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Publisher’s Note 
 

Indeed it is a human endeavour to raise ambitions and 

enlarge conquests. In this regard, Saraba is human, and 
again, with this issue, seeks to take another step towards 
perfection. Saraba, with the unceasing enthusiasm of 
subscribers, is fast becoming an essential internet reading. 
It warms our hearts to throw yet another issue into your 
bags. 
 
This Issue, although lacking a focal theme, is a collagist 
exhibition of ideas, impressions and expressions. It would 
perhaps buttress the ―journalistic reputation‖ that is 
being bestowed on Saraba. But rather than be concerned 
with genre description, our mind is set on details, voices, 
experiences. Saraba seeks to put what obtains in reality on 
your cyber screen first and foremost. 
 
Our bias for short fiction in this issue is an experiment 
that led to an unexpected serendipitous discovery. Stories 
from upcoming, and even established writers, abound in 
this issue, replete with familiar voices and insights. They 
can best be described as lodestones of reality, gem pieces 
not quite purged of their ore but what they lack in 
template, they make for with their originality. These 
stories sum up excerpts of humanity with fictional 
algorithms. When they merge, they cut a looking glass 
through which we can reflect. To record, to extinguish 
the tyranny of the empty page, to write.  

 
There's nothing else to do. No plea to make, no anger to 
retain; we have chosen to pour it forth, to tell tales from 
as many storytellers as possible. It could be an attempt to 
anthologize a story from every quarter, or the greater 
ambition to record timelessness in one single string. 
 
And besides fiction, ideas and experiences take various 
other forms and genres. We have compiled an edition 
that would in the interim take care of the yuletide season 
and permanently evoke strong emotions, raise 
unanswered questions, and challenge our mind with 
memories. 
 
This is the story of the story issue, the crux. We chose no 
theme, but we assembled a team. We had no paper to 
litter, but unseen bandwidths. But the story had to be 
told; here it is, told.  
 
Here we are, bare; Saraba is what you think it is. 
 
Have a pleasurable read. 
 
 
D.A. & E.I 
December 2009  
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Death on Gimbaya Street 
Nze Ifedigbo Sylva 

 
In memory of the Apo Six 

 
oday is my death day.  I am very young in death 
you know. Today I am just four. I wake up with a 
smile.  In this place death days are special days. 

We throw a party and dance. Well actually, there is a 
party every day, so every day here is special to someone or 
some people.  

Usually, all the celebrants gather together in The Big 
Dome. They talk briefly about how they came and what 
they miss most about the other place. I enjoy listening to 
the tales especially about how they came. There were no 
tears. Just smiles and laughter. Then there is music and 
wine. Good wine made down in the orchard. When it was 
dark we go to sleep. The next day, there is another party. 

The day is even more special for those that came in the 
same voyage.  Their tale is much more engaging. Like 
those who came together in a Luxury bus crash. Or in a 
plane crash.  

I recall the day the sosoliso group from Nigeria 
celebrated their first death day. Those kids from the same 
school entertained us so much we didn‘t want to leave. 
They told us of how they had cried and screamed when the 
plane slumped down on the runway. They made jest of 
each other on who cried most and we all laughed.  

Feyisayomi my friend here was one of them on that 
flight. She was her mother‘s only child. She had come after 
twelve years of pain and prayers. Her name meant Joy. She 
often told me how close she was to her mother. How they 
went shopping hand in hand in big super markets in 
Portharcourt she wearing a high heeled shoe so that her 
tall mother wouldn‘t have to bend as she held her hand. 
They had spoken on phone just before she boarded the 
flight in Abuja. They had talked about the Calabar 
Christmas carnival and the musical fiesta they were going 
to attend. When the plane landed with its belly and fire 
began, she said she had heard only one sound amidst all 
the screams. It was the voice of her mother saying ―I love 
you‖ at the end of their call before she boarded the flight.  

There were also those that came together in one night 
of madness. We had a lot of them. There were Tutsi‘s from 
Rwanda. Jews from Hitler‘s Gas chamber. Japanese from 
Hiroshima. Lovers from the Titanic. Technocrats from the 
World trade Center. Croats and Bosnian muslims. The 
katrina group from New Orleans. Child soldiers from 
Dafur. American soldiers from Vietnam and a host of 
others. On their days, they gather in the Big Dome and 
celebrated together.  It was the celebration of freedom. 
The celebration of life. 

I also belong to a group that came on the same voyage. 
A voyage occasioned by one night of madness. So today is 
not mine alone. There are six of us. But I am special of the 
lot. I am the only female and yes I did not come mutilated. 
The other five came with holes in them. Holes drilled by 
fast traveling lead. I had no lead holes, just a twisted 
jugular. While they writhed in pain on their way here, I 
had felt just numb.  What was more, it was all about me. I 
was the reason why the triggers were engaged in the first 
place. I was the reason why the man got mad. 

Today our families will gather again at that site. 
Gimbiya street. There would be a pastor with a bible. A 
megaphone. Some television cameras and some tears. Most 
of the people will wear black and look black in the face.  

Some will carry placards demanding justice. Others 
will fold their arms across their breasts and look at the 
ground. Then there would be songs and prayers for our 
souls. Afterwards, the press will ask questions. Our lawyer 
will talk so rapidly like he was going to choke.  Some of 
our family members will speak too. Calling curses on the 
Government and the police. We would watch from this 
side amused, sorry, and angry but happy to be free. 

That is the thing with this side. We can see and hear 
you people on the other side. We can read what you write 
and your thoughts too. We can feel your pains and your 
joy. But we can‘t change anything of our own. For 
example, from here we could tell who killed Bola Ige. We 
knew that the authorities knew who did but were hiding 
the truth. But we can not do anything about it. Only The 
Master can. He alone has the remote control. The rest of 
us can only put the television on and off. Watch, smile and 
laugh. 

Yesterday I had gone to the library to read newspapers 
from Nigeria. I knew there would be plenty to read about 
the six of us. The captions were bold and inviting; No 
justice yet for Apo Six, Apo six should not die in Vain, will they 
ever get justice? Apo Six Remembered. I picked one of the 
papers to read. 

 
By midnight tomorrow, Monday, June 8, six young 

Nigerians who were shot and killed by some police officers while 
driving home from a night out on June 8, 2005, will be four 
years old in the grave. 

Yet, justice is still blind to their cause as the police officer who 
killed them on that tragic night at Garki, Abuja, in their prime 
still walks the streets of the nation's capital. 

I dropped the paper and went for another one 
 
...at the criminal trial, Mr. Ahmed's lawyers maintained 

that the Apo Six fired first.  
He says all of them were killed in the gun battle, and a "home 

made" pistol and a shotgun were found in the car.  
His lawyer says the prosecution dropped charges against some 

police officers in return for them changing their testimony.  
Mr. Ahmed  is the fall guy in a government plot to sweep the 

incident under the carpet, he said.  
"I could never have done what they are accusing me of," Mr. 

Ahmed told the BBC outside the Abuja court where he is being 
tried.  

 
This one made me laugh. Mr. Ahmed‘s denial amused 

me. He was the man that I made mad. The one who 
engaged the trigger first. That night he was ricking of 
alcohol. I suspected he must have been having something 
strong. Something stronger than beer. His eyes were like 
the red of a hibiscus. He had approached me dangling 
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from side to side. I told him off. I was not a hooker and 
even if I was, such a man would have nauseated me. He 
tried to make a scene, dragging me by the wrist. In the 
ensuing mille my man and his friends came over. The club 
bouncers seized him and walked him out. He was not good 
for business. 

I was later to know that he is a police DCP. My man 
and his friends knew him very well and he knew them too. 
He was a regular face at the club and as a cop, most of the 
guys knew him well. They often bought him beer. He and 
his boys had a responsibility of securing the area. It was a 
closely knit community made up of mostly Igbo young 
men who sold spare parts or worked as mechanics in the 
Apo mechanic village. 

Emeka my man would not hurt a fly. We were from 
the same village. His parents and my parents have known 
for long. Our grand parents had traded together in 
Onitsha before the war. I had known him long before he 
went off on apprenticeship in Kano. We meet behind the 
palm tree on the foot path to the stream and in the village 
square during the new yam festivities. He would hold my 
hand in his and gaze into my eyes. He didn‘t often say 
much.  

On one such nights when he came home from kano for 
the new yam he had told me that his master would be 
settling him soon. He planned to relocate to Abuja to set 
up his own mechanic shop. He promised to come for my 
hand as soon as he was set up. I didn‘t know how to react. 
My heart was filled with Joy. I looked away from his face 
to the wide cocoyam leaves that looked like elephant ears 
as if to hide the Smile. He knew I was smiling though. He 
was smiling too. He pulled me closer and our eyes met 
again. Then our lips also met, but Emeka my man was a 
respectable man. I was happy he stopped. He was hard, 
but he stopped. 

He kept his promise. That December he had come 
with his people. It wasn‘t the wine carrying, but the bride 
prize was paid. I was effectively his wife in the eyes of 
tradition. But we were Church people.  So we waited until 
the wedding before I moved over to join him. We had 
already picked a date in August to fulfill the seventh 
sacrament. I was visiting from Lagos to see where he lived 
for the first time and so that he could show me to his 
friends and fellow mechanics as the woman that would be 
wedding him soon. The woman he had always spoken to 
them about. 

He borrowed his friends car that night and with four 
others Nonso, Kene, Nicholas, and Damien we had driven 
to the Night club in Area 11 to catch some fun. 

Some hours after the drunken DCP was taken out and 
all was calm again, we also got set to leave. Emeka didn‘t 
think it was a good idea staying longer. It was close to 
2.00am. More bottles had been emptied and the dance 
floor was getting wilder. There were almost naked girls 
turning and twisting on the dance floor like mamiwater. 
Some men were dancing so close to their girls like they 
wanted to melt into them. There had been two other near 
fights on the floor. Two drunk guys haggling over an 
almost girl. Emaka didn‘t want any more drunks looking 
in my direction so we left. The four others joined us. They 
needed the free ride back to APO. The cost of taxi‘s in 

Abuja at that time they said was enough to import a 
container.  

The Club was on a crescent off Gimbiya street. The 
crescent was a one-way. So we drove round the crescent to 
join back Gimbiya street. I had heard the area was famous 
for the chewing gum ladies. I saw them that night. They 
were lined up along the crescent like chicken parts on 
display in a barbecue shop. I heard the sound of their 
chewing. Like ladies shoe heels against a marble floor. 
Some blew out the gum like ballon in front of their face. 
The four behind in the car made cat calls. They pointed at 
them and laughed. I knew they were close to being drunk. 
Emeka didn‘t seem to notice. He minded the car and the 
road. When he wasn‘t looking at the empty road ahead, he 
was looking at me. 

Down the street we met a police check point. We were 
told to stop and we did. There were five officers on duty all 
armed.  We were told to alight. The sight of the drunken 
DCP made my blood to boil. I had made him mad. I saw it 
in his eyes. Everything happened so fast. I heard him give 
the order. The hot lead came like water from a bath 
shower. When it was quiet again I discovered I was still 
breathing. 

How could he be denying now? It amused me. People 
on the other side always did that. Often The Master will 
draw our attention to the screen. We would watch a little 
child dip his little hands into his mummy‘s pot of soup to 
take a piece of meat. Later when his mother asked who 
took the meat, he would deny vehemently. It made us 
laugh on this side. It also made The Master laugh. Mr. 
Ahmed seemed to me like that little boy now. The news 
piece made me laugh. 

I picked the third newspaper. This one was from the 
human rights people. 

“…In August 2005, former president Olusegun Obasanjo, 
said "The full weight of the law will be brought to bear on all 
who are found to have been involved in the perpetration of this 
heinous crime." But that promise is yet to come, two years after he 
left office. In its place rather, there seemed to be a continuing and 
rising incidences of brutality by the police and other state agents. 

Reports compiled by some civil right groups, show a pervading 
sense of impunity by state security officials. Documentations on 
killings and other summary executions in which the agent of the 
state is culpable, since 2001 to 2007, by a nongovernmental 
organisation, Legal Defence and Assistance Project, show 
increasing cases of unlawful deaths….” 

Those unlawful deaths end up here. I know a lot of 
them. They were not all Nigerians. They came from all 
parts of the globe. From Iraq and Pakistan. From 
Zimbabwe and Somalia. From North Korea and Myanmar. 
From America. Those from Nigeria were said to have been 
killed by accidental discharge. From here we could see 
nothing accidental about it. The persons with the gun 
aimed and fired. The victim dropped dead.  When they 
arrived here, they join us in laughing at the attempt to 
cover up their deaths as accidents. There was no sadness 
here. Only laughter. 

But they didn‘t claim we were accidental discharges. 
They said we were armed robbers. They said we fired first. 
Pistol were planted on us. They stopped just short of 
addressing a press conference to tell the world how some 
vigilant officers on duty had killed four criminals after a 
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shot out. That‘s what they often did. We saw it from here 
all the time. Innocent people are killed and their corpse 
paraded before television cameras as criminals. Dead men 
of course don‘t bark. Families watching the news at home 
thank God silently that the society was getting safer. Some 
other families mourn. Confused about how and when their 
sons became criminals. 

But they didn‘t plan to parade us. They buried us. 
DCP Ahmed was that mad. After the first volley of lead, 
Nonso, Kene, Nicholas and Damien boarded their flights 
for here.  But the flight didn‘t take off until me and Emeka 
boarded some three hours later. Emeka had some injury 
but I was not scratched. They took us all-me, Emeka and 
the corpses to the Garki police station. There seemed to a 
little disagreement among them. Perhaps it was a 
confusion of what next to do. They finally reached an 
agreement. They took me and Emeka to a near by bush. 
They didn‘t want to waste their lead on me. They 
strangled me. 

The flight here was smooth. It was when we arrived 
here that we saw all they did next. They brought out guns 
from their amoury and planted it on us. A police 
photographer took pictures of us. Then we were carried 
away to the burial site. The site was around Apo where my 
Man and his friends worked.  The Master did something 
on His remote control.  Someone from the mechanic 
village who knew Emeka and his friends was excreting 
around there. He identified them and raised an alarm. 

The stories in the other newspapers about us were 
largely the same.  I left the library for our dance rehearsal.  
Every year we learnt a new dance step with which we 
celebrated our death day. I was a dancer on the other side. 
I brought sparkles to every dance floor. So I had insisted 
we did a dance on our death day. The dance steps we 

learnt were the same with those reigning on the other side 
at that time. The first year we did galala. The next year we 
modified it to suo. Last year we had thrown the whole 
party into frenzy with our yahoozee. Even The Master tried 
it out himself.  This time we were doing something they 
called alanta.  It was one comedy of a dance. 

So this morning of my fourth death day, I wake up 
with a smile. Oh happy day. Ordinarily I should be sad that 
four years after our killer is still free. But not on this side. 
There is no sadness here. The Master alone had vengeance 
and he did it in His own way. From here we knew that 
Justice had other meanings. It wasn‘t about being hanged 
or going to jail. No, it was about what happens to the soul. 
DCP Ahmed had gotten justice. He was free but in prison. 
He was alive but dead.   

He didn‘t sleep at night. He saw us in his dreams and 
would stay awake most nights crying. Once he tried to 
take his life but The Master foiled it from here. His doctor 
has run out of prescriptions. No drug seems to make him 
sleep well. He has seen a shrink. A marabout. A voodooist. 
They had all tried but failed. No justice was greater than 
that done to the conscience. No jail hurt like being jailed 
in your soul. 

They drag the trial hoping that it would soon be 
forgotten. The police and the Government conspire to 
sweep it beneath the carpet. The law holds them by the 
hand and shows the way. But they can‘t wish us away. 
Like June 12, we are now part of history. Part of their 
nemesis. Part of their dreams. We remind them of an end 
they to will also get to. And while we dance here on the 8th 
of June, they hear only the sound of gunshots. The music 
is gone from their hearts. They walk the streets free. But 
they walk in the shadows of their guilt. 

 

 

       

The Mechanics of Death 
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Five Tons of Grief 
Emmanuel Iduma 

 
“The whole lot was lost now. Five.‖ 

Toni Morrison, Beloved 
 
 

F there were doubts that it did not happen by 
chance, that the dead child did not drop from 
heaven, the woman who sat on the muddy ground 

dispelled them all. On a night so dark that God should‘ve 
reconsidered, she sat without thoughts, wishing the child 
had died earlier. This was her moment of freedom, taken 
from her Babylonian oppressors, who came with weapons 
of war and took her away. They led her in pain, pain loud 
and clear, perceived and unknown, to the land of 
captivity. And those Babylonians, captive takers, great in 
number and fiery in nature, were led by the dead child. 
So now, with the child gone, she regained her freedom; 
she had taken her freedom herself, she needed no 
messiah. 
 
Back there when she took her freedom, she marched into 
the makeshift house, an enlarged chicken coop, with a 
knife, the weapon that gave her freedom. Children lay 
here and there on mats, none of them were awake. She 
took her time; didn‘t Jesus die thirty-three years after his 
birth? She scanned, watched, searched. It mattered to her 
no more that the child she wanted had lain once with her, 
drank from her body, giggled and jumped and requested 
to be closer. It only mattered that the child led the 
captive takers, who planned to cut short her life, to delete 
her from the memory of the living. So she watched 
carefully, looked at the sleeping children with keenness, 
searching for the known one.  
 
The children came singular or plural, in whatever mode 
they were sent down from hell. Hell did whatever it 
deemed fit to them – and so they came with varying 
injuries too.  
 There was a man and his wife who opened their door 
to a child, picked her up when hell had sent her away, 
though she was bleeding from her legs. She needed water 
and cover for her wound. 
 They took her in. The man, Paul, asked her, ―Who 
did this to you?‖  
 Silence. Good, long, silence. She slept off while he 
carried her to his house.  
 It was the same with the others. Word went out in a 
way that Paul and Paulina, his wife, could not fathom. 
The children, bleeding in one part or another, began to 
come, making their way to his house. They increased in 
number, easily becoming Israelites in Egypt, multiplying 
as Jehovah had promised Abraham. Then Paul and 
Paulina‘s house could take them no more. They needed 
space. And though Pharaoh in hell tried, though he 
talked to the midwives to kill the children, they came 
still, multiplying like sand on the seashore.  
 Paul and Paulina found a carpenter, who grumbled 
on and on about how enlarging the chicken coop was not 
the kind of job he did; how he should not be doing it for 
witches. He was not the kind of carpenter Joseph was, 

who would‘ve taken the pain to father a child that was 
not his. Despite his grumbling, he enlarged their chicken 
coop, building more space with wooden planks, since the 
fowls were long dead and gone. They cleared the 
sawdust, and the coop became a land flowing with mats 
and pillows.  
 Paul smiled and said to Paulina, ―God works in 
mysterious ways. He knew that we would need this place 
for the children.‖  
 Paulina nodded, on and on, the children had come to 
stay.  
 Each newcomer had silence as a virtue, something 
given as a keepsake from hell, as though there was a voice 
that said, ―Go ye into all the world. Preach this gospel.‖ 
That gospel, silence, made Paul and Paulina mad and 
mad, angry and angry; for each feeling and resentment 
was divided in equal halves. Paul took one half and 
Paulina the other.  
 No newcomer talked about the past. They hobbled 
into the coop, bleeding and needing water, tired and 
sleep-eyed; they were children with a past, once they had 
homes flowing with milk and honey where they ate meat 
and grew fat and knew no Pharaohs.  
 One man changed their past. Threw them into hell. 
Washed their skin with blood. Turned their mothers 
against them. Fathers too. And sent them to an enlarged 
chicken coop flowing with mats and pillows.  
 
Nothing had changed, except the walls. Not the sun 
seeping into the small church hall. Not the lectern moved 
backwards, to a corner of the small hall, for it was not 
needed. Not the small windows. Not the airlessness. But 
the walls. For the man read to the walls, put his back to 
the people behind, so that they could only see his hands. 
But they were content with seeing his hands, hearing his 
voice, watching the walls change into a mirror. To hear 
his voice, the sinuosity, the brutish tenderness, was to 
take their breath away, to astound them, to create a 
perfect landing for the doom, for the doom had no 
parachute. In the church hall were women and children 
mostly, men had not begun to care at that time. The 
children cared because their mothers cared, sitting wild-
eyed and wild-minded, enthralled by the man that read 
to the wall. That voice, laden with sinuosity and brutish 
tenderness, read out loud, 
 
Blow a trumpet in Zion 
Sound an alarm on my holy mountain 
Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble, 
For the day of the Lord is coming, it is near, 
A day of darkness and gloom 
A day of clouds and thick darkness! 
Like blackness there is spread upon the mountain 
A great and powerful people 
Their like has never been before 

I 
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Nor will be again after them 
Through the years of all generations. 
 
The wall changed when he turned. He turned so quickly 
that a sleeping child snored loudly, that a woman‘s closed 
right eye flickered open immediately, that the airlessness 
in the small hall became heavier. But his eyes were 
closed; the Lord had come with a shout and he was up to 
meet Him in the air, so it seemed. But there was no 
shout, no Lord coming, no movement upwards – only his 
mouth began to move. Slowly. Slowly. Each word spoken 
with heaviness. Sinuosity in his voice. And brutish 
tenderness. 
 ―Witches. Witches. They have taken our land.‖  
There was an uproar and chilly presence. The airlessness 
in the small hall sifted quickly away. The sleeping child 
woke. The children lost their wonder. But his eyes 
remained closed. The women whispered amongst 
themselves, saying, ―Jesus. Jesus.‖ Called the name of the 
Lord. The wall reverted back to itself, said no to 
remaining a mirror. It could be that the man who once 
stood before the wall when it was still a mirror thought it 
was a mirror still and he closed his eyes to avoid the look 
on his own face. For the look on his eyes had the 
omniscience of Jehovah, the God who could see through 
the hearts of men. 
 He opened his eyes and he saw the witch, dwelling 
among men, wolf in sheep‘s clothing. He let out a shout. 
A shout made for a larger hall.  
 ―She‘s here. She‘s here. The daughter of Jezebel is 
here.‖ 
 
The women called, ―Jesus. Jesus.‖ The name of the Lord. 
Strong and mighty in battle. This time, no woman let 
open her eye. Awaiting with commonness the 
announcement of the daughter of Jezebel. What a closed 
eye did was to shut their bodies out, to open their minds. 
But the children let open their eyes, opened their bodies, 
met the man‘s gaze. They were a good number, a dozen, 
and they met the man‘s gaze together. Twelve pair of 
eyes. Twenty-four single eyeballs. 
 So when he looked pointedly at her, the daughter of 
Jezebel, the girl too young to know Jezebel as mother, 
she looked back, stared directly back. She had a pair of 
eyes among the dozen. He began to draw close, to move 
toward the girl that had stared back at him; she had 
shown every sign that hell and hades owned her, lived in 
her, had taken her captive.  
 ―She is here,‖ he said again, now pointing at her. 
Because his voice seemed elated, animated, agitated, all 
at once, the women slowly opened their eyes. They were 
more than a dozen, and so it was more than a dozen pairs 
of eyes opening, parting like the Red Sea at the blast of 
the nostrils of God. They saw him pointing at her, they 
saw the daughter of Jezebel, and in unison they 
shuddered. They‘d lived with a wolf all along. Called her 
theirs. 
 Her mother spoke her name. 
 ―Anta.‖ 
 And the girl turned and looked at her mother, then 
glanced at the man who was still pointing at her, then at 
everyone whose eyes were open in pairs. And the girl 

turned again and looked at her mother. Her mother was 
not her mother, the girl saw, her mother was the face of 
unknown, the face of aghast and surprise and shame. So 
she glanced back at the man. 
 ―Take her away. Take her away. Now.‖ 
In hushed voices and scurrying toes and aghast and 
surprise and shame she was taken away. In this beginning 
of beginnings, no one knew, there was only one departure 
from pain. This departure from pain, from lynching and 
bleeding, would only happen once. For the man who 
identified Anta as the daughter of Jezebel had not 
contemplated his actions. He needed time to find what to 
do with the witch. When he‘d find this out, other witches 
began to be named, children too young to know Jezebel 
as mother.  
 
