pace of their work because it was believed mistakes
were less likely to occur. This was not perceived as slackness,
laziness, or indolence, but merely caution and risk aversion.
Some explained it as meticulousness; others portrayed it as
the normal cycle of work: usually slow, sometimes slower,
and at times slowest. But for all the intransient retardation of a
transitional government, it was folly to expect leaps of progress
when government structures were inadequate. Buildings
were decrepit, computers were in short supply, power was
intermittent, transport was limited, roads were deplorable, and
regional government was scrappy if it existed at all. It was
the love of liberty that held the nation together and the hope
that the first democratic presidential election in October 2005
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would herald a time of positive change and perpetual peace.
Talk of national liberation excited great dreams in everyone.
The love of liberty was evident. It was time to recreate the
Liberian identity and recover the dignity it once held. At present,
there was little in the capital to distinguish it as a memorable,
or grand, or beautiful city; it was a wasteland of melancholy
degradation. Yet the country itself had potential: rain; beaches;
natural resources; mountainous splendor; tropical rainforests;
swamps, plains and lakes; exotic flora, fauna and aquatic wildlife;
traditional foods; a culture of dance, art and music; and the
hospitality of its people. Above all, the nation’s overarching
richness was in the resilience of its people and their ability to put
on a parade. Regimental marching, with arms swinging proudly
to the beat of a tardegai—their traditional drum—or the oompaoompa of a trombone, or the shrillness of a silver whistle, was a
common occurrence. Liberians marched along streets with unity of
purpose. Singing campaign lyrics, chanting slogans, announcing
an association’s call for funds, celebrating an organization’s
anniversary, or heralding a new donor project, old and young
rejoiced in hope and optimism. On one day the Catholic women
would march; on another it would be the Mentally Disabled and
Spastic Association, or a youth group, or an environmental group.
No matter the call, the river of people flowed like the liquid of life:
a significant and distinctive symbol of resilience.
As misfortune would have it, Jorja did no hippo hunting
during her eight months in Liberia. She remained within the
confines of the country’s capital, Monrovia, working with
ministerial staff.
After eight months, in May 2005, Jorja boarded the plane for
home with a handmade cotton appliquéd quilt from a women’s
cooperative, embellished not with hippos as she wished, but
with gay tulips. Jorja had never seen a tulip in Monrovia. As
other expatriate women and missionaries boarded the plane, they
carried on their hips Liberian babies—orphans—some bearing
signs of malnutrition or, worse, AIDS.
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