Esit Eket could not return to the time when day was day 
and night night. Day had the feeling of night, the 
darkness and roaming creatures, the fear and recluse. 
Making the day into night was so easy for the people of 
Esit Eket; the only requirement was choosing to look 
away. They looked away as the daughter of Jezebel made 
her way away, made her way to nowhere, out of the home 
where she had been cursed and chased and thrashed.  
 She had woken that morning on the front door, 
sleeping away the last night‘s great condemnation. Last 
night had been particular, been particular in thrashing. 
 There was her mother who sought a confession. ―Tell us 
the truth. Who have you killed? Witch.‖ Alongside stood 
a broom and a guava stick. Alongside sat the man of God 
and prayer, who‘d seen the true face of Anta, who‘d 
pronounced her the daughter of Jezebel. And when the 
words did not evoke much of the needed confession, the 
broom and the guava stick began to seek the confession. 
It got nothing, only tears, only tears and pleading.  
 The man of God had said, ―Only those who have 
confessed would be delivered. Only them,‖ and this Anta 
had not confessed she was one, that she was a daughter of 
Jezebel. Instead she kept her resolve to remain such 
daughter, to remain in wickedness and seek not the face 
of the gracious Lord. This drove her mother into a rage, 
drove her to the broom and guava stick, drove her to 
dutiful listening, to the man of God and prayer, who sat 
all the while Anta was being beaten.  
 This thrashing and cursing was one week old.  
 Mother went into rage when it was said her daughter 
was a daughter of Jezebel, waited until they were home 
before she made the rage visible. She took the girl into 
the only room of the house, aside the parlour, and said, 
calmly, ―Tell me the truth. Are you a witch?‖ 
 Anta bent her head forward, knowing not what to 
answer, standing before the Sanhedrin and keeping shut, 
like Christ before her. This earned her the first slap, the 
first act of rage. Loud and hot, the slap brought her face 
downwards. And tears flowing. 
 ―Tell me the truth,‖ her mother said again. 
 ―I am not a witch.‖ 
 ―It is a lie. A lie. God will punish you for lying.‖ 
 ―Please. Mama.‖ 
 ―Don‘t Mama me. I don‘t have a witch child.‖ 
And this was only the beginning of beginnings.  
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In another week, there she was, child without mother, 
walking to a place unknown, while Esit Eket took their 
eyes away. Everyone knew. Everyone knew this was the 
head of the witches, the demon who had taken the shape 
of a child, incarnate of Lucifer, small but almighty.  
 
Deliverance was sold on the table of moneychangers, such 
that there was no whip to drive them away, no Lord 
claiming this was the house of prayer. More witches had 
come. More had been identified in Mighty Battle New 
Testament Assembly, Esit Eket Branch, Akwa Ibom 
State, Nigeria. And sure, they were identified by the man 
of God and prayer himself, the man called Prophet 
Ezekiel.  
 The deliverance, placed on the table of 
moneychangers was only possible by the assent of the 
witch or the assent of the mother. It mattered no more if 
the witch confessed or not, as he had said earlier; what 
mattered was deliverance. 
 ―He who comes to the Lord must not come empty 
handed,‖ he said, on a worship day, a Sunday with more 
people, the small hall airless. Seven children were lined on 
the first row, their faces drawn or downwards, their faces 
too childish, and some had tears flowing freely. But 
neither Prophet Ezekiel nor the crowd behind gave heed 
to the drawn faces, the downward faces or the flowing 
tears. 
 The crowd behind clapped their consent to bringing 
their offering before deliverance. The mothers, some 
fathers too, of the seven children stood close to the first 
row, took their eyes away from their children. They took 
their eyes away, too, from the guava canes neatly filed, 
neatly arranged on a small table beside the lectern. There 
was a bambino hanging on the wall; they looked above. 
At Saviour Jesus lying in the manger. At the hope of 
deliverance; one day this child will save the world. Today, 
Prophet Ezekiel will save my child, one or two or all of 
them thought.  
 
Prophet Ezekiel arrived Esit Eket bearing the mark of the 
Lord. He came with a shirt worn and torn but worn. And 
a trouser with threads jutting and patches there and here. 
But that shirt, worn and torn but worn, had the mark of 
the Lord: a cross bearing the crucified Lord. It was given 
to him months ago, when he was just off the street, when 
he called the street his home no more. Yet he still wore it 
when he arrived Esit Eket, for it was most important to 
him that he wore a shirt bore the mark of the Lord. 
 He knew only one house in Esit Eket, but had the 
address of another. The second was not a house, a church 
with a small hall and nothing else. But that house he 
knew belonged to his brother, who had sent him off with 
pocket money and advice.  
 The house he knew was not the house he met. It had 
become a house of tarrying ghosts, he thought, where 
music could not be heard, where Satchmo‘s horn was 
wanting. Satchmo had been his brother‘s favorite, the 
songs that brought good fever to him, that coloured the 
whole house – a two-room apartment – sending off a 
welcome, human, sound. He had been gone for ten years 
or more, for time had its way of eluding him, of making 
him think yesterday was today.  

 So he knocked on the once green now pale door, 
knocked heavily.  
 A woman opened and he rubbed his eyes, checked his 
head for any remainder of his street days, of anything 
leftover by the demons said to have left him. 
 ―Who are you?‖ he asked, when she said nothing and 
stared at him. 
 ―I should ask you that.‖ 
 ―I am here to see my brother.‖ 
 ―Who‘s your brother?‖ 
 ―Edet. This is his house.‖ 
The woman took her eyes away from his, looked 
downwards, and then said, ―Edet is dead. Who are you?‖ 
 ―Ezekiel. I‘m his brother.  
Then he said, screamed without screaming, ―Edet is 
dead?‖ The softness, measured softness, of his voice 
diminished the pain, made it sound irrelevant. In truth, 
he had begun to lose the depth of feeling, of making 
known his pain or joy or hate or love. To react to his 
brother‘s death in a shocked but not-shocked way was 
only a proof. 
 ―Yes.‖ She looked upwards and said, catching his eye, 
―Come in.‖ 
 Inside two days later he was speaking and speaking to 
his brother‘s wife and his brother‘s daughter. Speaking 
and speaking about how miracles still happened, how 
God used the ministry of Prophet Joel to heal him, to 
drive away the legion of demons in his head. But God did 
not use Prophet Joel halfway, he said. God gave him a jar 
of anointing oil and he poured all of it on my head, and 
he commissioned me to go into Esit Eket and deliver the 
oppressed, heal the brokenhearted, proclaim the 
acceptable year of the Lord. 
 And the woman, seeing her husband‘s brother so full 
of words, became full with wonder and awe and praise. 
And she let him into her heart, drew open the gate of 
believability, poured her box of alabaster oil on his feet, 
spread the sweet-smelling perfume with her hair. 
 Unlike Magdalene, she spread her hair on his chest 
the third night, not his feet. All along he‘d slept in the 
parlour, on a mattress spread there each night. But that 
third night, his true self resurrected, the kind that saw no 
shapely woman and let her be, the kind that thought a 
woman was good food, a man should not be starved for 
long. So when her daughter had gone into the room for 
the night, when she was saying goodnight, smiling in a 
convoluted manner, he drew her back. Wrapped his hand 
around her chest, her enlarged chest, drew her to himself. 
Her heart thumping, all the while. His heart confident, 
precise; out of its abundance his body thrust into her 
body. 
 She said not no or never. She said all yes. A starved 
woman and a starved man.  
 And it became a nightly affair. So that once the 
daughter saw her mother and a man she knew only 
recently embraced and quaking and their mouths open. 
And again she saw them, the next day, this time her feet 
made a shuffling sound, and the man saw her, looked 
piercingly at her, sent her away with his eyes.  
 In another week, when he‘d taken complete charge of 
the Esit Eket branch of Mighty Battle New Testament 
Assembly, when he had more shirts bearing no mark of 



  

December 2009 www.sarabamag.com 13 

the Lord, he pointed to her and pronounced her the 
daughter of Jezebel, head of all the witches.  
 
Paul and Paulina helped their messiah carry his cross to 
Golgotha. And they pleaded with him not to die the 
second time, they could do the dying. So with the 
children now increasing, sand on the seashore, they found 
a wooden plank, and Paul, an inexperienced artist, and 
wrote ―Children of the Future.‖ Then they found nails 
and nailed it to the chicken coop, the cross they bore. 
 ―There is no future,‖ his wife despaired, ―the children 
are increasing every day. The food is running low. We 
cannot cope for long.‖ 
 ―We must never lose hope.‖ 
She nodded, only nodding outwards, no nod inside. She 
did not tell him, but she feared there was insecurity; there 
was a sound of approaching tornado. She nursed her 
dreams, the terrible nightmares of the chicken coop 
burning to the ground, of the children running away 
from a faceless ruthless Greek god; she laid her dreams at 
the feet of no one. And later, she‘d regret this. 
 
That evening was a passing one, as though the events 
were preconceived as a slideshow, slides displayed in slow, 
mechanical seconds. The woman of the mighty man of 
God, stood beside her man all along. Now that there was 
no wolf, no daughter in sheep clothing, she could take all 
of him. Serve the Lord with a man who‘d rescued her 
from the shackles of witchcraft. No wonder things had 
walked wrong ways. No wonder her life had sought the 
edge of the cliff, sauntering towards tragedy.  

Her husband lived two years into their marriage, 
and there was a miscarriage just before he died. Her 
brothers had no children, all four of them, married into 
different marriages. Her mother was cripple, blind and 
deaf. The list was endless and endless like ocean water. 
To think the wrong walk of things came from her womb, 
that the devil chose her to bear his seed; to think all these 
was to hold on to the mighty man of God, break her 
alabaster box nightly on his groin, and support his 
ministry of discovering and delivering the witches. 
 So that evening, of passing slides like mechanical 
seconds, she looked not at the tree beside the small, 
almost windowless church. Not at the children tied 
around it, head bent downwards and tears freely flowing. 
Crying loudly was now stale and inconsequential. The 
newly discovered witches. Their plight was simple. Only 
after their parents came not empty handed to the Lord‘s 
house would they be delivered, would they be prayed for 
by the mighty man of God. This simplicity gave her no 
sense to look at them, tied to the tree. She looked 
onwards, back into the church where the Prophet was 
speaking again. 
 This was the penultimate slide. It passed so quickly, 
so without catchment; no receptacle to carry the passing 
rainwater. This would change though, soon enough. 
 The final slide passed while she broke her nightly 
alabaster box on the Prophet‘s groin. He suddenly gave 
no heed to her heat of passion, her body fluid rising in 
quantity. He began to speak, a voice crying in the 
wilderness, save your life from evil. 
 ―She is planning to come back.‖ 

 ―Who?‖ Deprived of passion, her voice sounded 
awful, a child chased away from play. 
 ―Your daughter.‖ 
 ―She‘s not my daughter.‖ 
 ―In the flesh, she is.‖ 
 ―You say she‘s coming back?‖ 
 ―Yes. Very soon.‖ 
 ―To do what?‖ 
And his face went upwards, receiving the commandments 
from Mount Sinai. He said, ―She‘s coming to kill you. To 
wipe your face from the earth. When she‘s done, she will 
go to your brothers. She killed your husband. Your 
unborn child. And she‘s coming for you. First she‘d afflict 
you with cancer. Breast cancer. Then it would take your 
life away.‖ 
 There was deathly silence. Her alabaster box broke no 
further. Her hair hung helplessly on his chest, like a 
tangled branch. She spoke, next, in a whisper, the 
afflicted begging for mercy, ―What can I do?‖ 
 The Prophet‘s voice still cried in the wilderness. Only 
that now it was the wilderness at harmattan, at a season 
of cold and harshness, of anomy. He said, ―You must 
deliver yourself. You must suffer not the witch to live.‖ 
 The woman nodded, nodded, nodded. Her head 
shook; one strand of her attached hair slid onto the floor, 
dispatched and fell off. In normal circumstances she 
would have noticed; she did not. Her hands trembled. 
The Prophet, again, had saved her; the messiah no longer 
hung on the cross, he saved the world without pain, no 
bloodshed, the kind of salvation the world never knew.  
 This final slide did not pass quickly, in mechanical 
seconds, it took a longer time. The woman in the 
slideshow took her time to think over suffering not the 
witch to live. There would never be doubts that it 
happened not by chance, how she suffered not the witch 
to live.  
 
There wasn‘t one demon unknown to Prophet Joel. He 
knew them all, them all hanging on the breadth and 
length of Ezekiel‘s soul. And he spoke them out, drew 
them forth with the trump of an archangel, and the 
strength of dumbbell and barbell men.  
 Ezekiel had sat on the street, day and night, worn 
and torn in and out. On the street that had him on one 
side and Mighty Battle New Testament Church 
(Headquarters) on the other side. Some hard drug had 
sparked him up, changed the direction his head worked, 
in fits and bits of the absurd: theatre of the absurd. He 
talked to no one, danced to no music, quoted Shakespeare 
and Newton and Plato, wore clothes in new ways, 
delivered a new trend of fashion.  
 The first thing Prophet Joel did was to give him a 
new shirt, bearing the mark of the Lord; a cross with the 
crucified lord was pressed onto it. Walked up to him one 
day and said, ―Silver and gold have I none.‖ Took him 
into the church opposite and prayed the demons out, a 
good thrashing coming before. Thrashing by four men of 
dumbbell and barbell value, chest and muscles like God 
doing an exhibition. 
 And sent him out two months later, two months of 
intensive mentoring, coaching, of whatever more was 
needed. Sent him with a shirt bearing the mark of the 
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Lord. Sent him with ―Deliver the captives in Esit Eket. I 
hear there are many witches there.‖  
 This was a wonderful, wonderful coincidence. He was 
returning to his brother, his brother he‘d last seen ten 
years ago. Who had sent him forth to university with 
pocket money and advice. Whom he had disobeyed when 
he took to substances, white and powdery, white and 
powdery and good for sniffing. Whom he would return to 
with the prodigal voice, saying I come as I am, take me 
even as your slave, I have sinned against heaven and 
against you.  
 But there was no brother, just some beautiful woman. 
Some ageless beautiful woman. Some ageless beautiful 
woman and her nine-year old. Some nine-year old that 
looked unfriendly and wanted him not. Some nine-year 
old that looked alien and cold. 
 Some nine-year old that found her mother on him, 
mouth open, breathless, ecstatic. 
 There are things to give away and things to keep. He 
thought. People to give away and people to keep. One 
replaces another. The other is thrown away. He thought 
further. Mother is to be kept and child is to be thrown 
away. He thought further and further. 
 In matter of days, some nine-year old had the face of 
some unknown Jezebel‘s daughter; who knows when 
Jezebel was pregnant? 
 
Taking the cross from their Lord wasn‘t a problem. The 
spite from the wayfarers and travelers on the road to 
Golgotha weighed Paul and Paulina, especially Paulina. 
One was an early morning visitor. His sandals tattered 
and loose, his face bearded and unshaven, and his voice 
patched and irregular. 
 ―These children disturb me,‖ he said, Paul and 
Paulina standing before him. 
 ―There is nothing we can do,‖ Paulina said. 
 ―They are witches. You are protecting witches.‖ 
He said no more and walked on. Paul and Paulina 
couldn‘t have known that he was back from a vigil, a 
vigil against the hordes of darkness, vigil where he‘d been 
asked to cry, ―Save us from witches oh Lord.‖ On and on. 
On and on until his voice became patched and irregular. 

 He‘d come so early that no child was yet awake. And 
Paul and Paulina went into the chicken coop, the onetime 
chicken coop, stood at the entrance and looked upon 
their sheep. Sheep with two shepherds. Only two 
shepherds. Though shepherds, though all along theirs 
was a valid counterforce to Pharaoh killing newly born 
Hebrews, they were absent when one was taken. Taken 
from the earth. With no trump of an archangel. In no 
twinkle of an eye. On no resurrection morn. It was this 
that multiplied their grief; their absence when the child 
was taken.  
 But they should‘ve known, that grief was shared. Like 
pieces of cake. Placed on a scale. Two cakes belonged to 
them; they‘d grieve the most, feeling sorry and incapable. 
One to Anta; she‘d be gone before her piece reached her. 
Another to her onetime mother, who had said, ―Don‘t 
Mama me.‖ Another to the Prophet, great discoverer of 
Jezebel‘s children, who‘d throw the cake away and not 
chew. Five cakes on the scale. One ton for one cake.  
 Five tons of grief.  
 
So, the woman took her freedom, marched into the 
onetime chicken coop at nighttime, at silence, when the 
shepherds watched not their flock. She held a knife and a 
bad torch. The torch had bad batteries. Bad light. And 
scanned the faces of the sleeping children. Sleep had 
become their pastime, favourite pastime. Sleep away the 
pain, sleep away the condemnation, sleep away into bliss, 
slip away. She found her sleeping. Unprepared. She had 
come like a thief in the night. 
 And she struck. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Spelt 
witch with the knife. On the girl‘s chest. Instant kill. The 
forming pool of blood assured her. She‘d suffered not the 
witch. Suffered her not to live. Five times it landed on her 
chest.  
 She went away, walked until she fell to the muddy 
ground, sat there until morning light, until the bad torch 
had no battery power, until the sudden realization began, 
until mother sense returned. But it was too late. She had 
spelt witch with the knife. Five times. 
 Oh yes. Oh yes. Five.   

 

 

S 

  

    

Five Levels of Meaning 
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Nzeogwu’s War 
Edozie Uka 

 
HE boy's father hissed.  
The boy had often wondered 
about the voice on the radio, 

a woman who read the news calmly, 
the way his teacher read the words 
from the blackboard, or out of their 
class books, very different from how 
his father talked when she'd finished, 
or how he read words from the 
newspaper. He read them aloud for 
his listeners to hear, usually mother, 
or the neighbour, Mr Olumolo, and 
he was always angry with what they 
said, the newspapers. The woman on 
the radio was not so angry when she 
read the news. 

‗It is in the Bible,‘ said his 
mother. 

‗What is in the Bible?‘ 
―Whatsoever a man soweth, so 

shall he reap.‖ 
‗Show me where it is in the 

Bible!‘ His father snarled at his 
mother‘s smiling face. ‗Where in the 
Bible is it said that you should wage 
war on your own country, after 
murdering off your leaders and their 
household?‘ He finished off with a 
mocking sneer: ―It is in the Bible.‖ 

The boy‘s mother only laughed. 
The boy knew who Major 

Nzeogwu was. By now all the boys at 
school knew who Major Nzeogwu 
was, although not all wanted to be 
like him. They‘d heard a hundred 
different rants at the lips of parents, 
and uncles and grown-up neighbors; 
the boy knew that major Nzeogwu 
was someone who was troublesome, 
like Ibikunle, the spiny, big-headed 
boy in primary class three who was 
always getting caught doing 
something wrong, and being flogged 
and being talked about. Nzeogwu 
was troublesome like that, or why 
would his father always get agitated 
and argue about him, and say ―that 
Nzeogwu.‖ 

The boy had even seen him on 
the television. Nzeogwu had been 
sitting at a table with fat 
microphones huddling in front of 
him, tilting towards him like all the 
other people in the room holding 
little jotters and pens and smiling 
with the major as he smiled back and 
spoke to them. He had a bandage on 
his hand, which the boy knew was 
worn by people that had a wounds, 

like when they played rough, or fell 
down playing football. Nzeogwu 
wore a green soldier‘s uniform. 
Except for the bandage he didn‘t look 
so dangerous that night on the 
television, like the person who his 
father said was killing Nigeria off the 
way he had killed the leaders. The 
boy didn‘t know the leaders but he 
knew that to kill them would make 
their wives sad. And their children 
would cry because their mothers 
would cry, the way his little  brother 
and mother cried when they passed 
all those burning cars and people on 
the road home from visiting Uncle 
Olu.  

 
Dapo didn‘t understand why the 

people were burnt and blackened like 
yams, but only redder. And their cars 
were burnt too, and their houses. He 
had looked at mother weeping and 
holding little Tayo, and Tayo cried 
too, and his father was afraid with his 
eyes big, and he drove away fast. 
Dapo felt sad just looking at mother, 
and he wanted to cry too but 
couldn‘t, though he felt his eyes 
water, and that painful thing that 
was in his throat the day he peed on 
himself in school and almost cried 
too. 

‗I think he knows what he‘s 
doing.‘ Said his mother. 

‗Yes he knows what he‘s doing, 
he just doesn‘t know he shouldn‘t do 
it.‘ 

‗Tell that to the university 
students rioting in the streets and 
ready to become martyrs in his 
honour.‘ 

‗The fact that they‘re willing to 
become martyrs is evidence of their 
stupidity. And when did university 
students ever know what was good 
for them? Youthful exuberance, 
which is exactly the problem of that 
Nzeogwu,‘ said the boy‘s father, 
presently wielding his spoon over his 
bowl of corn gruel, or pap, not 
knowing whether to gesticulate with 
it, finish his food or gouge Nzeogwu‘s 
eyes out. ‗He‘s just a boy who never 
grew up, and they gave him real guns 
to play with.‘ 

Dapo chewed silently on his bean 
cake. He wasn‘t sure about this 
Nzeogwu. He didn‘t know enough to 

fully understand. But father and 
mother were big so they should 
know. And even they could not 
agree. The boy was pleased that there 
was no school even though it was not 
a Saturday or a Sunday. There were 
disturbances and they had to stay at 
home again, he and little Tayo, 
because of the disturbances. And it 
was because of this Nzeogwu and the 
new military leaders that he was 
fighting. 

‗You can‘t tell me,‘ mother said 
in a low, certain tone, ‗that you really 
don‘t support what he has done. How 
many times have you spoken about 
how we need a drastic solution?‘ 

‗Yes, but not like this. Not with 
all this death and destruction. 
Declaring war on his own army, for 
God‘s sake. When two elephants 
fight…‘ 

‗The soldiers are fighting each 
other in their barracks.‘ 

‗Tell that to the civilians that 
were caught in the crossfire in Kano. 
By the time his army begins to 
approach this part of the country, do 
you think Ironsi and his men will 
cross their legs in the barracks and do 
nothing? They will go out into the 
streets to wait for them. You talk 
because you are still able to 
reasonably move around. By that 
time you will understand the 
meaning of day and night curfew. 
You will know war for what it is, not 
what you see in the newspapers.‘ 

The boy‘s mummy was silent. 
But it was not like the other silences 
that followed other minor arguments. 
This time she wasn‘t smiling. She was 
thinking of how it was true that she 
wouldn‘t be able to move around. 
Dapo guessed that then there would 
be more disturbances, and more 
curfew, and many people will be 
talking in their homes, but not going 
out, because it would not be safe to 
move around. And maybe because 
there will be more people being killed 
and burned. And he would stay at 
home and play and not go to school 
for the time. That was disturbances. 
And daddy was saying it would 
happen again. 

She cleared away the plates and 
took them to the kitchen. Dapo 
followed her, carrying his nearly 

T 
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empty plate of pap. Father retired to 
the living room and turned up the 
radio, sighing loudly. Mother was not 
yet smiling. She was washing the 
plates and not taking Dapo‘s little 
plastic bowl that he lifted up to her. 
He left it beside the others on the 
sink and withdrew. Tayo was driving 
his lorry past the mountainside of his 
father‘s shins. Dapo tried to slip 
outside, his catapult hiding in the 
strap of his shorts. 

‗If I see you outside this morning, 
you will cry.‘ Father said. 

Dapo retired to his room, 
sulking. He hugged his mattress and 
pressed his face against the foam, 
thinking of why his father wasn‘t like 
Chuka or Niyi‘s fathers, who would 
let them go out and shoot lizards no 
matter what time it was. Chuka and 
Niyi would be outside now, gathering 
little stones at the edges of the walls 
and on the street, bubbling with 
excitement at the prospect of 
shooting birds out of the air, and 
flipping lizards on their backs, setting 
them in mad confusion as they scurry 
away from the mutilation of pre-
teenage archery. The minutes and 
hours fraught with excitement 
waiting for the perfect prey to lie or 
sit still and provide a choice kill. He 
would often look at the limp pigeon 
or young birdling erupted out of the 
wicker safety of its nest, eyes still as 
stones and lifeless, except for an 
intermittent blink. The birds made 
him sad in the past when they died. 
They were so beautiful and they went 
out to find food for their little babies, 
and they stopped to rest on the tree, 
or to browse the ground for 
something to eat, and they shot them 
and they became limp and could not 
move except their legs and their 
eyelids. And their eyes were black 
like little marbles, and sad. And he 
knew that they were thinking of their 
babies and it made him sad. But if he 
didn‘t shoot them Niyi would shoot 
them, and then he would feel bad 
that he didn‘t shoot them first. 

The lizards never made him sad 
to shoot at them. They were ugly 
things. And when they lay half dead 
with their tails whishing and their 
innards exposed and bleeding, they 
were not nice to touch. Neither were 
their hard, scaly bodies. Dapo 
touched them by the tip of his fingers 
only. They were very disgusting. He 

liked to finish them off with a final 
catapult shot at the head. Then 
they‘d expire with their tongue and 
eyes sticking out, bleeding. Served 
them right, being so ugly. Not like 
birds at all. 

The boy walked on his knees to 
the window to look out for his 
friends. He could not see anyone on 
the street, the bit of the street that 
wasn‘t blocked from view. It was 
empty and desolate. Dapo stayed 
kneeling by the window, enjoying the 
strange woody taste of dust on the 
windowsill. His tongue would slide 
out red and shiny, then slide in with a 
small cap of dust. His eyes stayed on 
the road. After long minutes he 
realised that there was no one on the 
road, not just his friends. No hawkers 
ambulating their wares in their 
everywhere market, no commuters to 
work, no idlers. Maybe Niyi and 
Chuka‘s fathers had forbidden them 
from going outdoors too. He tried to 
imagine what they were doing. He 
imagined what they would rather be 
doing. Why wasn‘t anybody going 
out? 

He had fallen asleep when he 
heard his father‘s voice outside. He 
was discussing with Mr. Olumolo, 
the neighbour. Dapo went to the 
door and stepped outside without 
putting more than two feet between 
his back and the house. His father 
looked at him. He looked back, as a 
sheep to the slaughter would. His 
father continued with his 
conversation. 

‗I tell you, something has 
changed. This country will never be 
the same.‘ 

Mr. Olumolo shook his head in 
remorseful agreement. 

‗Twenty-three killed?‘ 
‗He said he counted not less than 

twenty-three. Some of them female 
students.‘ 

His father snapped his fingers 
repeatedly and crossed his arms. 
‗Young women. They shoot young 
women now.‘ 

‗Imagine that. When did 
demonstrators become target 
practice?‘ 

‗Are they sure they were soldiers?‘ 
‗Who else would do such a 

thing…‘ 
‗It‘s just… when did our soldiers 

become full-fledged murderers?‘ 
‗Overnight,‘ 

‗When did they just… when did 
they start shooting anything in sight, 
anything standing in their way? I 
mean you stage a revolution, you are 
bound to use force at some point to 
ensure success, there are those who 
will resist. But when did we suddenly 
find ourselves in this situation…‘ 

‗Listen, you have been witness to 
the postcard side of the army, which 
is all good citizens should ever see of 
a good army. But do you forget so 
soon what the same army has been 
doing to the Tiv people? It is an 
inevitable element of controlling a 
conflict that should have never begun 
in the first place.‘ 

‗Twenty-three,‘ the boy‘s father 
muttered to himself. 

‗Things cannot be the same after 
this.‘ 

‗But the enemies are the 
revolutionaries, Nzeogwu and Co.‘ 

Olumolo shrugged. ‗The students 
put themselves in the ranks of the 
revolutionaries.‘ 

‗It‘s not the same thing.‘ His 
father shook his head forcefully. 
‗Revolutionaries organized into armed 
fighting battalions, and 
revolutionaries carrying only their 
sociology textbooks and their eyeglass 
cases are not the same thing. They 
are not treated the same way.‘ 

Mr. Olumolo offered no opinion 
other than his usual look of 
agreement. 

‗Is this what we are to expect 
from military rule?‘ 

‗I say it is still too early to talk of 
that.‘ 

‗It is already here. They will not 
shoot at rioting students…‘ 

‗Protesting,‘ interjected Olumolo. 
‗They will not shoot at students 

unless they feel there will be no 
accounting for their blood. This is the 
kind of leadership that they will give 
us. The same heroes of Congo will 
import the darkness from there.‘ 

Dapo saw a large redneck scurry 
after a female. The female went 
through a small crack on the wall. 
The redneck paused some inches from 
it and looked around. The boy 
watched. The big lizard turned and 
looked at him. 

Cha! He stamped his foot and 
feigned to lunge at the ugly creature. 
It clung unmoved to the wall and 
eyed him with equal contempt. He 
flung his arms, stamped again, and 
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irritated, proceeded to visit 
judgement on the nasty thing. 

‗This is the end of our liberties,‘ 
he heard his father opine safely 
behind his gate, ‗If they are looking 
for people to punish why don‘t they 
go up to Kaduna and apprehend 
Nzeogwu? They turn their guns on 
defenceless students…‘ 

Dapo found a suitable jagged 
stone and weighed it in his small 
hand. The lizard turned its head but 
its contemptuous eyes stayed on him. 

‗So this is how we ended our 
climb to greatness…‘ 

‗Well, if Nzeogwu takes 
power…‘ Olumolo interjected. 

‗He will shoot students.‘ Father 
disagreed. 

‗He will not.’ 
Dapo held the stone firmly 

between the rubber band and pulled 
back. When he let go the wall 
erupted next to the lizard‘s head. It 
jumped, jolted with frightened 
excitement and landed on its head. In 
a second it had bolted to the 
backyard. 

Dapo began to cautiously follow, 
just before he noticed a strange 
silence. He turned around just as his 
father grabbed his left ear and 
dragged him to the door a little too 
quickly for his adolescent legs. He 
wanted to cry out but he feared it 
would earn him a beating. 

‗Let the boy play,‘ Olumolo said. 
He lingered at the door and 

rubbed his ear, waiting to see what 
else the neighbour would say in his 
favour and if his father would be 
moved. But then his father turned 
around and came back, and Dapo 
knew by the look in his eyes, and 
tried to run, but he was too close to 
the wall and ran into it, and before he 
could become undazed he was 
slapped once, hard. He held his face, 
too shocked to move, then saw his 
father‘s eyes, and knew there would 
be more, so he stumbled in, searching 
the way with his right hand, and 
rubbing his cheeks and the tears with 
his left hand, his chest heaving 
uncontrollably with sobs. 

His mother was not in the living 
room. And after a few minutes he 
realized his crying was unlikely to 
bring her out of the bedroom to 
comfort him. It made him want to 
cry harder, but he didn‘t have it in his 
lungs that day. Tayo was asleep on 

the floor and wouldn‘t wake up. Tayo 
would have felt sad to see him struck 
and crying, and he would have come 
to him and the look in his eyes would 
have made Dapo not feel so alone. 

He went to his room and lay 
down again. His father was wicked to 
hit him with a straight face like that, 
like his old form one teacher, Mr. 
Adu. He was wicked to make him cry 
like that, and not look back, or tell 
him sorry immediately after, like 
mother. He wished he could make his 
father sorry for the way he made him 
sad. If something happened to him, 
and he was very ill, his father would 
be sad. If his father had hit him 
harder than he did, and he had 
gotten very serious head pains, like 
when he fell down from the swing at 
school, father would be sad then. And 
he would feel sorry for hitting him at 
all. He wished his father had hit him 
real hard like that. 

He fell asleep and dreamt of last 
Christmas. How it was such a happy 
time, going out into the bush to 
pluck wild fruits, and to climb the 
stunted hills. He was very happy, 
except when his cousin tried to play 
with him, which always left him 
crying or injured. And there was also 
that thing that happened on the way 
back home, to the car. His father 
must have been having a happy 
Christmas also until that happened. 

It wasn‘t the boys first time 
visiting his grandparents at their 
hometown. He had been there before, 
although he could not remember too 
much about his last trip or how they 
got there. But this time it had been 
pure joy, starting with the drive 
down in the new car. They drove 
through the small towns and the 
little villages, past the people on foot, 
on bicycles, on lorries and trucks. The 
women carrying yams and plantains 
and cutlasses, the many, many, huge 
green trees on every side. And every 
time they rode past the little children 
chased the car excitedly and 
vigorously with energy Dapo 
understood, and which fascinated 
Tayo and his mother. 

From the back seat he looked out 
at the boys racing with the car, and 
remembered how not long ago it was 
the way he usually saw a car: from 
the outside, looking in. He didn‘t run 
alongside like these rustic boys 
because he‘d seen enough of cars in 

the city. But he did often go up to 
parked vehicles with his friends and 
look in, at their leathery cabins and 
their wide, black, shiny steering 
wheels, and the long jutting 
gearshifts, and they would instantly 
imagine being in the driver‘s seat and 
begin to demonstrate to themselves 
and each other how they would 
fluidly operate all those gears and 
steering wheels. They vroooomm’d and 
brooomm’d and drove away. Now he 
was inside a car. Newer than his 
uncle‘s own machine. In his father‘s 
new car he could touch the gears and 
the steering and sit in the driver‘s seat 
and drive away to important places in 
his mind. He dreamt of being in the 
car again, and travelling for 
Christmas. He dreamt of how 
everyone gathered around the car 
when they arrived, and his father 
wouldn‘t say anything, even when 
they congratulated him. He just 
looked at the car and smiled for a 
long time. 

When his grandfather had asked 
how they were coping with the 
disturbances, his father had answered 
that he left politics alone so that the 
hoodlums would leave his car alone. 
The boy soon realized that the 
hoodlums were the people causing 
the disturbances; the hoodlums were 
the ones burning cars and houses and 
people. They went about the streets 
singing war songs and carrying bush 
branches and they attacked all those 
people. He didn‘t know why, except 
that they didn‘t like them. 

Before Christmas his father had 
said, ‗The justice of the people can 
sometimes be more righteous than 
the justice of the courts,‘ 

At Christmas he had told Papa, 
‗They started with good intentions. 
They went too far, even from the 
beginning, but the level of 
lawlessness now is barbarian. 
Hoodlums have taken over. Only 
martial law can save the situation.‘ 

After Christmas, he said, ‗Who 
asked them to intervene? Did I ask 
them to intervene?‘ 

Uncle Thomas was his friend. He 
smiled and asked, ‗Are you sure you 
are not taking it a bit personally?‘ 

‗Am I a citizen of this country or 
what? What do you mean personally, 
how else am I supposed to take it?‘ 

‗Ok, lower your voice then.‘ 
‗Is this not my house?‘ 
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Mother and Uncle Thomas were 
both chuckling now. But mother 
tried to suppress her mirth. 

‗And what did all their efforts get 
them? Half the conspirators in jail, 
the other half are … outlaws, the 
country divided and at war.‘ 

‗I don‘t agree that the country is 
divided,‘ his mother said. A short 
silence followed her contribution. The 
boy‘s mother was mostly quiet lately 
when the subject of discussion was 
politics. Perhaps because she lately 
didn‘t agree with his father. They 
waited for her to continue. ‗I think it 
is the army that is divided. The 
country is together behind the end of 
Balewa‘s government.‘ 

She looked at her husband. Her 
eyes softly pleaded that he concede. 
‗Look at the newspapers.‘ 

She opened her palms as if to end 
her contribution. 

Uncle Thomas‘ smile widened. 
‗Well it seems only the army and this 
house is divided.‘ 

‗My house is not divided,‘ father 
said, in a low voice. 

‗Well, just … you know what I 
mean.‘ 

‗I know what you mean. You 
mean a country with two 
governments, one in Kaduna, one in 
Lagos, both having engaged in 
hostilities against each other, at the 
cost of lives, is not divided. Isn‘t that 
what you mean?‘ 

Thomas looked at mother, as if 
he wanted her to respond. She looked 
down at her feet and said nothing. 

‗As far as the people are 
concerned, there is no division.‘ 

It was the voice of Merchant. 
That was what the boy‘s father called 
him. The boy guessed the man was a 
merchant. A merchant was a man 
who owned a big shop selling things. 
He didn‘t often speak when they 
discussed politics. 

‗Whether there is division, 
addition or subtraction, the country is 
at war. Whose fault is that?‘ 

‗Me, I blame the politicians more 
than the soldiers.‘ Thomas said. 
‗These boys tried to save the situation 
and put the country back on track.‘ 

‗And which track are we on now?‘ 
‗Things will get better 

eventually.‘ 
‗And what about the people that 

have already died, and will still die, 
the property lost?‘ 

Silence. 
Merchant said, ‗Is this about 

property lost?‘ 
More silence. 
‗Because I always knew you as no 

friend of Akintola and the NPC.‘ 
‗Why not? What is the business 

of my car with their revolution? Did I 
ask them to change government for 
me?‘ 

Merchant was first to laugh, and 
then Thomas and even father joined 
in, nervously. His mother allowed 
herself a broad smile. 

What business has my car with 
their revolution? he resounded. 

Dapo could easily remember 
what happened that day to the car. 
He would never forget it. Nor would 
he forget the other big, green cars, 
armoured cars; that‘s what his father 
called them. He‘d said Daddy look, 
look, and he‘d pointed at them, and 
his father and mother wouldn‘t 
answer him when he asked what is it, 
they were looking at the cars and the 
trucks and all the men in green 
clothes carrying guns. Later his father 
told him what they were. Armoured 
cars. 

They had big, black tires, and 
there were no windows or doors. 
There were two men standing 
halfway out of the car through two 
open hatches on top of the vehicle, 
but he couldn‘t see any other holes 
through which they could see out of 
the vehicle or enjoy the fresh breeze 
of the open road. How did they 
manage without windows or doors? 
He wished he could go into the cars 
and see what kind of seats and 
steering wheel they had. He wanted 
to see if the seats were as soft as those 
in his father‘s car, and if the radio was 
as shiny and loud, and if it had 
cooling fans that remove the sweat 
from your face. 

The sign board on the road said 
they were in Ijebu Ode. They were on 
their way back to Ibadan after the 
Christmas holiday. They had stopped 
for fuel and refreshment at a petrol 
station along the way. They were all 
four sitting inside drinking Tandi and 
eating buns. The station attendant 
was playing draughts just outside the 
door with a man in dirty, stained 
overalls. Two men watched the game 
between occasional banters. A new 
radio played loud music from the 
counter. That was when the 

armoured cars came. Other cars had 
followed. And they were green, like 
trees in the bush.  Big Land Rovers in 
front, and a lorry at the back, and 
men with guns came down from 
them. 

‗Where are they going?‘ his 
mother asked. 

Father watched them from inside 
the station as the vehicles took turns 
to refuel. After a while he said, ‗they 
are probably going to set up patrols 
somewhere around.‘ 

‗Why so many?‘ 
He shook his head. They went on 

eating in silence. Dapo asked his 
question a third time. His father 
answered. 

‗What is it?‘ the boy asked. 
‗It‘s a car for fighting war. It is a 

very strong car.‘ His father leaned 
closer, visibly excited. ‗It can drive 
through fire, and it can pass through 
a river. If you shoot it with a gun, 
your bullet will bounce away, 
nothing will happen to the car. It‘s 
made of very, very strong iron.‘ 

Dapo was hushed with awe. A car 
that could drive through fire, and 
pass through a river! Would it go 
under the surface, like a fish, or on it 
as a boat? A car like that could take 
him across the Atlantic Ocean, where 
those white children on the TV in 
Uncle Olu‘s house lived. He turned 
to his father: 

‗Are you going to buy armoured 
car?‘ 

‗It‘s only soldiers that can drive it. 
Armoured cars are for fighting wars, 
not for everybody.‘ 

Dapo turned and saw the soldiers 
sitting on the armoured cars, with 
black caps that covered their ears on 
their heads, not like any cap he had 
seen before. Not like any cap the 
other soldiers or any policeman had. 
Two soldiers came down from one of 
the cars and came into the shop. 
They bought soft drinks and sat at a 
table, talking in low tones. 

He looked hungrily at the long 
machine gun on the menacing, green 
car. It was not like the guns he had 
seen in his comics, or with the 
soldiers who were patrolling during 
the disturbances. He felt their 
strength, these soldiers. They were 
strong men, with their armoured cars 
and their machine guns and the way 
they walked fast and straight. The 
way everybody kept quiet when they 
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entered the shop. How will it feel to 
wear that black cap and drive an 
armoured car into the river? 

The NBC news signature tune 
came over the radio. The two soldiers 
turned immediately to the radio, and 
kept looking at it as if it had called 
them by name. The boy soon noticed 
that his parents were doing the same 
thing. He tried to listen. He didn‘t 
notice that the game of draughts had 
ceased just outside, where they too 
could hear the news. So could the 
other two soldiers standing just 
outside the door. 

Then the soldiers in the shop 
resumed their whispering, one of 
them drawing and poking intensely 
at a sheet of paper on the table. He 
saw then that his parents were staring 
at them. 

‗These people are not security 
task force.‘ His mother whispered. 

His father nodded but said 
nothing. He was looking outside now 
where a group of six soldiers wearing 
the ear covering cap were talking 
together and casting glances at the 
shop. 

‗What should we do?‘ mother 
asked. 

‗Be still,‘ his father replied tersely. 
Moments later the armoured cars and 
the Rovers and truck began to drive 
out of the station. The two soldiers in 
the shop quickly stood up and went 
outside, yelling at them to stop, but 
they were ignored. Father stood on 
his feet to see better and mother held 
his hand. The two men conferred 
quickly, and then one of them ran 
down to the road. The army convoy 
could still be heard departing down 
the road. The soldier looked left and 
right, then ran back into the station, 
and shouted something at the 
attendant and his friends. They were 
shaking their heads, and then pointed 
into the shop at Dapo‘s family. That 
moment his father made to sit, but 
changed his mind quickly and stood 
up again. The soldier that ran after 
the convoy was the first to come in. 

‗Is that your car outside?‘ 
‗Yes.‘ 
‗I need the keys. Right now, 

Please.‘ He put his left hand on his 
hip and his right on his holstered 
pistol. 

‗I don‘t understand,‘ the boy‘s 
father stammered. 

‗Just give me the keys. I‘m not 
stealing your car. ‘ The soldier held 
out his left hand. His companion 
entered the station. 

‗Sir, I‘m taking my family back to 
Ibadan. I don‘t want trouble.‘ 

His companion, a dark-skinned 
man, now sweating, pulled out his 
revolver. ‗Hand over the keys now.‘ 

He obeyed and the first soldier 
ran out to the car. 

You will get your car back, said 
the soldier, as he slowly left the room. 
The first soldier was already driving 
off after the army convoy. His 
companion walked down to the open 
road, his gun still in his hand. The 
road was idle. 

‗What is happening?‘ asked his 
mother. She was clinging tightly to 
his father‘s arm. 

‗It‘s them. It‘s the coup plotters.‘ 
‗Why are they taking the car?‘ 
I don‘t know, he murmured. He 

went out and down to the road, and 
the station attendant and his friends 
followed. Dapo pulled at his mother‘s 
hands and asked her who the men 
were. She told him to be quiet and 
hold his brothers hand. She stood at 
the door but did not leave the 
building. 

Sometime later a black car drove 
quickly into the station and the first 
soldier got out. His companion 
walked up to him and they talked. 
The boy‘s father walked towards 
them but hesitantly. His face was full 
of his confusion, anger and helpless 
resignation. 

Dapo‘s mother took him by the 
hand and led him out, he holding 
firmly to his little brother. The 
soldiers moved away from the man 
inching closer to them cautiously. 
They murmured in lower tones, and 
the first soldier cast limp glances at 
the man whose car he had snatched 
moments earlier. 

‗Where is the car, sir?‘ 
The two of them turned to the 

civilian. At first they said nothing. 
No one moved. Then the soldier who 
had driven it away said: ‗It is down 
the road.‘ 

The boy‘s father looked confused. 
‗It is damaged.‘ The man said 

loudly. 
‗Damaged?‘ 
‗I‘m sorry.‘ 
With that the soldiers turned 

their backs and resumed their 

conspiring. The boy‘s father looked 
first at the attendants, then at his 
family. Then he momentarily listened 
to the soldier‘s conversation, his face 
contorting with each passing second. 

‗What happened to my car?‘ 
The one who had pulled his gun 

spun around and barked: ‗We are 
dealing with a situation here!‘ 

‗But you took my car away and 
have come back with a different one. 
Why? What happened?‘ 

The soldier pulled his revolver. 
‗You are interfering with a military 
operation. Would you like to be 
shot?‘ 

The boy‘s father looked at the 
gun and leaned back. The other 
soldier called his companion ‗Wale,‘ 
and shook his head disapprovingly. 
‗There was an accident. I‘m sorry.‘ 

‗But you asked for my car, I gave 
it to you peacefully. What crime have 
I committed for you to shoot me?‘ 

The gun totting soldier climbed 
into the black car. ‗Lets go. We need 
to go somewhere we can think.‘ 

His companion joined him and 
they sped out of the station in a cloud 
of dust. 

My God, the boy‘s father 
muttered, my God. He broke off into 
a run in the direction they had taken 
his car. The boy‘s mother called to 
him, but he told her to stay in the 
station and wait for him. 

 It was dark when the boy and his 
brother and his mother saw the car 
again. It looked different, not like the 
car they had driven out in earlier that 
afternoon. It was the same silver blue 
colour, and the tires were the same, 
black with a white stripe and the 
metal rim. But the car was squeezed 
in the front near the windshield, and 
was bent upwards like a banana. The 
windows were smashed and its pieces 
all over the road. 

Another car came and took them 
down to the city, after they had 
pushed the damaged car well off the 
road. He heard his father telling the 
driver of the other car that the 
armoured car had climbed over it, 
that was what happened. The soldier 
had tried to stop them by blocking 
their way and the armoured car had 
driven right over the car. 

They talked about the events in 
the capital. The driver said that the 
Prime Minister had been taken away 
and was still missing, and that some 
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army commanders had been shot. 
Many of the mutineers had been 
arrested, and it seemed the plan had 
failed. He said that even in Ibadan 
the government house had been 
attacked and that Akintola was dead. 
The boy didn‘t know Akintola but 
knew he was a big man and had 
something to do with the 
disturbances. He knew his father 
didn‘t like him. But his father only 
nodded and said: who will pay for my 
car? 

In Ibadan they saw more soldiers 
at new checkpoints around the city. 
It was late at night, and Dapo woke 
up every time they stopped at a 
checkpoint. The driver had told him 
to tell the soldiers about his car, but 
he said no, let us get home. It‘s 
useless, he said. Those soldiers are the 
fugitives they are looking for. I don‘t 
want police wahala.  

‗When the revolution succeeds, 
write a petition to the new 
government. If they are true Marxists 
they will compensate.‘ Uncle Thomas 
said. 

‗Have they told you they are 
communists?‘ Father asked. 

‗It‘s very obvious.‘ 
The boy‘s father smacked his lips. 

‗I should have grabbed that man‘s 
gun. That bastard that pointed his 
gun at me. I should have grabbed his 
penis.‘ 

‗And died for nothing. In front of 
your children.‘ 

‗I should not have let them escape 
like that. Scoundrels.‘ 

‗And you still haven‘t found out 
who they were?‘ 

‗How will I do that? But I‘m sure 
they were officers. And they were 

henchmen in this whole business. 
They are probably in the North now, 
with Nzeogwu.‘ 

‗I still think you should report 
this incident to the police. So that 
when this war is over you will get 
your compensation. Maybe even 
before.‘ 

‗He is right,‘ the boy‘s mother 
suggested. 

‗No use. If God doesn‘t send a 
miracle, and Nzeogwu fights this war 
to the finish, all our losses will be 
nothing compared to that Buick.‘ 

They all fell silent. 
‗Maybe Ironsi will surrender,‘ 

Thomas murmured. 
Nobody seemed to agree. 
When they had all gone home 

and Dapo had eaten dinner he was 
lying on the rug in the living room, 
where his mother always told him to 
lie down after meals, and not play, so 
that his food can digest. The radio 
played the soothing tunes of a 
symphony composition. Little Tayo 
was rolling around on the ground 
across the table, clearly in high 
spirits. Dapo listened to his mother 
and father talk about people he didn‘t 
know, like Bimbo. She was one of the 
people they often talked about in the 
evenings after dinner, but he had 
never met her. Yet he felt like he 
already knew her. Some people he‘d 
never seen and could never forget.  

Bimbo was putting her head 
inside the open mouth of an alligator. 

 
That was the sound of the Dutch 

Royal Symphony, performing the number 
The Spirit and the Snow by Julio 
Mecardo. It has brought us to the hour of 

eight o’clock. Here is the world news in 
full. 

Major Chukwuma Nzeogwu, leader 
of a faction of the Nigerian army that 
took over the government of the northern 
region, was shot and killed at a rally in 
Kano late this afternoon. Major Nzeogwu 
was reportedly shot several times at close 
range by an unidentified gunman. He was 
rushed from the rally grounds to an 
unknown destination, but eyewitnesses say 
he died instantly. His attacker was shot 
and taken away by his military aides, 
and his condition is still uncertain. There 
has been no official statement from the 
Nigerian military government in Lagos. 
It had been reported yesterday that troops 
loyal to Major Nzeogwu were only fifty 
kilometers from Ilorin in the Western 
Region, and had already entered 
Makurdi without any resistance from 
loyal forces reportedly deployed in the area. 
He had spoken at the rally today to 
explain the rationale for the war and in 
his words, hand over the revolution to the 
people. His death is yet to be officially 
confirmed. 

 
The boy‘s father sat up in his 

chair. His mother also sat up and put 
aside the oranges she was peeling. He 
is dead, he is dead, she kept 
mumbling. 

The boy understood what the 
news had reported. Nzeogwu was 
dead. It was important news, for 
some reason. But he didn‘t know how 
to react. So he sat up and watched his 
father. His father sat in his chair and 
said nothing more that night. He had 
a sad, misty look in his eyes. It was 
the same way he had looked at his car 
when they found it crushed in the 
middle of the road. 

 

 

The Mechanics of War 

 

S 
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Sizinda Sunset 
Emmanuel Sigauke 

 
s I walked away from the 
highway, my heart beat 
faster because I started 

thinking about sex. She might say no, 
but she would definitely expect me to 
try something. I knew that no means 
no, yes means yes, and all the other 
things my female peers at college 
talked about, but a man was expected 
to try something. Besides, she was not 
a college kind, so a little bit of trying 
might yield good results. I still felt I 
could leave room for her to refuse, to 
embarrass me even. That would give 
me an opportunity to show that I was 
the understanding boyfriend who was 
able to allow his girlfriend to say no. 
Perhaps she then would feel sorry for 
me and consider the fact that I had 
travelled all the way from Harare only 
to see her.    

It had been a year since we had 
been together. We had not stayed in 
touch the whole time, until one day I 
thought about her and remembered 
we had not really broken up, so I 
wrote a letter after someone said she 
was leaving the village and moving to 
Bulawayo to live with her aunt. I felt 
a pang of jealous because I knew once 
she got to the city, other men would 
pounce on her. I didn‘t expect her to 
reply, suspected even that by the time 
my letter reached the village, she 
would have already left for Bulawayo, 
but she he wrote back after three 
months, when I was already eyeing a 
certain girl in Harare, whom I had 
not quite won; I hadn‘t even gotten to 
the point of suggesting kisses, let 
alone love-making. So seeing my 
already-won woman‘s letter made me 
abandon thoughts about the new one. 
In her letter, she invited me to visit 
her in Bulawayo, with encouraging 
and suggestive phrases like ―this will 
be it‖, ―I have waited too long‖, ―we 
are humans not logs‖, and ―your visit 
here will be worth it.‖ So here I was in 
the Sizinda township of Bulawayo, 
after an eight-hour train trip from 
Harare, walking down a narrow 
street, ready to experience the 
―worth‖. My heart fluttered with 
anticipation, and every part of my 
body seemed to prepare itself for what 
lay ahead.  

I pulled out the piece of paper on 
which I had written the directions to 

her aunt‘s apartment. ―Yes, she has an 
apartment. Can you believe it?‖ the 
letter had said. And, no, I could not 
believe it. I could not believe that my 
girlfriend had actually written me 
from Bulawayo, a city, and not from 
Mariwowo, a village where I had met 
her by chance three years earlier.   

 
I met her when I was walking 

along Gwen‘ombe River, camera in 
hand, taking photos of lizards and 
birds on my way to Mariwowo village 
to deliver a message. Our neighbor in 
Harare was from the village, which 
was about ten miles from my own 
village, Mototi. I had told them that I 
didn‘t mind the walk, and since I had 
a camera, I could find an excuse to use 
it. Walking down that river like a 
tourist, and also watching out for the 
potential photo customer. Any extra 
cash I could make while in the rural 
areas was welcome.   

The journey to Mariwowo 
involved crossing Gwen‘ombe River 
four times. There were no deep ponds 
with crocodiles and hippos, so I 
walked with no fear, my mind at 
peace, my eyes enjoying the beauty of 
the landscape.  

I was crossing the river for the 
fourth time when I saw them, these 
loud, young women at a well on the 
river bed. They appeared to be doing 
more gossiping than they were 
fetching water.  Some lay on the sand 
while others sat on empty water 
buckets laughing and throwing hands 
in the air, drawing invisible images 
with their fingers. I was drawn to the 
one who sat on a blue bucket, legs 
wide apart, her skirt retracted to her 
waist. I walked faster, my heartbeat 
increasing, and my eyes not even 
trying to look away.  

It‘s the way she fixed skirt that 
impressed me. She brought the legs 
together like they were a trap closing 
on their prey, and she pulled down 
her skirt beyond her knees, then she 
looked at me with a tilted, smiling 
face. I walked closer to her like a 
victim.  

―Hello ladies!‖ I said, my eyes 
meeting the skirt girl‘s, which stared 
like a challenge.   

―Hevoi!‖ some of them shouted. 
―How are you and who are you?‖ I 

liked the demanding tone in their 
voices, like it was their right to get 
this information as soon as possible.  

―Oh, just some random man from 
Mototi looking for a good cup of 
water, a cup only you ladies can 
provide,‖ I said, surprising myself 
with the way I had said it.  

―Hu-u-rwiii!‖ they laughed, 
suspending their hands in the air and 
clapping.  

The skirt girl said, ―Mototi?  I 
know someone there. How come I 
don‘t know you?‖  

Good question, I thought, but to 
her I said, ―Maybe because I‘m in 
Harare most of the time.‖   

 ―Get the man a cup of water. 
He‘s from the city,‖ she said, nodding, 
which made me feel like I had gone 
too far.  

―The water is cool, right?‖ I 
asked. ―I‘m thirsty, ladies.‖  

―It‘s okay,‖ she said, then, 
noticing that the others were waiting 
for her to act, she descended into the 
well and reemerged with a full metal 
cup, but I was looking at her face, 
smooth, even smoother than some 
that could be found in the city. Yes, 
she was dark, but I had never seen a 
dark skin so beautiful it was dazzling. 
Looking at her chest, I received the 
cup and washed down everything I 
was feeling.  

The other women were looking 
curiously at my camera. Some were 
already sculpting poses and chiseling 
smiles. I emptied a second cup and 
thanked my star.  

When she saw my camera she 
said, ―You take?‖ 

―I take all the time.‖  
They crowded around me.  
―Let me show you some samples,‖ 

I said, sweetening my voice. I relieved 
my shoulders of the straps of my 
heavy satchel.  

They drew closer, kneeled with 
me as I pulled out photos of smiling 
Harare people. They chuckled. 

―You took these with this?‖ Skirt 
asked, pointing first at the photos and 
then at my camera.  

―Sure did,‖ I said, beaming with 
confidence. I could smell money.  

―You too are from the city?‖ she 
said.  

A 
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―I live in Harare, which is a city, 
as I already said.‖ 

They laughed and one said, 
―Harare is the city.‖  

I nodded my agreement and they 
drew even closer.  

―Can you come with me to my 
home?‖ said Skirt.  

―Ah!‖ I said, almost dropping my 
camera, but catching it before it fell 
onto the sand. They watched me 
fidgeting with my things; I could feel 
the weight of their stares, the 
feminine presence which seemed to be 
growing dangerous by the second.  

―She does not mean any harm,‖ 
said another one, laughing.  

―No I meant, ‗Aha!‘ which is 
another way—you all know this—of 
saying, ‗Yes, of course.‖  

―We know!‖ they said, laughing 
louder and clapping.  Perhaps living 
in the city had made me forget about 
something: this wasn‘t how I had 
expected village girls to act, but then 
I stood there, now fully quenched, 
thinking, but why wouldn‘t they act 
this way?  So then I loosened up and 
played along, allowing them to enjoy 
themselves at my expense, and that 
felt good, like I had really become 
useful for something, a service to 
humanity.   
 
 
I followed Skirt to her home. On the 
way she told me that her name was 
Viji, short for Virginia. I told her 
mine, and left it at that, to focus on 
the business opportunity. Back in 
Harare I would tell people that I had 
made extra money in the village and 
they would just look at me and say, 
―Right, right.‖  

At the home an older woman 
stood outside a big kitchen hut. She 
offered me a wooden stool, and after I 
sat she said, ―Viji told me you take?‖  

―She was right,‖ I said, with the 
thin voice of business. I hated that I 
was beginning to sound robotic, but 
money was money, so added, ―Let me 
show you some samples.‖ She moved 
closer, and I noticed that she was not 
as old as I had thought. She was light 
complexioned, too light for someone 
in these parts.  

―City people!‖ she said, beckoning 
Viji.  

―I saw them,‖ said Viji. ―He takes 
good pictures.‖ They looked at each 
other for a while, gesticulating what 

seemed like satisfaction mixed with 
anticipation.  

―Well, let‘s do it. I want four,‖ 
the sister said.  

I let them whisper to each other a 
little longer. I had to understand that 
this kind of commitment involved 
money, and it was in my best interest 
to give them all the time they needed 
to strategize.   

Then they got a solo shoot each 
and two shoots together. When I was 
taking the second solo for Viji 
something happened; she stood in the 
aperture, framed to perfection. She 
titled her body to the right, as if she 
was dodging a bee, her lips working 
wonders. I couldn‘t tell what they 
were doing, but I liked them for 
doing it.  

―Does this look good?‖ she asked, 
smiling and thrusting her chest out. 
That too was good to look at.  

―Perfect,‖ I said, and pressed the 
shutter, stilling the trap.   

I spent a few more minutes at the 
home, dealing with the particularities 
of when the photos would be 
processed and how they would be sent 
back to the village. The best part 
came when we exchanged addresses, 
and the sister even said, ―Just send the 
photos under her name.‖  I began to 
feel like this moment had been meant 
to happen on that day at the precise 
moment it happened.  

They had to trust me enough for 
them to pay for the photos in 
advance. This worked well for my 
village customers, who always paid in 
full, trusting that I would send their 
photos later.  I had already collected 
enough money for double prints per 
image, so I was going to afford 
postage from Harare while I still 
made a little profit.   

After the photo shoots I left the 
home and crossed the Gwen‘ombe 
River for the fifth time.  

 
 It was nice that I got her address, 

because as soon as I got to Harare, 
and even before the photos were 
processed, I wrote her a letter telling 
her that I loved her. I didn‘t beat 
about the bush, nor did I leave room 
to drag this courtship for a long time. 
I even added a sentence which 
sounded like a threat: ―I don‘t know 
what I would do to myself, to others, 
if your reply is going to show that you 
don‘t love me.‖ The letter allowed me 

to say everything that I said in it 
without restraint, which I failed to say 
on the day I took the photos, later, in 
the evening when I was walking back 
to Mototi.  

I sent a little boy to call her to the 
road, and she found me standing 
behind a Muunga tree.  

―Ah, it‘s you Mr. Cameraman; 
how come you didn‘t come home?‖ 
she asked.  

―Ah, because, well….‖ She really 
expected an answer, so I said, ― I 
could have?‖  

She frowned, maybe beginning to 
sense that I was up to something 
more than taking photos. I stood 
there thinking that she should have 
sensed it when I felt what I felt when 
I took her solo shoot. But I then 
decided to just wait until I got to 
Harare, to write her a letter. For now, 
I had sent enough signals for her to 
suspect something.  

―I just wanted to say thank you 
for your business. I am in a hurry, but 
I will definitely send the photos.‖ I 
was now using a purely business tone.  

―Well, I am the one who has to 
thank you for agreeing to come home 
with me.‖ She paused, her head tilted, 
mouth protruded, waiting for me to 
say something, maybe something 
more than photos. But I only said, 
―You are welcome.‖  

I then told her good-bye, and 
even though she lingered, as if she 
knew there was something I was 
trying to tell her, I started walking 
away, then turned to wave at her. She 
waved back, a dry smile on her face… 
I didn‘t like parting with her like that, 
and the rest of the way to Mototi I 
wanted to slap myself for wasting an 
opportunity. Right there it had 
become clear that it were not the city 
girls only that I was hesitant to 
approach, but the rural ones too.  

That was why I did not waste 
time to write and tell her what I felt 
soon as I got back to Harare.  Her 
letter, which came in three weeks, 
indicated that she thought she was 
born to love me, that she had not 
slept a single night from the day we 
met. That began out long-distance 
relationship, punctuated by my 
occasional visits to the rural areas to 
see her. But after about eighteen 
months of not doing much together, 
except that one kiss in Gwen‘ombe 
River when we where celebrating how 
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we had met, we both went silent for a 
while. I knew she had give up on me, 
or that I had given on her, but a 
chance visit to Mototi had seen me 
looking for her again, only to be told 
that she was in Gweru, where, it 
turned, she worked as a maid in 
Senga. Our Gweru encounter was the 
last straw for me, at least in my 
thinking at the time.  

She had not even allowed me to 
enter the house, saying the owners, 
who were at work at the time, did not 
allow her to let men in, so we strolled 
to a nearby shopping center, where, 
after we talked for a while, I came out 
straight and told her that  I was dying 
for it, and she had looked around her 
to see what I was talking about, and 
when I laughed my laugh she said, ―I 
don‘t have a room here; besides, if you 
want to go this route, start saving 
some money for roora. Then you can 
do what you want. That‘s just our 
customs.‖  That irritated me. How 
could she, a maid, give me advice 
about what I needed to do in order to 
be able to get what I deserved? 

Anger gripped me and I just told 
her I was leaving. She even tried to 
plead with me to stay a little longer, 
that she wanted to see more of me, to 
spend some real time with me before 
it was time to start cleaning the house 
and preparing dinner before her 
bosses came back home. But I could 
not hear any of if; that trip for me had 
seemed like the perfect opportunity to 
introduce us to bigger things in our 
relationship, to let bodies greet and 
agree with each other, as I had 
written in a short poem I would show 
her after the first act. But no, that 
could not happen.  

When I left Gweru I had sworn 
that it was my last time seeing her, 
and that what had existed between us 
was over.  Back in Harare I continued 
working, but did not find someone 
who could replace her. Then I got too 
busy with this dancing church I joined 
that said no to fornication or 
something like that, but I enjoyed it 
so much that I forgot altogether 
about women for months. There were 
women in the church, of course, but 
they all had Grade 4 or 5 education 
and I figured they would faint on the 
very first attempt I made to talk to 
them on a personal level.   

Then one day I wrote a letter to 
Viji just checking if she still 

remembered me, the camera man 
from Mototi who had met her skirt at 
the river, and in her letter, she had 
laughed and said I thought I was 
funny but I really wasn‘t, after which 
she suggested that I visit her since she 
had just recently moved to Bulawayo, 
where she stayed with her auntie and 
her cousins. She said it was time we 
made things official, and I had said, 
yes, I will be on my way this 
weekend, I promise. And now, tiny 
piece of paper in hand, I was looking 
for her street and thinking about sex.    

 
Shadows of apartments like 

apparitions, competing to see which 
one could stretch the longest on the 
ground. At first I could not figure out 
how to read the way the numbers 
were arranged, and I was not going to 
ask anyone, since everyone around me 
spoke only in Ndebele. Asking how 
the buildings were numbered was not 
part of the vocabulary I had crammed 
on the train. As I walked, I became 
conscious of the heaviness of the 
tweed sports jacket I had worn to 
appear older than I really was. It was 
now too warm. But that was not as 
bad as the heaviness of the grocery 
bag I had in one hand, and the black 
book bag slung on my right shoulder. 
I had just found the apartment 
complexes and now I was looking for 
the right number.  

At 5252 Entumbane Road I 
found three children playing outside 
by the door. Once they saw me, two 
ran to greet me while the other 
rushed into the house, shouting, 
―Mainini Viji! He is here!‖ While I 
was busy greeting the two kids who 
were diving for grocery bags, the door 
burst open and a dozen people poured 
out. I was led into the house in a pool 
of welcoming words and laughter. I 
was taken through one room, then 
another and ended in one where  a 
woman, attractive, who looked like—
oh there she was, Viji, plump, full 
cheeks, the smile I loved crawling 
out—waiting to greet me. She 
surprised me in front of all these 
people by outstretching her arms. I 
outstretched mine and we did what 
we have never done—we hugged and 
remained glued to each other for a 
moment.   

―Finally!‖ she said as she broke 
free and I was left staggering.  

―Yes, say it, my niece. Tell him,‖ 
said an older woman, actually the 
oldest in the group, whom I guessed 
was the aunt and I was right because 
when I extended my hand and said 
―Tete?‖, she flashed a smile and 
responded to the greeting.  

―Tete meet Taru. Taru, this is our 
Tete,‖ Viji said looking first at the 
aunt and then at me.  

―Nice meeting you, Tete,‖ I said, 
feeling awkward because this thing of 
meeting real aunts was not my cup of 
tea. 

―Here too; we are happy you 
found your way here, babamunini,‖ 
the aunt said, clapping.  

Another hand, from a young 
woman met mine. She was introduced 
as my potential in-law. At this point I 
had to crouch because this one was a 
more sacred relation to me. Clapping, 
I said, ―How are you Ambuya?‖ 

―We exist if you exist too. How is 
where you came from?‖ she said, but 
her manner of speaking did not fit her 
age. She was too young for all that 
cultural baggage, which was not even 
on my mind, but I said, ―Where I 
came from they breathe.‖   

The greeting session felt gritty; 
even had a smell to it, but I stole 
glances around the house, to get a 
sense of how many rooms it had. 
From one of the doors emerged a 
man. He carried on an air of 
importance, communicating the 
message that he was the head of the 
house. I shook his hands firmly.  

―This is my cousin, the husband of 
your Ambuya,‖ said Viji. So he was 
right in carrying that air of 
importance suitable for a potential 
brother-in-law.  Well, nice meeting 
you buddy, thought, but don‘t expect 
me to crouch.  

Then I began to crouch, but he 
said, ―No, not now. Once you pay the 
bride price, yes. We‘ll have plenty of 
that.‖ He coughed, and Viji chuckled. 
I rubbed my hands together.  

As if to echo his wife, the man 
said, ―How are they where you came 
from?‖ 

―They cough and spit,‖ I said.  
He laughed. ―I haven‘t heard it 

said that way in centuries.‖ He looked 
at me as if sizing me up. ―So Viji was 
right, you are really a rural type, even 
though you are at the institution of 
higher learning.‖ 
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―I have no choice, Tsano. It‘s our 
culture,‖ I said, trying to look for 
doors to determine how many rooms 
this place had. The more the better.   

We chatted a bit longer in the 
corridor, then the aunt invited 
everyone into the sitting room by 
saying, ―Pindai inside, vanhu 
vaMwari.‖  

There was a large table 
surrounded by six wooden chairs. Viji 
showed me a chair and she sat by me, 
opposite Sifelani, the man, and his 
wife. Tete sat on the couch, saying, 
―Sorry I have to sit here. My back 
cannot handle those chairs.‖ 

There was a moment of awkward 
silence in the house, then the aunt 
said, ―How come you keep us in 
suspense?‖   

I did not understand the question, 
so I looked at Viji to help me, and she 
said, ―Answer her. Don‘t look at me.‖  

―Don‘t give him a hard time, 
please,‖ said Mai Tari, my potential 
in-law lady. 

―No; that‘s so that he can learn 
not live there in Harare and forget 
about us,‖ Tete said, as Viji nodded.  

What could I say? I was guilty as 
charged, for everything that had and 
hadn‘t been said.  

―I‘m here now, Tete,‖ I said, and 
when I was about to add something, 
Viji gave me a look that clearly told 
me not to dare attempt to joke, 
because if she hadn‘t given me that 
look, I was planning to add, ―I am all 
yours now.‖  

I sat there with my unfinished 
sentence, and Tete, mouth half-open, 
waited; then I saw her eyes tilting 
towards Viji, then dimming and 
returning to her crocheting. I loved 
those moments of weirdness, when 
sometimes as humans we failed to 
understand our own propensity for 
not understanding—just like that, 
weird moments, awkward as they 
were, left alone to give birth to more 
question marks. But often we change 
the subject, or a phone rings, and 
everyone‘s attention veers. Still, I was 
guilty as charged. There was no phone 
to ring, and no divine intervention, so 
I said, ―Nice place you have here. 
Tete.‖ 

―Oh, I am glad you like it,‖ she 
said, with a smile. ―It‘s small, but we 
like it. Two bedrooms, but there is 
still all this other space.‖  

Two bedrooms. I tried to picture 
the sleeping arrangement for me. I 
did not see the man and his wife 
giving up theirs, and Tete, as the 
owner of the place, she may or may 
not give up hers. The worst case 
scenario was I would be the living 
room area, or the small family area 
near it, would be given up to me---
and---; for the first time I got 
convinced that I might not even end 
up sleeping in the same room with 
Viji. I tilted my head to think about 
that, but Tete was finishing a 
sentence, ―…one of the bigger ones in 
this whole complex.‖ She paused as if 
to check if I was still listening, so I sat 
straighter in my chair. ―We are the 
luck ones.‖  

―Nice place,‖ I said, widening my 
smile. ―Really nice.‖  

 
The two younger women in the 

room—Viji and Ambuya—went into 
the kitchen and busied themselves 
with pots and the stove. The children 
went to play outside, so I was left 
sitting with Sifelani, the young 
woman‘s husband. Since he was my 
potential brother-cousin-in-law, sibali, 
I knew what was coming. 

―So, how was your trip from 
Gweru?‖ he asked me, leaning 
forward.  

―Well, I travelled from Harare 
actually. A long--.‖  

―Didn‘t Viji say that you are 
based at the teachers‘ college?‖  

―Right, but my family lives in 
Harare. I had gone there to sort 
certain things.‖  

He frowned, but then, a sudden 
realization, brightened up. ―Still, you 
passed through Gweru on your way 
here, right?‖  

―Oh yes, of course!‖ I said, raising 
my voice for no reason.  

―So am I wrong to ask how your 
trip from Gweru was?‖  

―Oh no!‖ I said, and found myself 
laughing. Even Tete gave a brief 
cough of a laugh and cleared her 
throat. ―I guess I should answer your 
question, baba. The trip was--.‖  

―Don‘t call me that yet; if we look 
at birth certificates closely, you and I 
are probably almost the same age.‖  

―But that doesn‘t matter, Sife,‖ 
Tete said. ―You would still be his tsano 
though. You know that.‖  

Viji was peering at us from the 
kitchen, as if she did not trust the two 

of us left alone at the table. But she 
said, ―Just tell him how your trip from 
Gweru was.‖  

I guess I had to tell this man what 
he wanted to hear, so I said, ―Once we 
left the Gweru station everything was 
smooth.‖ I looked at him for a 
response.  

He gave none, so I let my gaze 
seek Viji, who now stood with her 
back to us, cleaning a pot. I found 
myself admiring how she looked from 
behind, a really ripe woman, someone 
that brought much worth to this trip, 
no matter how weird the conversation 
with Sifelani would be.  

―I work tonight,‖ he said, ―so I 
will be leaving in about twenty 
minutes, but I‘m sure we‘ll get time 
to talk sometime tomorrow.  You‘re 
spending the night, right?‖  

―Yes, I have planned to.‖ I said 
and Tete coughed.  

―Good,‖ he said, like a teacher 
putting a star to what I had just said. 
―So, let me know this: who are you 
dealing with here?‖ He leaned 
forward further as if he was pushing 
his question to me. I hesitated, 
because I didn‘t know if my answer 
was not going to be a question too.  
He stood up and entered the kitchen. 
―Coke or Fanta?‖ he asked, without 
turning to look at me.  

―Coke,‖ I said. 
My eyes met those of Viji, who 

winked. She took the bottle from 
Sifelani and brought it to me. She 
surprised me by kneeling down on the 
floor as she put the bottle on the 
table. She then whispered, ―Zii-zii‖, 
which was the title of Leonard 
Dembo‘s latest hit song, implying 
that I was in the habit of forgetting 
about her for long stretches of time.  I 
had no time to answer her since 
because Sifelani was already on his 
chair and was talking: ―So she tells me 
you may leave the Gweru college 
soon?‖ 

 ―Yes, but to answer you first 
question first, what do you mean ‗who 
are we dealing with here.?‖  

―Oh no, forget that I asked that 
one,‖ he said, his face showing an 
honesty I could work with, so I 
proceeded to the second question, 
now understanding that it was the 
first.  

―I just got admitted at the 
university in Harare to study a 
Linguistics program,‖ I said.  



  

December 2009 www.sarabamag.com 25 

―What do you do with that? I 
know it‘s not Engineering or Law for 
sure.‖  

―Well, plenty of things: teacher, 
speech pathologist, social worker, 
translator, or just researcher.‖ 

―It‘ll allow you to do all that?‖ 
His mouth was open, in wonder.  

―For the most part. In any case, 
it‘s better than the teaching certificate 
I would get if I remained in Gweru.‖  

―That‘s interesting,‖ he said, 
looking at me like what I was saying 
had no logic.  

We drank our sodas quietly as I 
waited for the next question. This is 
what I had learned about being the 
mukuwasha. You did not take a lead in 
the conversation. You answered 
questions when asked, and said 
nothing when silence presented itself.  

―It‘s a good thing to have choices. 
And as long as you have a chance, 
especially before they [pointing at the 
women in the kitchen] come along, 
get as much education as you can.‖  

His wife heard this and said, ―No 
one stops you from going back to 
school, Baba T.‖ 

―That‘s not my point. I am just 
saying, no disrespect to Viji, before he 
commits, he has plenty of time to 
chase books. That‘s all.‖ 

―Hey, you are saying too much 
now,‖ shouted Viji. ―If that‘s the case 
we all just chase books and no one 
thinks about starting a family 
anymore.‖ 

―Viji, what type of thinking is 
that?‖ shouted Tete, who had stopped 
crocheting to watch and listen. ―For 
some of us, there are things that must 
come first, and then the rest will 
follow. I don‘t need to add much, so 
stop thinking like that.‖  

There was a moment of silence. 
The women in the kitchen returned to 
their work and aunt resumed her art. 
At the table, soda bottles sat 
abandoned. Sifelani broke the silence 
by saying, ―So I hear you met her in 
Mariwowo, of all places?‖ 

―Can you imagine?‖ I said. I 
wanted to add something, but 
decided against it.  

―That‘s always good, you know, 
people from the same rural area to 
end up together.‖  

I took a sip from my bottle, and I 
decided to raise this dialogue to 
another level: ―So where do you 
work?‖ 

―Oh me?‖ he said, actually 
looking at himself like he needed to 
check if he was still there. ― The 
railway yard. I‘m into security.‖ He 
paused to allow me to nod. ―Been 
doing this for years now.‖ 

―Security is good,‖ I said, unsure 
what type of security it was.  

―It takes care of the family. When 
the right time comes, I‘ll do this 
school thing too. I have always 
wanted to become a policeman.‖ He 
paused as if to allow the weight of his 
words to have an impact on me. All I 
could do was nod. ―Right now I 
sometimes do special constabulary 
work here in Sizinda,‖ he said, 
concluding his speech with a grin.  

I smiled, beginning to see a 
common interest. I had once 
considered special constabulary status 
back when I was in the village, but 
had decided against it when I 
discovered that unpaid training was 
required. The special constabularies 
worked much like neighborhood 
watch people, available to alert the 
police of ongoing crime or suspicious 
activity. But the ones in the villages 
were the police, so they had a lot of 
power.  They even wore uniforms, 
blue cargo pants and grey khaki 
shirts, and they brandishing black 
batons. I could just picture Sifelani in 
that state, with his baton at the ready 
to strike.   

―I just want to make sure 
everyone everywhere is safe,‖ he said. 
―Of course, I always carry a knife. 
This is Bulawayo, you know.‖  

Now that got my attention. A 
knife? Wasn‘t it nice of him to be my 
potential tsano, who on the first day 
was telling me he carried a knife? A 
little fear could always go a long way 
in these kinds of issues, you know, 
and if I were to hear him tell Viji that 
he had her back if I ever hurt her, I 
certainly would think of the interest 
in police work, the black baton, and 
the knife. But he looked like a nice 
person.  

―A knife is good,‖ I said.  
―You are not too wrong in that 

one, tsano!‖ he said, standing up. ―I‘m 
out! Will catch up with you later. Try 
to enjoy yourself, and know that you 
are welcome here.‖ 

I thank him for his kindness, and 
shortly after, he left for work.  

When dinner was ready, all the 
adults came to the dining table where 

I was now sitting alone. The women 
were more open with me, especially 
Viji and Tete. Viji sat by my side. 
Tete sat directly opposite me. We 
started eating, first in silence, then 
Tete looked at me and said, ―This is 
what you do. You visit so we know 
you are not planning to disappoint 
us.‖  

Ambuya looked at her as if to say, 
―Let him eat in peace.‖  

―Viji here was beginning to feel 
like there was nothing to wait for.‖ 

I looked at Viji, who quickly said, 
―Five months. No letter, nothing. 
What was happening?‖  

The pieced of chicken I was 
chewing soured in my mouth, and all 
the women were looking at me. I 
wasn‘t going to answer that one.  

―Put the new Dembo record on 
the machine, niece,‖ said Tete.  

―Oh not now Tete,‖ Viji said. 
―How are you going to dance with 
food in your mouth?‖ 

―No, just put the record,‖ Tete 
said. ―Ears dance too.‖   

Viji went to put the record on the 
gramophone. Leonard Dembo‘s Zii 
Zii started playing. The singer 
questioned why I had decided to be 
quiet for such a long time without 
even sending a letter, without even 
visiting. Was there a reason, like 
probably I didn‘t care anymore? Or 
that maybe I had found someone?  

From the point the song started 
playing, I could not taste my food, 
but I kept looking at Viji with 
reassuring smiles. After dinner, Tete 
announced, ―Let‘s all now turn this 
sad message into happiness. Show us, 
Viji‘s husband, how well you can 
dance.‖  

At first I could not join them.  I 
knew I was a good dancer, and 
especially of Dembo‘s music. Hadn‘t 
I, growing up in Mototi, been exposed 
to Tari, the expert dancer who was 
also my friend? Being in his company 
I had also been called expert dancer, 
and that had always felt good. But 
now, after years in the city, with my 
focus on books, I hadn‘t been in the 
township scene to preserve my sungura 
dancing skills. This may not make 
sense to some, who would rightfully 
argue that a dancer was always a 
dancer whether or not he or she was 
based in the city or not. I am just 
saying I had not practiced the type of 
dancing I was expected to do at Tete‘s 
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house in a long time. Besides, I wasn‘t 
in the habit of dancing in front of and 
for people I did not quite know, not 
to mention that I would be doing the 
dancing in front of a potential in-law, 
Sifelani‘s wife.  If it had only been Viji 
and Tete I wouldn‘t have minded as 
much. 

As if she read my mind, Tete said, 
―If you are too shy to dance in front of 
your Ambuya, don‘t worry she will be 
leaving soon.‖ I looked at the 
Ambuya by instinct and she nodded.   

―Yes, I‘m actually leaving now. So 
you all can find time to dance for each 
other.‖  

When she left, an encore was 
made of the record. I watched them 
dancing for me for a while, singing 
along with the words of the song, 
with Viji pointing at me when Dembo 
talked about what crime had the 
partner committed that caused the 
other partner to stay away and remain 
quiet for months.  

Then my turn came. Soon as I 
began, Tete collapsed with laughter, 
joined by Viji. I wasn‘t going to let 
that stop me. I was the friend of a 
man who had been the expert dancer 
in Mototi. I began to hammer the 
cement floor with the hard soles of my 
shoes, as if I was doing tap dancing, 
all the while pointing at Viji when the 
musician mouthed ―mudiwa‖. After a 
while Tete‘s laughter stopped and she 
joined me. Soon as she got on the 
stage she shouted, point at the roof, 
―This is our day, Babamunini. This is 
the day we all have been waiting for.‖ 
Then chaka chaka chaka she danced, 
drawing closer to me, then swinging 
away with grace.  

Viji jumped onto the stage. We 
danced and nodded to the words of 
regret and we pounded to the words 
of reconciliation. We danced and 
pointed at each other in response to 
the words of revelation and 
forgiveness. We danced, legs thrust 
forward, legs thrust backward, and 
swayed this way and that, this way 
and that, concluding each light move 
with a deeper bend of rhythm. 
Whatever we felt as we danced was a 
veil of the bond that had descended 
upon us, and when the time was right 
Tete left the stage and stood looking 
at the two of us shuffling towards 
each in with a sweep of rhythm. And 
when the song reached a thinner 
tentacle of tenor, balanced by a low 

bass, the two of us edged towards 
each, feet scraping the floor and arms 
outstretching. We landed in each 
other‘s arms and like two 
inseparables, danced for half an hour. 
Tete watched us and sang along 
Dembo‘s lyrics. That day we danced 
like we had never before, holding each 
other like nothing could ever separate 
us. That day we danced like this was 
all we were here on earth to do. Then 
when the song stopped playing for the 
twelfth time, we disengaged and 
rushed to our chairs to spend two 
minutes sighing and laughing.  

―That‘s what a couple does. Now 
I have faith in you two. If I had a 
video camera I would have recorded 
this. You should have seen yourselves, 
glued together like you were one. 
That‘s how it should be,‖ Tete said.  

―Don‘t do that ever again. Don‘t 
disappear like that, without writing a 
letter or even sending a photo,‖ said 
Viji, breathing heavily.  

―Tell him,‖ intoned Tete, smiling.  
―Point taken,‖ I said, hugging 

her. ―I‘m very sorry.‖   
Then Tete looked away, but Viji 

dodged the kiss, and I knew that was 
not going to be tolerable in the 
presence of Tete. If even a kiss was 
intolerable, the other things I had 
expected to do, which account for 
what I was hiding in the inner pocket 
of my jacket, were not likely to 
happen. It dawned on me that the 
sharing of the same room with Viji 
that I had daydreamed about during 
the entire trip on the train was not 
likely to happen.   

  
That night I slept in a corner of the 
family area, while Viji slept with Tete 
in the living room area. Tete‘s 
bedroom was occupied by the 
children. I had brought House of 
Hunger , which I read until 3 AM. The 
expectation had been that I was just 
going to sleep in Viji‘s bed, but what 
had I been thinking, especially 
considering that this was a visit to 
meet her aunt, one of the most, let‘s 
call it, sacred of relationship visits? 
Tete was the gateway into Viji‘s 
family, and she was not going to risk 
being known as the one who had 
messed things up for her brother‘s 
daughter. So then I read, occasionally 
picturing Viji and me sleeping in the 
same room. Then I started thinking 
about the Dembo song they had 

played over and over again for me, 
hearing those words about staying 
away in silence, no letters, no photos, 
no word-of-mouth messages.  Those 
words sent me to sleep.  
 
I woke up at nine. When I went to 
the living room I found Tete working 
on her doilies.  

―We got you tired last night, 
didn‘t we?‖ she said, laughing.  

―I didn‘t realize it was this late,‖ I 
said, sitting down on a sofa opposite 
her. I let her laughter die down; then 
I said, ―Good morning, Tete. How 
did you sleep?‖   

―Ha-a, we slept well. Just a bit 
exhausted from the dancing.‖ She 
paused to fold her work and put it on 
her side. ―The others have gone to the 
store.‖  

By ―the others‖ she meant Viji. 
We sat in silence most of the 

time, and when I made effort to talk, 
she laughed absent-mindedly.  It 
seemed like there was no one else in 
the house, not the children or their 
parents. As if she had read my mind, 
Tete said, ― The family has visited a 
friend in Nketa. They will be back 
before sunset.‖   

What happened after breakfast, 
when I mentioned that I was going to 
leave in an hour, surprised me. It all 
started with Tete‘s eyes glinting in 
the direction of Viji, who shook her 
head to signal that she had nothing to 
do with it.  

―So what are you leaving us?‖ said 
Tete.  

I didn‘t have to think about this 
one.  

 ―I will leave love, lots of love,‖ I 
said, looking at Viji. 

―I mean something we can touch 
and smell,‖ Tete said. I could tell by 
the darting of her eyes that she was 
getting upset. Even her lips quivered, 
but she bit them and looked down. 

Viji came to my rescue: ―She‘s 
talking about a sign, you know; 
something you‘ll leave before you 
leave.‖  

―Sign?‖ I asked, shaking my head 
to show that I was confused still.   

―You know, something to show 
commitment,‖ Viji said. ―I am sure 
you know what Tete is talking 
about.‖ She sighed.  

I must have taken too long to 
respond to Viji because Tete spoke 
before I did.  
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―Show us that we can relax 
knowing you are not planning to 
waste our time. Show us you will be 
visiting her parents soon.‖  

I wasn‘t really planning to visit 
her parents soon, neither was I 
planning to waste her time. What 
sign did they need? I could not, for 
instance, leave a book, and I did not 
have enough money on me to offer as 
a sign.  

Viji shook sat up, and clenched 
her jaws. ―Tete, can you just tell him 
what you want?‖ she said. 

―And what has entered you?‖ Tete 
said. ―Why are you pretending to 
understand his confusion? He knows 
what I am talking about.‖  

―I‘m sure he doesn‘t,‖ Viji said.  
―Didn‘t you say he is from the 

rural areas?‖ 
―But that does not mean that he 

knows everything. He told you he‘ll 
leave love.‖ 

―Lots of love,‖ I said, getting very 
interested in what was developing 
here. 

Tete looked at us both and started 
to laugh. I was about to join in the 
laughter, until I saw Viji‘s eyes.  

―He will leave love, he says. Does 
he even know what that is?‖ Tete 
said, addressing the ceiling.  Viji and I 
followed her eyes, but soon she turned 
her stare to me and said, ―That‘s not 
enough, and you two know what I am 
talking about. You both might think 
you are being funny because you are 
talking to me who is harmless, but 
the responsibility I now have because 
I have met you is very high.‖  

There was a moment of silence as 
we let her words sink in. She had 
spoken them with a shredded voice, 
like she was complaining about her 
role as the aunt. I understood the 
reasons for her fear, the amount of 
responsibility she now bore on her 
shoulders just for having admitted me 
into her house. But I had not come to 
Sizinda for marriage plans. I had a 
whole college career ahead of me.  So 
she had to think of something better 
to tell me, if she still felt she had to 
say something.  

―How much do you love your 
jacket?‖ Tete asked. ―Yes, the one you 
are wearing. How much do you love 
it?‖  

―A lot, but not as much as I love 
her,‖ I said, pointing at Viji. 

―Good,‖ Tete said and I didn‘t 
know where she was taking this 
conversation. ―Leave it here. That will 
be a good sign; at least I will be able 
to answer their questions when they 
start to grill me about all this.‖  

At first I thought I had not heard 
her properly. Even Viji snorted in 
surprise. We both sat there looking at 
Tete‘s face; I was looking for some 
evidence that she was just joking.  

―I will make sure no one touches 
it. Even Viji here cannot touch it, 
then when you two set things right, I 
can give it back to you. What do you 
say to that?‖  

Perhaps that was the moment I 
should have laughed.  The moment I 
should have told her I understood 
what she meant, the moment I should 
have offered to leave them something 
to show my commitment. Instead, I 
squinted at her, hoping there was no 
way she could be serious. 

―Don‘t look at me like you did 
not hear me‖, she said, with a dry 
voice; then she extended her hand. 
―Jacket.‖   

I didn‘t move, so Viji stirred, 
opened her mouth: ―Yes, you heard 
her, honey.‖    

 ―No jacket is going to be left 
anywhere,‖ I said, but I wasn‘t upset 
yet.  

Tete retracted her hand, but Viji 
stood up and extended hers, and 
waited for me to give her the jacket. 
Standing there, upsetting me, she still 
looked beautiful, but I had to say this: 
―You people must be slightly funny.‖  

―Now he is joking, right?‖ said 
Tete, looking at Viji, who looked back 
at her and shook her head.   

―I hope you don‘t mean what you 
said, Peter‖ Viji said.  

―No, tell me what part of what I 
said sounded like a joke. I‘m not 
leaving my jacket here,‖ I said, 
already measuring the risk involved in 
just standing up and leaving, or 
sitting there and playing along. 
Maybe all this was a cultural game.   

There was a moment of silence 
like the two were ducking from the 
boulders of my words. But the silence 
did not last. Suddenly we all stood up, 
but both Viji and I were waiting for 
Tete to say something first.   

―This time you brought an 
arrogant one,‖ she said. ―What is this, 
Viji?‖   

I was not going to wait for Viji to 
answer that, if what I had heard was 
correct. 

―What do you mean ‗this time?‘‖ 
My stare curved from Tete to Viji. 

―I mean this time,‖ Tete said, 
sneering. ―Last time she did a better 
job.‖ 

―Auntie!‖ shouted Viji, trying to 
cover the Tete‘s mouth with her hand. 
The older woman dodged the hand 
and raised her voice. ―You are one of 
those useless men who come here with 
buckets of sweet words and sacks of 
empty promises.‖ She looked around 
her like the other useless men were in 
the room with us, and I was their 
visible emissary. ―You think Viji here 
is your hure? You think you can just 
do what you want with her without 
any commitment? Kuda kudziirwa 
chete?‖  

I did not know how to answer 
that, but I started shaking, more from 
discomfort than anger.  

―Who do you think you are to 
come here, eat our food, sleep in our 
blankets, dance to our music, and 
when we ask you to leave a sign, you 
show arrogance like you own my 
niece? Who do you think you are?‖ 
She was now roaring. ―Answer me!‖  

She had edged closer to the table, 
so I moved back. Viji wrenched 
herself out of the restraint of her chair 
and walked closer to Tete to prevent 
further movement. She whispered 
something to her, and that was of no 
use.  

―You look at yourself and you 
think you are a real man? Real men 
come here and leave gifts of 
substance. Real men would not think 
that a cheap jacket like that is too 
valuable to be left here.‖  

―Who are these men you keep 
talking about, these men who leave 
big gifts each time they come here?‖ I 
asked, now peering at her ugly face.  

―Don‘t worry who they are. Just 
know you are the worst of them all.‖ 

I looked at Viji who averted her 
eyes and turned so that I was now 
looking at the back of her head. I 
tried to walk away from my chair but 
found myself sitting down.  

―Talk to me!‖ said Tete, 
hammering the surface of the table 
with her fist. The impact shook a tea 
cup which rolled off the surface and 
collapsed on the cement floor. Viji 
covered her ears and started twisting 
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her body as it was itching, then she 
shuffled closer to her aunt, who was 
now already standing dangerously 
close to me.  

―Don‘t mess this one for me, 
please Tete.‖ Viji said, trying to hold 
her aunt‘s hands.   

―I want him to tell me,‖ she said, 
wrenching herself free from Viji‘s 
grip. ―Are you are going to take off 
that jacket or should I remove it 
myself.‖ She advanced.  

I sprung up and shook my 
shoulders as a sense of importance 
gripped me. Who did this simple 
woman think she was? I just had to 
tell her this:  ―Two things are not 
happening today. One, you shall keep 
your distance and not touch me. Two, 
no jacket is going to be left here.‖  

She stared at me with scalding 
eyes; then with a shaking voice she 
said, ―Only one thing is going to 
happen right now.‖ She pointed at me 
with a shaking finger. ―Get out of my 
house!‖ 

I had heard her loud and clear, so 
I turned and started walking 
backward toward the door, my eyes 
still on her. ―I don‘t want to see you 
here ever again.‖ I heard that too. 
―Viji, go get this man‘s bag. Hurry!‖  
She shoed Viji out of the room, turned 
to me and said, ―Why are you still 
here? Out!‖  

Outside I found a few neighbors 
already gathering, but they started 
walking away when they saw me. 
Then I remembered that Sifelani and 
his family could arrive any time and I 
did not want him to find me in this 
situation with Tete. Why was Viji 
taking her time in getting my bag? I 
peered to see if I could see her 
through an open window, but as my 
eyes were busy looking for her, I 
heard the heavy sound of an object 
falling close to my feet. That was my 
bag, thrown by Tete, whose mass 
blocked the door. ―Better leave before 
trouble finds you. I don‘t want to see 
you again,‖ she shouted, then 
slammed the door. 

I took off, half-running, not 
caring who could or could not see me. 
I did not have to take this. Not from 
such a simple woman, not from Viji 
either, who had barely graduated 
from secondary school. And what was 

I doing here in the first place, a 
college student who could marry 
whomever I wanted?  

I did not even notice that I had 
arrived at the road to town and that a 
combi was already waiting for me to 
get in.  At the train station downtown 
I asked how soon the train for Harare 
would come, and was told in six 
hours. That was fine, I would sit there 
and read my books, perhaps start 
writing something of my own—a  
poem, a short story, a play even.  

I found a bench near a market 
stall where a man selling mangoes was 
dancing solo to South African music. 
He was something to watch, dancing 
in his tattered overalls like he was 
doing so for money.  People were 
gathering around him and he seemed 
to be increasing his performance. Soon 
a blind woman led by a little boy 
joined the man and started to dance. 
The bay sat down nearby, a jar on the 
ground in front of her. I was the first 
to throw some change into the tin, 
and one by one, other people started 
doing the same, and meanwhile the 
dancers were killing themselves. I 
smiled and forgot about reading or 
writing. I didn‘t want to think about 
what had just happened in Sizinda 
either. As far as I was concerned, 
nothing had happened. I would just 
consider the whole trip a necessary of 
stage of life, an exploration.  

* 
I was in the center of a reverie 

when a female voice woke me up: 
―Hey, Mr. Loverman!‖  

I turned to find Viji looking down 
at me, smiling. She joined me on my 
bench and before I could say 
anything, she embraced and kissed 
me. When she disengaged, she said, 
―I think you passed her test.‖  

―What are you talking about?‖ I 
said, clicking my tongues in 
contempt.  

―She likes you. Tete does,‖ trying 
to show that smile of hers again, but I 
wasn‘t going to notice it. ―Someone is 
liked,‖ she added with a thin, playful 
voice.  

―Hmm?‖ 
―She has always told me about 

this kind of acting up, and I never 
thought she would actually do it. And 

it was after you left that I realized 
what she was trying to do.‖ 

―You are full of bananas, you and 
your stupid aunt,‖ I said, looking 
away.  

―Listen to me, lucky man.‖ Her 
face pursued mine. ―All that drama 
was to help us, to bring us closer. She 
knows you are in school.‖  

―She knows?‖ I said. ―From the 
look of things she doesn‘t seem to.‖  

―She is even encouraging me to go 
back to school. I know you passed her 
test.‖  

―Then she should learn to test 
better?‖  

She pouted and folded her hands, 
then looked in the distance. I looked 
in the direction of the Sizinda. The 
sun was setting already, and the 
whole western horizon was a pool of 
deep yellow mixed with orange. As I 
looked at this sunset,  I didn‘t care 
anymore what had happened at the 
apartment, didn‘t care that she was 
sitting here with me, nor that I had 
once thought, through the aperture of 
my camera, that she was beautiful. All 
that mattered now was that a new 
journey must begun, perhaps an 
impending pursuit of the Harare 
woman.  

When I looked at my train, I 
noticed that it was already loading 
and the passengers jumping in as if 
the train was about to take off. I 
grabbed my bag and started walking 
away from Viji, without saying good-
bye, without intending to look back. 
But I looked back when I heard her 
laugh. Her shoulders were quivering 
and her face was buried in her hands. 
I came to a stop, turned and walked 
back to her, to understand what was 
funny. I was already laughing too, 
tickled by the possibility that maybe 
she had made up the story about he 
aunt‘s test. When I got back to the 
bench she looked up at me with a face 
full of tears, and I could not bring 
myself to reading any message on that 
face. I was not going to console it, 
would not have been able to. What 
mattered to me now was that I saw 
the formation of future memories; the 
sun setting and a woman crying while 
a train was taking off.     

 

The Void 

S 
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The Angels of Peace Villa  
Ayobami Adebayo 

     
t throws me of balance that he shows up on my 
doorstep like this. I knew I would see him someday, 
but not this soon, not on my doorstep asking me if I 

am alright with his eyes fleeting up and down the corridor 
as though he is afraid someone will see him. It gives me a 
tingling in my head, his being here with a face cap 
scrunched up in his left hand, a tingling that makes me 
wonder for a brief moment if perhaps this also is another 
dream that will haunt me. 

 ―Why are you here‖ I say finally shaking my head to 
clear away the tingling. 

He looks shocked that I ask him this. What does he 
expect? That I will fall on my knees weeping in gratitude? I 
realise now that this man does not know me, even though 
he is sure he does in that offhand manner he is sure of many 
things. 

―What sort of question is that?‖ His voice is deepening 
now into that deep growl that indicates anger. But I don‘t 
care today. I just want him off my doorstep, away from me 
until I can understand, until I am ready to see him again. 

―Your mother came to Shagamu, she told me 
everything she explained‖ he says earnestly leaning forward 
over my head. 

―Explained what?‖ 
―Everything, she helped me understand‖  
―What do you mean? Understand what?‖ I know I am 

pushing him beyond his limit and am not surprised when 
he explodes throwing the face cap at the door behind me. 

―Understand why the hell you left me at the altar a 
week ago!‖ He walks a few paces down the corridor to 
compose himself. When he comes back, he places his hands 
on my shoulder and looks into my eyes with that peculiar 
mix of tenderness and passion in his eyes, that peculiar mix 
that tells me a part of him believes the sun rises by my 
power, that same look that had made me agree to marry 
him and asks ―Why didn‘t you tell me all those things? 
Jibike why?‖ 

His question is naked, bare it bounces around in my 
head, playing snippets of the journey that had led me here. 
Snippets that ended at my wedding day, a week ago today, 
the day I was supposed to marry Deji, this man who stands 
before me now. 

 
 
If anyone objects to this marriage between Ajibike Theresa 

Obawuyi and Oladimeji Kazeem Ladipo, let him speak now or 
forever remain silent.  

 The church was silent after the priest said this, so silent 
that I could hear the ticking of the wall clocks. The priest 
scanned the church for a raised hand. His eyes did not light 
on me or on Deji, who was grinning as though becoming 
my husband was the his life ambition, as though that 
ambition had been fulfilled, as though the few minutes 
before we were to say our vows did not exist. 

It took a while before anyone noticed that my hand was 
stretched straight above my head. It was Deji who first 
noticed and tried to pull it down, as though I were a child 
who didn‘t know what I was doing. I snatched my hand 

away and watched the priest‘s mouth drop open as he 
noticed it. There was a loud murmuring in the church, 
above the din I could hear my Mother‘s strident voice 
calling to me. 

 Ajibike! Ajibike! 
It startled me to hear her shout, it was the first time I 

had heard her speak above a whisper. Until then, I had 
been convinced that she just couldn‘t raise that voice above 
a whisper. It startled me to realise that speaking in a 
whisper was something she had chosen. 

―What is wrong with you?‖ Deji asked pulling at my 
hand, looking at me suspiciously as though he was afraid I 
was going insane. 

 ―There is nothing wrong with me. I have an objection 
to this marriage.‖ I replied and abandoned him at the altar. 
At least I tried to but he followed me as I  retreated down 
the aisle. He held on to the train of my crystal white 
wedding gown, exclusively flown in from France  by him. 
“French lace for my angel” he had said patting me on the head 
the way he often did after giving me a gift. A way that I 
would convince myself made me feel like a dog that had 
been handed a bone in the week after I left him.  

He held on tenaciously to the lace as I ran down the 
aisle past the guests and out of the church. He held on even 
when I climbed into my car and drove off glad that my 
sister who had driven it to the church had forgotten the 
keys in the ignition again. He ran beside the car holding the 
edge of the train that had been left outside, rapping on my 
window and screaming words I could not hear, would not 
hear. I accelerated and the lace ripped.  He became a 
receding figure as I sped away, standing there in his grey 
suit and red bow tie, holding a strip of French lace as the 
guests trooped out of the church. In the days that followed 
I imagine the way he ran after me and laugh, laugh had till 
my stomach ached, laugh till the guilt clutching my 
stomach loosened its hold. 

 
 
 

I met him on Facebook. His profile picture was the picture 
of a fruit. A strange fruit I had never seen before. He sent 
me a friend request and a message. A message I wouldn‘t 
have replied. I would have deleted it after a good laugh just 
like I deleted all other “You are so beautiful, I am in love and I 
may die if you don’t call me” messages that I got everyday on 
facebook. It was the fruit that restrained me. It was black, a 
single fruit, an imperfect oval that hung alone from a green 
stalk. I wanted to know what it was and where it was 
found, so I accepted him as a friend and asked him in our 
first online chat what it was. I was disappointed when he 
replied that it was an eggplant. I had expected it to be 
more, to be something fresh, new, something I had never 
heard of before. 

 We had been cyber friends for long before he 
suggested a meeting. 

“I have some business in Ife this week, can we hook up for 
lunch at Biggs?” 

I 
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  At first I wondered if I should just ignore his 
message, pretend as if I hadn‘t seen it. I stared at it for 
quite while on my laptop until Esther interrupted my 
thoughts. 

―Are you coming to Peace Villa tonight?‖ My sister 
asked shifting in the chair next to mine. We never called 
the rented apartment my family had lived in for over 
twenty years our home, it was always Peace Villa, the name 
that had been stencilled above the front door by the 
landlord. It was built in a marshy area, so it was a lonely 
house surrounded by long abandoned buildings. 

―Do you think I should meet this guy?‖ I asked. 
―If you want, are you coming? Mama says she would 

like to see you‖ 
―I don‘t even know if the boy is fine o, I mean he uses a 

fruit as his profile picture. What if na one ugly boy or even 
disfigured sef. Se make I reply am at all sef?‖ I minimized 
the window and leaned back in my chair. 

―Is it not just lunch? Its not like you plan to marry him 
or something now‖  

―What if he is a ritual killer? Looking for someone to 
catch and kill?‖ 

 ―I don‘t think you will spit out a lot of money if they 
use you. You are too stingy.‖ She said this with a dismissive 
wave of her hand. ―Are you coming to the villa tonight?‖ 

―The guy doesn‘t know I am stingy O! They would 
have done the  juju before they know I am stingy .‖  I 
didn‘t want to talk about the villa. Not ever again. 

 ―Answer my question now!‖ Esther‘s gaze shifted from 
the laptop me. Her eyes were unfocused; the two balls 
uncoordinated, looking in different directions. I  never got 
used to them, one trained intently on me while the other 
wandered at will dancing in the other socket and distracting 
my gaze.  

―Which question?‖ It was time for her to stop 
ambushing me like this; I would not make this easy for her. 

 ―I asked a simple question Jibike. Just answer.‖ 
But it was not that simple,   not with the dream I had 

that afternoon while I took a quick nap. It was a dream I 
had many times since my father died.  I had told Esther the 
dream the first time I had it the day after Baba‘s funeral. 
She had said nothing, just reached over and rubbed my 
elbow with her mouth squeezed as though she had 
swallowed her tongue and had a piece of lime in it‘s place.  

The dream was always the same, I was always with 
Mama in the kitchen washing plates, yet in the manner of 
dreams I could see my father on the roof from my place in 
the kitchen. His arms would be stretched towards the skies 
as though to embrace the sun and suddenly he would catch 
fire, laughing as he burned. There were no sounds in this 
dream; everything was silent like a movie played in slow 
motion. Even his laughter was something I saw and knew, 
not something I could hear. The roof would start to burn 
too, then he would reach down into the house and grab me 
by both shoulders drawing me up to himself, into the 
conflagration that he had become. Esther was nowhere at 
all, which was the scariest part. Esther who always was 
there had abandoned me, disappeared or perhaps she had 
been pulled up first? Engulfed in the flames before the 
dream even began? 

I woke up from the dream that afternoon at the same 
point that I always did, as I was  melting,  pooling like 

brown wax onto my father‘s trousers which though they 
were ablaze never got burnt. I did not open my eyes when I 
woke up. My heart was beating fast like a war drum. The 
T-shirt I had worn before collapsing into bed was clinging 
to my breasts and back. I was sure that if I opened my eyes, 
I would find my father beside me on the bed, licking his 
lips, ready to pull me to himself. 

 ―Why can‘t you come? Afraid of your father‘s ghost?‖ 
Esther hissed snapping me back to the present. She was 
irreverent that way, asking naked questions that took a life 
of their own and pranced around forever in ones head, 
refusing to put on any clothes. 

  I would have told her she had a smelly mouth but 
she was three years older than I was and I could not say 
such things to her. Instead I said ―This  your mouth! I just 
don‘t want to come.‖ 

 
 
The first thing I noticed when I met Deji the next 

Saturday was his nose. I found myself staring into his 
nostrils and not his eyes as I intended many times on that 
first date. It was so big that it dominated every other 
feature on his face. It would be months before I would 
notice the fading tribal marks on his face, small vertical 
dashes on each cheekbone just beside the nose.  

―I didn‘t expect you would look like this‖ he said after 
we ordered the food.  

―Really? I look better?‖ I smiled noting the way his 
nostrils twitched after each sentence like a bodily full stop. 

 He coughed and swallowed some of his bottled drink, 
jamming the bottle in his mouth and guzzling. I wanted to 
reach forward and touch his Adam‘s apple, to feel it bob up 
and down.  

―Are you okay?‖ I asked. 
―Nothing do me. I just choked on something, a bone. . 

.‖ He continued eating 
―You didn‘t answer.‖ 
―What is that?‖ 
―I look better?‖ 
 He scratched the side of his neck and looked as though 

he was going to cough again. 
―Well, like I said I expected you to look different… but 

sincerely, can I be sincere?‖ 
I nodded. 
―Well, you look better on facebook, your picture is so 

wow! You look okay now, but that picture men I was 
expecting a model or something men. Photoshop?‖  He said 
it without looking at me, shovelling the rice into his mouth 
with a spoon. I felt as though he had paid me a 
compliment, by not telling me what a cute little package I 
was or marvelling at how my black skin seemed to glow 
even indoors.  

―Yes, my sister photoshoped it. ―I said smiling and 
liking him. 

After the last plates were cleared by the waiter we 
stayed at the table talking. He talked in a straight line, 
marching right into his topics. He talked about his work, 
his father who was an Alhaji  and had more wives than he 
knew. His mother who was a goddess to him. “Men my 
Mama is gold men, I would have died but for her prayer mat men, 
she sits on it for hours praying for me and my brothers men”. He 
talked about his step-sister who had run away with a 
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woman to the Netherlands to marry and had never 
contacted anyone at home for six years. “ A woman! She’s 
crazy men” He talked about his business and how well it was 
doing, thanks to the contract his business mogul father 
helped secure from the government. “In this country you have 
to know somebody men.” 

I talked to him about my work at the bank, about 
studying Economics at the University of Ibadan, about my 
church and the people in the choir and about my 
neighbour‘s son who read with his father‘s car‘s headlamps 
for his exams because there was no electricity. 

He placed his hand on my waist as we left the fast food 
joint and I felt  warm, full  as though I was a balloon filled 
with air. He told me he hoped to relocate to Ife so I took 
him on a tour.  He parked when we got to mayfair. 

―Who burnt all these places?‖ He asked 
―It was during the Ife/Modakeke  crisis, I don‘t 

remember which side really.‖ 
―Men! It must have been terrible. All we heard was 

news and numbers. Many people must have been affected. 
How did you survive it? Did your family leave for awhile? I 
hear that is what most people did.‖ 

―We were affected too.‖ 
―How?‖ He looked away from the charred remains of a 

once busy shopping complex and fixed his gaze on me. The 
pity in it irritated me, the way his eyes filled with 
condolence for what he did not know. I looked away. 

―My father was killed.‖ 
―Oh I‘m so sorry.  I‘m sorry‖ I felt his hand on my 

shoulder. 
―It‘s okay. You didn‘t kill him. Can we leave now?‖ 
 
 
 ―Can we go now?‖ Esther asked Mama scratching her 

buttocks through her dress. I made a mental note not to 
touch Esther‘s hand as it inched to into the crack of her 
buttocks scratching furiously, a nervous habit she would 
modify to patting her buttocks as an adult.  She also had 
the habit of asking the most inane questions. Like “Can we 
go now‖ when she knew we didn‘t travel with Mama 
anymore except when Baba was also going, stupid 
questions like “Can we go to our room?” when Baba was not 
through with us yet. And she always said ―we‖, not ―I‖ but 
we as though we were a set of Siamese twins joined at the 
hip.  

 ―Ask your Father‖ Mama said in her quiet voice that 
never rose above a whisper. She never spoke unless 
absolutely necessary. Her talk with us never went beyond 
―Food is ready‖, ―clean your room‖ and on rare occasions 
―How as school?‖ in a way that said she did not expect any 
answer other than‖ Fine, thank you ma.‖ 

Esther headed outside, pulling me along with by my 
hair. I was still in my uniform, a green and white dress that 
I wore to the primary school I was attending beside Mama‘s 
shop at mayfair. We stumbled outside with Esther still 
pulling my hair, a harder yank when we stopped before 
Baba told me I was supposed to talk. Baba was peering 
under the bonnet of  Mama‘s old Peugeot  in preparation 
for her journey. He was dressed in only black cut off 
trousers.  

―Can we… Baba… Can we can we go?‖ I choked out, 
the tightness in my throat dulling the pain where Esther 
was yanking my hair. 

―Go where?‖   
Esther yanked and yanked but my throat just wouldn‘t 

open up. So instead of speaking, with each yank I opened 
my mouth, letting out short choking sounds. 

―We want to go to Lagos with Mama‖ Esther finally 
said pushing my head away from her and releasing my hair. 
Baba slammed the bonnet, sighed and drew me to himself, 
rubbing my scalp where Esther had yanked. I buried my 
head into the familiar fat blackness of his bare belly and my 
throat loosened a little. 

―You should stop treating your sister like that Esther, 
you are too aggressive eh‖ 

I did not need to turn to feel the anger in Esther‘s eyes 
as they bore into my back, I knew she itched to yank me 
away, that she despised me for clinging to Baba like this, 
but I did not care. I just soaked in the familiar heat and 
smell of his body and my throat continued to loosen and I 
swallowed easier. 

―Can we go Baba?‖  She was stomping her feet now. 
―Alright, you can go Esther but your sister will stay 

with me at home.‖ 
I suddenly felt the sun in all its fierceness bearing down 

my back, melting me. Baba stomach was suffocating me 
and I tried to step away, slip my head out of the soft hands 
clasped behind my head. I couldn‘t move as they became 
vicelike grips. 

―So what do you say my little angels?‖ he let go of my 
head and I staggered back, away from him. 

I wasn‘t scared. My heart did beat faster and my eyes 
stung but I knew I would be fine by evening, it was just the 
thought of being without Esther that night that made my 
hands shake. 

―I will stay with Jibike, if she doesn‘t go I won‘t go.‖ 
Esther said. 

Baba shrugged and walked back into the house, 
promising us Ice cream and wafers that night. 

I touched Esther‘s hand ―Thank you.‖ 
She shook it off. When she faced me her eyes were 

flashing with anger and unshed tears. ―Stop being a baby! 
Must you hug every time? Stop it!‖ She barked pushing me 
aside as she ran into the house. Her anger had stopped 
dazing me with its sudden spurts by then. I knew that it 
wasn‘t directed at me, not really. So when I fell against the 
car and bruised my arm, I didn‘t want to cry, as I watched 
Esther receding back and the back of the dress which was 
now totally stuffed into her arse, I wanted to run after her 
and hug her from behind. But I didn‘t. 

 
 
 
Deji took me to visit his mother in September, during 

the raining season when it was supposed to be raining but 
the sun was so hot that I closed my eyes in the car as he 
drove us to the family house. I had draped a blue veil soft 
on my head and slung it around my shoulders, a makeshift 
hijab, a symbol of peace and willingness to compromise to 
my mother in law who I was sure did not like the idea of 
her son marrying a Christian. 
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 ―You look miserable‖ Deji said as he pushed me up 
into the front seat of his jeep. I was wearing the longest 
skirt I owned, it was tight around the ankles and I couldn‘t 
climb up into the car by myself. 

―You are not even wearing make up!‖ He exclaimed as 
he started the car. ―You don‘t have to look so, so miserable 
men. You think you will fool her with this dressing? At 
least she knows me well enough to know I wouldn‘t take a 
second look at any girl that looks the way you do now.‖ 

―Thanks for the compliment. She won‘t be fooled but 
she will be impressed that I tried to fool her. Stop looking 
at me as though am stupid, trust me, am a woman I know 
these things.‖ 

  Alhaja‘s face was a shocking bright yellow under 
her black and gold veil. She led us to the dinning room 
immediately after she let us into the house. She refused to 
allow me to help her   serve the food, claiming that I was 
still a visitor. This of course I knew to be the Yoruba for, “I 
am not sure I am going to allow you marry my son yet so I am not 
allowing you touch my utensils.” In the light of the crystal 
chandelier that hung over the room, her face was an even 
brighter yellow, showing light patches of green on the chin 
and underneath the eyes. The hands that placed the food 
before us belonged to someone else, to someone pitch black 
like Deji, to someone with glossy skin that that didn‘t have 
patches of green. She talked to Deji through most of the 
meal though her eyes were focused on me, I tried not to 
stare at the brown forearms that peeked out each time she 
lifted her meal to her mouth. Tried not to wonder what 
terrible cream or soap had gone wrong leaving her in three 
shades of colour instead of leading her to the yellow 
destination that she had sought. After the meal, she allowed 
me to carry the plates with her to the kitchen. 

―You are a Christian abi‖ She said. 
―Yes ma‖ I answered bending my legs in a half kneel. 
―Then remove the hijab, you have not married my son 

yet have you? You don‘t need it to impress me. And I want 
to see your neck, lets see if you are not hiding a goitre 
there‖ Then she smiled at me for the first time, her lips 
spreading to reveal white teeth springing from black gums. 

Alhaja allowed me to help with cooking dinner and I 
went to bed a happy woman. Since her husband, Alhaji was 
sleeping in another wife‘s apartment that evening he did 
not show up for dinner. Alhaja put us in separate rooms, I 
was drifting to sleep when Deji crept in so deftly that I 
wondered how many times he had done so in that same 
house. 

  His weight settled onto the mattress beside me, 
creating a depression that I felt rather than saw. I turned 
into his arms and his mouth held mine in a wet kiss. My 
body tingled as his tongue trailed along my neck. Then he 
bit my nipple and moaned “sweet angel”, pleasuring and 
hurting me in one harsh and delicate move. I floated above 
him like I imagine an angel would, lifting effortlessly, 
hanging with my back to the asbestos. My moans receded 
into the background as I drifted back to Peace Villa to yet 
another hurting and pleasuring. 

  
Baba liked me to pinch his nipples, pinch pinch  pinch 

them until the slack skin tightened into a hard knot. Then 
he would let out a whoosh of air and say, ―my angels, my 
beautiful angels‖. He never groaned or, grunted like Deji, 

he would just let out a whoosh of air that let you know you 
had hit the right spot, a whoosh of air followed “my angels, 
my beautiful angels”.  

At first I just watched, with my back to the door 
listening for the sound of keys turning in the lock, waiting 
for Mama to come and complete her nightly ritual of 
leading us in and out of Baba‘s room, wondering if she had 
heard me screaming for her to let me out the first time she 
brought me into the room and locked the door behind me. I 
liked to think that she had wanted to scream too but her 
voice couldn‘t rise above a whisper.  

I had started screaming that first night in mimicry, 
because I could still hear Esther‘s screams that had woken 
me up a few years before. Somehow, I couldn‘t ask her why 
she had screamed when she came back to the room we 
shared, wearing a fresh nightgown and smelling of 
lavender. Instead I asked her where she had gone, she 
slapped me over and over until Mama came into our room 
to pull her away. 

  Initially, no one seemed to notice that I was standing 
by the door .Not Baba who shut his eyes once he had taken 
off Esther‘s clothes and his boxer shorts, lay down on him 
back, stretched Esther‘s legs wide apart and bore her down 
on himself. Not Esther whose face was turned away, whose 
hands, yellow like the peel of a ripe banana, were always 
placed with the tip of her fingers embedded in the cracks on 
her stubbornly black buttocks. Brown on black, like the 
school uniform we would later wear in Senior Secondary, a 
brown blouse on a black skirt. Esther would wear it before 
me while I remained stuck with pinafores that stopped at 
my throat for two years after her graduation to the skirts. 

It was around the time that Esther started wearing 
skirts to school instead time that Baba asked Esther started 
wearing skirts to school instead of pinafore that Baba 
seemed to notice that I was standing by the door. That day, 
after Mama locked us into the room, he took off his clothes 
but didn‘t touch Esther at all. 

―Come here.‖ He said. 
 I went towards him curling my toes around the 

scratchy rug after each short step.  
―For what?‖ Esther asked. 
―Its her turn‖ He said simply glancing down at his rigid 

penis. I went to him and waited for him to take off my 
dress. Esther pushed me back so fiercely that I fell, hitting 
my head on the wooden foot of the bed. But no one 
noticed. Esther‘s hand was on Baba‘s penis, sliding over it. 

―Don‘t touch her, I want to continue. She said moving 
closer to him until her feet were halfway on top of his. He 
said nothing. Then for the first time she removed her 
clothes herself, her dress, her pant and the bra she had just 
started wearing.  

―I want to continue‖ she said pushing Baba back unto 
the bed and climbing on top of him. 

She cried that night, with loud sobs that overshadowed 
Baba‘s whooshes of air. So she continued and continued and 
continued. I continued to watch too with my back to the 
door waiting for the metallic tinkle of keys turning in the 
lock except for the times I was asked me to come Baba 
asked me to come suck nipples. 

 
―You are crying, men am good!‖ Deji cupped my cheek 

as he started to roll off me. 
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―Don‘t‖ I whispered and tweaked his nipple. 
―You‘re on fire tonight. Ohhh! That‘s sweet, where did 

you learn to do that so well? Ohhhh‖ 
He started to grow hard inside me again. 
―Really where did you learn that?‖ he asked smiling. 
―You don‘t want to know.‖ 
―Ahhh that‘s it baby, that‘s it!‖ He snaked his tongue 

into my ear, darting his tongue in and out. ―Tell me who‖ 
he whispered into my ears and I felt my nipples harden 
against his chest. 

―My boyfriend in the University‖ I said. 
―You were right, I didn‘t want to know‖ he said rolling 

off me. 
―You are sulking?‖ 
―No am just tired.‖ 
―Deji, you are never too tired for sex.‖ 
―There is always a first time.‖ 
I turned and took his nipple in my mouth, biting down 

on it sharply the way Baba liked. 
―Ahhh! I‘m never too tired!‖ 
It irritated me then that he could forget  he was miffed 

so quickly, be hard again so quickly. 
―Yeh, tigress that was too hard, more gently okay?‖ 
I could feel tears sliding down my cheeks again. I 

thought of Esther and what she would say if she saw me 
now. “Are you mad? Why are you crying? Shut up! Stop being a 
baby!”  

 
 
The wedding was fixed for December. Alhaji surprised 

everyone by agreeing that the wedding should take place in 
a church. I dreamt of my father again the night before the 
traditional ceremony. I thought of him as I dressed up, 
tying the brown gele with  orange zigzag patterns that 
would later flash in the sun during the ceremony and 
wondered if I wished he were there. The traditional 
ceremony took place under white canopies in the court yard 
at Peace Villa. The Landlord had reconstructed it and 
allowed us to live there free of charge after Baba‘s death. I 
moved to Peace Villa a week before the wedding 
ceremonies, sleeping there for the first time since I left to 
study at the University of Ibadan a year after Baba‘s death 
when the house still smelt of fresh paint. 

As I danced among the guests, holding the cap I was to 
fit unto Deji‘s head,I fingered zigzag patterns on the cap 
that matched my gele, sliding my palms over the silky 
texture, I recalled how I used to run my hands over Mama‘s 
Aso oke fabrics. 

 It was really Esther who always wanted to gaze forever 
at the several colours and designs mother had accumulated 
over the years from weddings and funerals of family and 
friends.  Sometimes when Mother had travelled, she would 
tie the gele around her head and drape the matching ipele 
across her body and dance. It became her favourite pass 
time, dancing without music, a gele  tied elegantly around 
her head. They came on one of such days, carrying  petrol in 
kegs,  yellow plastic kegs that had previously held cooking 
oil like the ones standing on our kitchen shelf that day. 
Mother was away in Ghana buying kente for her shop. 

  The day was supposed to go like the last one in the 
slightly different routine we adopted when Mama was not 
around. We would go to Baba‘s room in the afternoon so 

that Baba would wake early to prepare breakfast and do the 
housework. Though at that time, Esther and I were out of 
secondary school waiting for admission into the university 
and we did nothing but watch movies all day, Baba forbade 
us from doing housework. Even our clothes were washed by 
a washerwoman who came every Saturday. Perhaps it was 
his apology, his insistence that we were children not 
slaves,his cleaning up after us.             

Esther would dance her heart out in front of the mirror 
while Baba took his afternoon nap. I would lie on the bed 
thinking of the night ahead bracing myself to suck my 
father‘s nipple with the same calm that Esther rode him. 
Baba would call us to his room, Esther would go in front 
slipping off the ipele with the gele still tied elegantly on her 
head. I would follow quaking. Esther would be calm  taking 
Baba‘s penis in her mouth until the first whoosh of air and 
running to the bathroom to vomit, the gele would be 
undone by the time she returned, still wrapped around her 
head but with the edges hanging limply around her 
shoulder. She would rub Vaseline into herself then and 
climb unto Baba, ride him perfectly in a way that made him 
hug her close after he came. 

 But I would fumble, bite too hard, lick too soon and 
slop too much saliva on the nipples. And sometimes when I 
caught sight of Esther‘s face, the expressionless calm of it as 
though she was about to drift to sleep with her eyes wide 
open, something would shift inside me and I would urinate, 
the hot liquid sliding down my thighs onto the rugged 
floor. But only Esther would notice wrinkling her nose 
slightly as she thrust even harder. After, would brush our 
teeth and eat the dinner that Baba had cooked and stored 
away in vacuum coolers when he came back from work. 

But none of this happened that day. The men must 
have known it was not really our house, that we were Ijebus 
so we did not belong to any side. They must have known 
the landlord very well, a  popular London based Ife man 
who had married a Modakeke wife. We would never know 
which side of the two warring groups they belonged to 
because of this marriage that crossed the lines of age long 
hostilities.  

We saw the men through the window of our room, 
swarming on the house, quietly, not like the angry mob I 
had seen in Primary school who screamed as they burnt our 
school and cut off our Headmistress‘ head while I urinated 
on my body where I hid with my classmates in the school 
toilet. I still cannot remember whether she was Ife or 
Modakeke, and I soon forgot her, until that day when the 
men swarmed wordlessly around our house with hard faces 
and yellow kegs. They were spraying  petrol into the house 
before we got out. The choky smell of petrol was filling our 
room as the liquid spilled through the rusted netting on the 
window to the floor, the bed, everywhere. 

When we got to the front door one of them was 
knocking. 

―Anybody else is inside house?‖ He asked half-heartedly 
spraying petrol on the front door. 

―Nobody‖ I said loudly, louder than I needed too, so 
loud that he stopped spraying the petrol and stared at me 
with bloodshot eyes. 

―Baba is…‖ Esther started. 
I dragged her away from the house towards the gate. 
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―Nobody!‖ I yelled even louder this time pushing my 
face into hers till our noses touched 

 ―Nobody?‖ She asked looking back at the house. I 
followed her gaze. The men had set fire to the house from 
every angle. It began to burn quickly, the flames leaping 
after the path of the petrol. I watched the house as the men 
left leaving their legs hitting the metal of the gate, giving 
off discordant sounds as they moved out of the compound. 

―But look! Look!‖ She pointed at the window where the 
flames had eaten the netting and cracked the glass leaving 
only the burglary proof. A few meters away, Baba stood 
behind a burning settee, shouting something I couldn‘t hear 
because Esther was screaming. 

I turned away from the house to face Esther who was 
screaming louder than the crackling sound of wood, glass 
and brick that was giving way with her hands stuck in her 
anus. 

―There is nobody in there‖ I screamed ―Nobody, no 
room, no house, no vomiting, nothing!‖ I screamed unable 
to move in spite of the heat on my back, in spite of the 
sweat pouring down Esther‘s face. It was important to me 
that she understood, that she forget, that she stopped 
looking at the house as though there was somebody there 
about to get out at any moment. 

―There is nobody?‖ she asked her voice childish, unsure. 
―Nobody‖ I replied nodding over and over like an 

agama gone mad. 
I dragged her out of the gate down the dusty road to 

the nearest uncompleted building. She held my hand in a 
tightly and we watched the house together. It was a mosaic 
of colours, a crumbling bright orange cube hurling black 
smoke at a clear blue sky. 

―Doesn‘t it look beautiful?‖ I said to Esther. 
Esther looked at me as though she was seeing 

something in me she had never seen before. Something that 
made her shiver in the heat of the afternoon. Something 
that made her untie her gele, wrap it around both our 
shoulders  and cuddle me close before holding my hands in 
her vicelike  grip again. 

I thought about all this as I knelt with Deji before my 
Mother and Uncle who represented my father at the 
traditional ceremony to receive their blessings. A part of me 
knew then that I would run out of the church the next day, 
that I would race to my flat and lock myself in for three 
days, letting Esther in on the third day.  

 ―Why did you do it?‖ Esther asked when she came to 
my flat that third day. Looking at me with the same 
expression she had had as we watched Peace Villa burn, as 
though she was again seeing something in me that she had 
never seen before. 

― I needed to ask you some questions‖ 
―That‘s why you did it? What questions?‖ Her pencilled 

in brows  shot up towards her hairline. 
―Do you still stick your hands into your anus during 

sex?‖  The question  stretched across the room like an over 
extended rubber band threatening to snap back and sting 
me sharply. Esther patted her buttocks and sat on a chair as 

though the weight of my words had pushed her down and 
sunk her into the armchair. There were more questions, 
naked questions dancing around in my head, questions I 
wanted to ask her. Did her eyes sometimes sting with tears for no 
reason in the middle of a passionate embrace? Did all feeling 
sometimes evaporate, leaving her with an empty yearning even when 
she moaned and purred, clawing and caressing in a vain search for 
her lost lust. Did she sometimes want to strangle a man who was 
cuddling her close and whispering sweet words like “angel” and 
“princess” into her ears? 

 ―He used to cry at first you know, that was before 
you joined us. Mama washed me the first few times, in the 
bathroom next to her room. She never said anything. She 
would just carry me out of Baba‘s room with him still 
crying and washed me with her bathing soap the one 
imported from Britain.‖ She sighed and stood up, came to 
me and hugged me, whispering into my ears. 

―I am sorry Jibike. We cannot die here, we have to 
move… to live… somehow. You should call Deji. I think 
he really loves you, he may understand.‖ 

 Then she left patting her buttocks as she went out 
promising to check on me later in the week. 

 
 
I stare at Deji‘s oily nose now and wish I had made sure 

it was Esther on the other side before opening the door. 
―Can I come in?‖ he asks in a tired voice  
―No‖ I say. 
 He is already trying to cross the threshold when I say 

this. He stops with one foot a few centimetres from the 
floor and scratches his head. 

 ‗Step back out of my house‘ I say politely forcing the 
words past the tightness in my throat, blinking back the 
sting in my eyes. 

‗We have to talk.‘ 
‗I don‘t have to do anything Oladimeji‘ I call him by his 

full name and rub my palm along his jaw and tracing it to 
his ear. His eyes become heavy as I dip a forefinger into his 
ear hole, caressing the lobe. I withdraw it sharply and dip it 
into his mouth. He can taste the bitterness of the ear 
secretions but he can‘t resist, he sucks hard at my finger. 
When his hand reaches for my face, I jab the roof of his 
mouth with my nail. He gasps and I remove my hand. 

‗I do what I please‘ I say, ‗and right now, I don‘t want 
to talk to you.‘ 

I slam the door in his face. ―You need to talk to me, I 
can understand‖ he shouts through the door. I listen with 
my ear against the door as he shouts ―I love you! I still want 
to marry you. I will come here everyday if that is it men, I 
can understand men.‖ 

 But I know he doesn‘t know what he is saying. So I 
walk away to my room where I won‘t be able to hear his 
pleas. But if he comes back tomorrow, maybe I will talk to 
him. Tell him about everything from the beginning. 
Maybe.  

 
 

 

S 
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The Cadavers 
Eghosa Imasuen 

 
waen heard himself snore. 
This was something he had not 
become used to even though it 

had happened more than once. Ewaen 
knew he snored; it wasn‘t that. He 
had to know because Sissi would not 
let him not know.  But Sissi did not 
know this: that at times when waking 
up Ewaen could actually hear a snort 
or two of his sonorous breathing. And 
this morning as on the few other 
mornings – and afternoons, or 
evenings – when it happened, it still 
brought a smile to his face. 
     This asleep-smile was something 
to behold, Ewaen knew. He could 
imagine his girlfriend looking at his 
face as he woke. He could see Sissi 
smile in response to the slight, silly 
upturning of the corners of his mouth. 
How she would think that he was 
waking up from a pleasant dream. 
How she would watch him for a few 
more minutes, not interrupting 
whatever she thought he dreamt 
about. He longed for when she would 
whisper in his ear. Wake up, Ewaen. 
Wake up or you‘ll be late. Now that 
he was used to, but not to the point of 
being bored with it. No. He was used 
to it the way one became used to ice-
cream, or a sweaty tumbler of Gulder. 
Sissi‘s lips against his ear, whispering. 
She made his mornings smile, she did. 
Ewaen curled himself into a ball, his 
shin hitting the pillar of wood. 

     Pillar of wood? 
     Oh yes. Now he remembered. Sort of.  
     He opened his eyes and received his second surprise this morning. He was 
on the rug. He tasted it first – granules of sand mixed with lint – because his 
mouth was open and he had recently begun sleeping on his face. Sissi had 
suggested that sleeping face-down reduced snoring. 
     Still, he was surprised: sleeping face-down did not mean sleeping on the 
ground, did it? What was he doing down here?  
     He had not yet awakened enough to have the energy to move his head so he 
used his eyes. They took in through half-closed eyelids the foot of his bed that 
rested against his knee. They scanned across to the empty snow of an absent 
TV station. They glanced, and looked properly a moment later, at the socks 
that dangled in front of his face. Brown cuddly socks with a picture of Winnie 
the Pooh over each big toe, socks that smelled of old wrappers and an orange 
rind.  
     Sissi‘s feet. 
     What were Sissi‘s feet doing on his bed? Oh, that wasn‘t even a good 
question. A better one was this: if Sissi‘s feet were on his bed, why was he on 
the ground? 
     Oh, yes. The Onyinye argument. 
     Slowly other sounds joined his snoring. The banter of a morning at 
Aiwerioba Estate: water splashing into plastic buckets from the tap outside his 
window; the vroom-vroom of warmed-up cars. The noises, smells, and chatter 
from twenty-six kitchens travelled to him in waves, waves that drowned out the 
sound of his own snoring. 
 
¶ 
As arguments go, this was slowly becoming pyrrhic. There would be no winner. 
     ―I cannot believe you‘d call her name when we were in bed together. So you 
are dying for her?‖ 
     ―I didn‘t call her name.‖ But he did, didn‘t he? Ewaen spoke above the roar 
of the shower. He hoped the flat was now empty. It was nine already, everyone 
would have left for class. As the spray of cold water hit, cold water that helped 
to rouse him now that Sissi and her waking-tongue were on strike, he tried to 
play the tape back. The tape of last night. They had been in bed. She was on 
top. She always liked being on top. She liked to wrestle him for the position 

E 

Dreams deferred  
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and would give a whoop of triumph 
when he finally let her win. They had 
put on the condom before starting 
anything, even before Ewaen had all 
his clothes off – she said taking the 
break to put on the rubber later 
would kill the illusion of spontaneity. 
He now moved in her; he watched her 
climb towards her climax. He 
watched the reflection of the TV 
lights on her sweating breasts, he 
watched those breasts heave, watched 
them rise and fall, faster and faster. 
His hands were on her hips but his 
mind was on Anatomy, wasn‘t it? 
Yes, Anatomy. Tuesday. Cognition, 
association, and word play: that was 
what he used to prevent coming too 
soon. Think of a very bad book, last 
weekend‘s football scores – okay 
ignore the fact that Arsenal won. 
That mightn‘t work. The brain 
moved in mysterious ways. He had 
been thinking of when they would 
wake up if they kept this up for much 
longer, thinking if he‘d be late for 
class, thinking that it would be his 
turn to lead dissection tomorrow, that 
he would need to pack his pen torch, 
his lab coat, thinking that Onyinye 
would, as usual, be in front of the 
cadaver first, thinking that he would 
have to do better than last time, if 
only to prevent another argument 
with Onyinye. And as most brain 
teasers and association word games 
go, he had come full circle: if he 
didn‘t want to prevent another 
argument with Onyinye, he had to be 
awake early, he would have to end 
this quick. Sissi‘s breathing was faster 
now, irregular, more urgent. It 
wouldn‘t be long now. Ewaen had 
spoken, tried to say something. Sissi 
liked it when he called out her name. 
     Ewaen turned off the shower, dried 
himself with the blue towel, a 
souvenir from daddy‘s celebration of 
ten years as a banking entrepreneur. 
     That was what he had called out, 
her name. Sissi. Onyinye? But what 
did it matter? 
     ―What does it matter? I am your 
girlfriend! Not Onyinye. And you 
know I don‘t like you mixing with 
that stuck-up crew!‖ 
     Oh. Did he speak his thoughts? 
The shower was off. She heard. ―That 
was not what I meant, Sissi.‖ He 
hated using that name Sissi, but next 
to the full version, Akpanusikekesi, he 
felt he had no choice. No one called 

his girlfriend Akpanusikekesi. ―Okay, even if I said her name, what does it 
mean? You know she‘s in my Anatomy group; I was preoccupied with 
prepping for dissection today.‖ 
     ―You were preoccupied while making love to me? That is what I am now, a 
mercy fuh . . . you were doing it because of pity?‖ 
     Ewaen muffled his chuckle by biting on the towel. She still couldn‘t say the 
word. He came out of the toilet dragging under his feet a length of toilet paper 
he had stepped on. This drew a smile from his girlfriend. ―See how stupid you 
look. Comot that shit paper from your leg, my friend.‖ 
     Good, comedy usually worked. She had laughed. 
     ―So it‘s all forgive and forget?‖ Ewaen asked. 
     ―Forgive what? No. Go and ask your Onyinye what you and she have. 
When you‘ve done that, then we‘ll see.‖ 
     Sissi left. Ewaen stayed back for another ten minutes doing the things she 
normally helped him with. He dressed his bed, packed his videogame 
controllers in a heap by the TV stand, and swept. He heard his neighbours from 
next door, 42W, waking up. Noisy, as always. Doors banging shut, mosquito-
netted shutters swinging open. Boisterous laughter. Ewaen closed his room 
door.  
     Ewaen said see-you-later to his only flatmate who would still be at home 
after nine in the morning, Harry. Harry was washing clothes in the parlour. 
Ewaen was going to say something but stopped himself. Why waste spit. He 
knew what Harry riposte would be. 
     “Me, wash clothes outside? No, Ewaen. That na fuck up na. You no see the chicks 
don already wake up. They go laugh me say big boy no fit afford dry cleaners.” 
     Why were Lagos boys so full of it? Ewaen pointed at the puddle forming in 
the middle of the parlour. Harry nodded: I will mop up when I‘m done. 
     It was sunny outside. Nine in the morning. Vitamin D sun was what 
Professor Okafor called it. It was healthy; it made you grow strong bones. Yes. 
It also made trekking to class hell. 
     God, I hate sweating, Ewaen thought. He saw Tuvo from next door and 
shouted a greeting, ―Forty-Two-Warri! Una good morning o!‖ 
     ―Dude, aren‘t you late for lectures already?‖ The boys of 42W were all 
Warri boys. Ewaen had often wondered himself about the coincidence. They 
never went for lectures and this morning they already had the football out. 
They would still be sweating, playing ball when everyone else on the estate got 
back from class.  
     He waved at them. ―Today na Anatomy. I won‘t be late.‖ 
 
¶ 
     ―Don‘t put that in your mouth!‖ Onyinye said. Ewaen‘s pen dropped to the 
floor. It landed with a clatter that brought a look from Professor Okafor. 
Ewaen mouthed an apology and bent to pick it up. The pen had been on an 
absent-minded journey from the green atrophied muscles of their subject to his 
lips when Onyinye slapped it from his fingers.  
     Was he really going to put it in his mouth? 
     Ewaen supposed he was. He liked Anatomy that much. Sissi said it was the 
only subject that brought him to class. He felt his girlfriend‘s stare, a feeling of 
heat, a wire-mesh of light electricity on his back, and glanced up at the group 
working on cadaver number 4. Sissi looked away as soon as their eyes met; 
Ewaen put the pen in his pocket and smiled. 
     Anatomy was the only subject that disrupted Ewaen‘s conceit of feigned 
flippancy in school. His routine on other days was wake, play videogames, trek 
to the buka in front of estate, eat, sleep, maybe gist with the boys of 42W, play 
videogames till late at night, and sleep. He supposed that a few more meals 
could be interspersed within this routine. Maybe Sissi would come to visit; this 
would change the last two items in his daily itinerary to make love, no sleep, wake 
up hearing yourself snore, a whispered “Wake up, Ewaen,” from wet lips next to your ear, 
make love some more, and miss classes for the day.  
     But not on Tuesdays. On Tuesdays he would try to leave the estate before 
nine. Anatomy began at ten-thirty, so to kill the extra minutes waiting for the 
Pharmacy class to finish with their dissection, Ewaen and his friends would 
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drink tea at the Tea House. The Tea 
House was a brown Art-Deco hut just 
at the gate to the Medical faculty. It 
was run by the Filipino wife of one of 
their lecturers. Ewaen, Onyinye, Eric, 
and Taseh, and sometimes Sissi, 
would sit there sipping cups of the 
boiled green herb. Sissi didn‘t always 
sit with the four of them. When the 
bell rang they‘d make for class.  
     Ewaen had become used to the 
smell of formalin, so pungent that it 
left an acrid film on your tongue; he 
had adjusted to the yellow glow of 
incandescent light-bulbs swinging 
above the cadavers; to the click-clack 
of cock-shoes and high-heels on the 
white-tiled floors. He swam in a glow 
of expectation every time they were in 
Anatomy lab – great expectations and 
ambition. I will be a doctor after all; a 
good one, a surgeon. 
     ―Lift the ventral patch of skin 
medially, expose the forearm wrist 
flexors and trace the median nerve 
distally to the carpal tunnel.‖ Onyinye 
spoke and frowned at Ewaen. Ewaen 
thanked goodness he was dark, if he 
could blush he would have gone 
purple; he suddenly saw Onyinye with 
her shirt off, with her bare chest rising 
and falling, her shiny sweat reflecting 
the yellowish glow off the swinging 
incandescent light bulbs. It was 
absurd. His bulge, thankfully hidden 
by his lab coat, told him that it was 
sexy as hell. Especially now that 
Onyinye had gone red in the face. Her 
short reddish-brown hair seemed to 
stand on end.  
     No, Ewaen thought, he hadn‘t said 
anything out loud. 
     Onyinye was a tyrosinase-positive 
albino; this diagnosis had been made 
during physiology class by their 
lecturer at the beginning of second 
year. It, the diagnosis that is, made 
Onyinye self-aware. When she 
blushed she would try to hide it by 
holding an open book to her face. She 
did the same now, Ewaen saw. She 
held up the dissecting manual to her 
face as if ashamed that he had made 
her angry. Ewaen apologised to the 
dissector of the day, a bespectacled 
tribal-marked boy who had geek 
written all over his face. 
 
¶ 
The first thing they had noticed about 
Anatomy was that the textbooks had 
it all wrong. In the books nerves were 

yellow, arteries red, and veins blue. The muscles that were drawn in Gray‘s 
Anatomy were always bulky and coloured a juicy brownish red, just like beef. 
That wasn‘t the way Thriller‘s muscles looked. Or his nerves, or his arteries or 
veins. Everything, every tissue opened in front of Ewaen‘s group varied in 
colour between bright-green and a sickly greenish-brown. But they had been 
assured by Professor Okafor that when they became doctors, surgeons, or 
whatever speciality they chose after graduating, they would notice that the 
insides of living humans smelt the way a live wristwatch battery tasted and that 
it was all red. No yellow, no blue, no strings of carefully separated nerves, 
arteries, or veins. All red. 
     All the anatomy groups in Ewaen‘s class had named their cadavers. Eric and 
Taseh‘s group called theirs Fatty-bon-bon. She was a fat middle-aged woman 
who, according to Professor Okafor, had died after losing a particularly vicious 
battle of attrition with cancer. That she had maintained her weight during this 
battle surprised her dissectors. Thus her name. There was Billy Jean – a 
twenty-something year old whose broken ribs confirmed death following a car 
accident. She was being worked on by Sissi‘s group. Her official moniker was 
cadaver number 4. Prof. Okafor disliked the students naming the cadavers. He 
said that it was disrespectful to these fine, honourable people who had donated 
their remains to medical science. Ewaen thought only two of the one hundred 
and thirty-three-strong class fell for that line. Nobody donated their bodies to 
medical science here. Maybe in some oyibo country were the idea denoted 
romantic notions of altruism. In Nigeria nobody was that idealistic. Look at 
Thriller, Ewaen and Onyinye‘s cadaver. Prof Okafor had quickly said that he 
had been executed for armed robbery. He had said this and hurried along that 
first day of Anatomy Orientation. But the more Ewaen‘s group dissected, the 
more they studied their subject, the more they reached a different conclusion. 
     Onyinye had first voiced what was in all their minds one afternoon after 
dissection a month ago. They had just started on his torso, had had to work 
around bullet wounds, had had to dig out pellets long forgotten from a police 
shotgun. 
     ―Does the army execute with shotguns?‖ Onyinye had asked. They sat in 
C6. The garage beer parlour owned by one of their lecturers. It smelled of fish 
guts and goat hair, and beer; thankfully these flavours never got into the 
pepper-soup. 
     Eric had sat beside Onyinye. His long head, balding, was bigger than 
Onyinye‘s head and neck combined. They made a nice couple, even as far as 
embodying the cliché of finishing each other‘s sentences. He smiled at 
Onyinye‘s question and asked, ―Did you really think he was killed in a firing 
squad?‖ 
     ―How do you mean?‖ Ewaen had asked.  
     It was early evening that day. The shade of the ebelebo tree, under which 
they sat drinking, leaked drops of water from a hesitant mid-April rain. Ewaen 
sat with his back to the road. Behind him he could hear a practical 
demonstration of physics – the waxing and waning of passing cars came to his 
ears; a Doppler Effect dance of sound. Four of them sat at the table that 
evening. They were always four of them; Ewaen, Onyinye, Taseh, and Eric. 
Sissi didn‘t mix well with this crew. Ewaen didn‘t know why: she just didn‘t. 
     They all knew the answer to Ewaen and Onyinye‘s questions: Taseh, plump, 
red-faced, and almost always drunk, even after he said, ―Maybe na accidental 
discharge;‖ Eric, big-headed lover boy, the only one in the clique with a car, an 
old Volkswagen that belched black smoke each time it moved a kilometre; even 
Ewaen and Onyinye knew the answer. Why did they call cadaver number five 
Thriller? He was emaciated; his closed eyelids sunken, his jutting cheekbones 
draped with too tight skin, his cracked lips pulled back over green teeth. His 
muscles were thin strips of tissue that came away with no difficulty from the 
overlying skin. The bullet wounds were in his back. And they were shotgun 
wounds. The army, which carried out state-sanctioned executions, did not use 
shotguns. Anyone who had watched a televised Bar Beach execution knew this. 
Thriller was maybe an awaiting-trial guy. He had probably spent months in a 
dark cell waiting for a family to come ask for him. He had probably been killed 
when a guiltier, more affluent, bigger-spending murderer was let go and the 
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police had to produce the dead body 
of someone shot while trying to 
escape. Onyinye still tilted to the 
innocent-bystander-killed-by-a-stray-
bullet story. Ewaen had agreed with 
Taseh that maybe he was a victim of 
accidental discharge. But Eric insisted 
that Thriller had been in prison for a 
long time; he pointed to his wasted 
muscles, to his concave stomach. He 
wanted them to have no pity for the 
criminal who eventually became 
cadaver number 5, who became 
Thriller. Eric made them wonder – 
since they all felt pity for Thriller – 
what he would have done to each of 
them if they had met him on a dark 
night in a lonely city. No pity. 
     All of this might have been true, 
but it still spoiled their evening that 
Tuesday from a month ago. They 
agreed to avoid bringing up Thriller 
over beer again.  
 
¶ 
―See I told you. Taseh would make 
it.‖ 
     They all turned and followed Eric‘s 
gaze. Taseh jogged in the rain 
towards them, his rolls of fat 
bouncing (Ewaen could swear he 
heard the rolls slapping against 
themselves) and his white lab coat 
drawn across his shoulders and over 
his head, serving as a makeshift 
umbrella. Anatomy had been finished 
for about two hours. Sissi had gone 
back to her room in the hostel. 
Ewaen, after looking for her and 
deciding that she was still upset with 
him, had jumped into Eric‘s car with 
Onyinye and come to C6. 
     ―What were you guys talking 
about?‖ Taseh asked. He had just 
downed a glass of beer in record time 
and spoke as he wiped the foam from 
his mouth with his shirtsleeve. 
     ―Ewaen and Onyinye will not stop 
talking about their cadaver. Wetin 
una call am again?‖ 
     ―Thriller,‖ Onyinye said. 
     ―I thought we had decided to stop 
doing that,‖ Taseh said. ―You guys 
are lucky that he looks like Michael 
Jackson‘s zombie. At least all you 
dissect is muscle and skin. You should 
see Fatty-bon-bon, our cadaver. And 
they say she died from cancer. I‘m 
dreading the day we get to Abdomen 
in class. Her insides must be all 
mush.‖ 

     ―Hey! Make una stop am. Can‘t you see I‘m eating?‖ Ewaen spoke out of a 
mouthful of goat meat pepper-soup. His nose ran. He did not want to talk 
about the cadavers today. It was Tuesday. His girlfriend was angry with him. It 
was a day to get footloose and party. 
     ―So wetin be the waka for today?‖ Taseh asked. 
     Ewaen looked at Eric. Eric didn‘t disappoint. ―Oboy, my allowance just 
landed. I say we hit the town this evening. What do you think, Onyinye? Let‘s 
go for a drive in my limousine.‖ 
     ―Eric, your tortoise-car may be called many things. Please never call it a 
limousine.‖ 
     Ewaen watched his friends laugh; the way Eric used it as an excuse to rest 
his hand on Onyinye‘s lap; the way Onyinye eyes didn‘t laugh like her mouth 
did, the way she didn‘t seem to notice what he was doing even though she still 
managed to pick up his hand between forefinger and thumb like it was 
something rotten and drop it on the table; and the way the most boisterous of 
them did it. Taseh threw his head back over the head of his chair and let out a 
loud guffaw. Other patrons, medical students, young doctors, their girlfriends, 
turned and stared. Was this what Sissi didn‘t like? Did she want to be only the 
one who made him laugh, who made him happy. Ewaen pushed away his plate. 
He emptied his glass of beer. He spoke. ―So when will you guys be ready? All I 
have to do is reach my room and change.‖ 
     ―And your girlfriend? Will you be taking permission from her today? Abeg 
don‘t tell her we are going to the club o. I no dey for her wahala o.‖ 
     Eric could be an arse when he wanted to. Ewaen knew this and ignored him. 
He would not tell Sissi that he was going clubbing tonight. They were 
quarrelling. He looked at Onyinye‘s hands, the fingers she had used in 
removing Eric‘s paws from her lap, and for some reason he remembered the 
vision from dissection: her naked chest, the swinging light bulb. Ewaen would 
go clubbing today; he would enjoy himself. 
     ―I will branch your estate at seven P.M.,‖ Eric said. ―We will all be in the 
car. So be ready.‖  
 
¶ 
     They left the club early.  
     De Limit had been packed with people: Jandons, returnees from Austria and 
Germany, with rolled up Cartini jeans and garish jewellery; Old-Papa Aristos 
with svelte students writhing on their laps; medical students celebrating passed 
exams. The confraternity boys stood in groups in dark corners, their faces lit up 
in flashes by the disco lights: all grim expressions and hard-guy poses. Ewaen 
didn‘t dance. He drank his beer (he nursed two bottles of Gulder over three 
hours – who could blame him. They cost triple the outside rates). It wasn‘t the 
meagre amount of alcohol that he had consumed that made him melancholic. 
He missed her. He missed Sissi. Everyone around him danced. Taseh got drunk, 
Eric and Onyinye wouldn‘t keep their hands off each other. Eric‘s hands, the 
same hands that, earlier, had been like poison on Onyinye‘s laps, wandered 
everywhere else during the four hours they had been in the club. The boy and 
girl had snuck off to what were decidedly not unisex bathrooms. To ease 
ourselves, Onyinye had said. 
     Yeah, right. 
     When Eric and a flush-faced Onyinye returned from the loo and announced 
that they‘d be leaving for campus, Ewaen was happy. He ran off to pull Taseh 
away from impending disaster; the plump joker had been on an Aristo‘s girl all 
night. Ewaen figured he had just saved his friend from getting beat up by Oga‘s 
goons. 
     ―Why are we leaving so early?‖ Taseh had asked.  
     Early? It‘s bloody 3 A.M. in the morning. 
     Taseh continued complaining all the way out of the club: ―It‘s only 3 A.M. 
Oh, Eric and Onyinye again? That‘s why I don‘t like going out with those 
two.‖ 
     Ewaen had ignored his tipsy whining and half-led, half-dragged him to their 
car. 
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     They were now on Sapele Road; 
the next junction off First would take 
them to Lagos Road, and then it 
would be a straight trip to Uniben. 
Eric‘s Volkswagen had a loud sound 
system, loud enough to drown out the 
rattle of its engine as the 
speedometer‘s needle nudged 100. 
Snoop Dogg drawled out the lyrics to 
Gin and Juice over Dre‘s syncopated 
beats. The four of them sang along 
with the chorus, laughing and 
shrieking when they came to the line, 
―Rolling down the street, smoking 
indo . . . Laid back!‖ 
     Ewaen, from his perch in the back 
seat, looked out the window at a city 
asleep. When he got back to school he 
would tell Eric to drive past Estate; he 
would come down with Onyinye at 
Female Medical Hostel. Okay, so 
Onyinye wouldn‘t be going back to 
the hostel; he would still make Eric 
drop him off there. He pictured 
himself as Romeo. Yes, he would 
make an arse of himself at his Sissi-
Juliet‘s window all night. He would 
remember some lines from secondary 
school literature class and shout them 
as loud as he could until she forgave 
him. And then he would run off 
before the Hostel matron descended 
on him. Yes, it would work. Ewaen 
sank back into his seat. He looked 
across to where Taseh snored and he 
smiled his asleep-smile as he 
remembered this morning. A few 
streetlights, islands of brightened red 
dirt separated by miles of gloom, flew 
by the car windows. Even the 
maiguards who stayed up late to serve 
hot tea and boiled noodles had closed 
up.  
     3 A.M. Bad hour.  
     Everyone locked up early in Benin. 
It was the robberies of the last few 
weeks. Eric had decided that these 
had increased after the military 
governor dismantled the police 
checkpoints after too many 
complaints of accidental discharge. 
But they had no reason to fear, as Eric 
always said. Any robbers who stopped 
them would instead dash him money 
for driving such a jalopy. 
     Ewaen noticed the light first. Far 
in front of them, along a darkened, 
unlit stretch of tarmac, red, first 
brightening to a small glare then 
growing dull again. The pulsations 
interrupted his thoughts about 
serenading Sissi from under Juliet‘s 

balcony. Eric and Onyinye still sang Snoopy‘s lyrics. Taseh snored in the back 
beside him. What was that? 
     Eric sped on, oblivious to the small knot that was tightening in Ewaen‘s 
belly. Why didn‘t Ewaen speak up? Why didn‘t he say: Eric see that light? 
Wetin be that?  
     Too late a torchlight shone in front of them, its glare blinding. 
     ―Stop!‖ 
     ―Park or we shoot!‖ 
     ―Park for checking!‖ 
     To Ewaen it seemed like the panned shot from a movie, a Hollywood 
Swords and Sandals epic.  
     Eric hit the breaks.  
     Snoop Dogg still sang over Dre‘s beats. It seemed an odd soundtrack to 
what was happening. Rolling down the street, smoking indo, sipping on gin and juice. 
. .   
     The side of the street where the policemen stood passed by in slow motion: 
Ewaen saw the open mouths, the surprise on the policemen‘s faces. He saw the 
one with the torch; he saw the torch slowly move to his head; he saw the 
policeman mouth, ―Noooo!‖  
     Laid back! With my mind on my money, and my money on my mind. 
     Ewaen saw the flickering red light in another policeman‘s hand. In the short 
time he had left Ewaen didn‘t know how sure he was that it was marijuana and 
not a cigarette.  
     Somewhere he heard Onyinye scream; a trailing sound like the vroom of a 
passing car driving past to eternity, do not pass go, do not collect two hundred. 
     He did not hear the car hit the concrete base of the unlit streetlight. He did 
not feel the Volkswagen roll over, again and again and again. He did not hear 
the grinding of metal, or the squeal of useless brakes on upturned tires. He did 
not hear Taseh awaken with a cry of indignant surprise. He would not hear 
anything, not ever again. 
 
¶ 
     ―Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.‖ 
     ―Shut up my friend!‖ Inspector Benson screamed at the whimpering idiot 
beside him. ―Put out that igboh. I told you to pay attention to the road! Idiot.‖ 
Benson dragged the constable by his collar and slapped him to the ground. He 
was going to kick him to death. He was going to kill him. Two of his men, 
corporals, had run ahead to where the Volkswagen lay on its roof, the tires 
spinning. Something had leaked to the ground around its cabin, a slowing 
spreading puddle that reflected the light from their swinging torches. Benson 
pulled his right boot back, ready to land a kick to the constable‘s belly. He was 
dragged back. 
     ―Oga stop. Stop!‖ Sergeant Denmark pulled him back. He hugged Inspector 
Benson from behind, whispering in his ear, ―Make we go look the car. Make we 
go see.‖ Benson‘s head still rang with anger. His nostrils burned, expelling 
wind from the furnace that was his chest. This idiot! This big fool! Keep your 
eyes on the road. Do not let anybody pass. Watch the logs we‘ve placed across 
the road. Shine your torch on them, no, not on the car, you idiot! On the logs. 
Put out that igboh. Put out that weed! 
     The sergeant and the inspector ran to where the Volkswagen lay. He saw 
the look on the constables‘ faces but still hoped. He saw the puddle of – Please 
God, let it be radiator water, let it be petrol. But he knew it was blood. Okay, 
so someone was injured, maybe dead. They could still be armed robbers. He 
had seen that the car was full; four armed robbers. He would get a golden 
handshake from that Anatomy professor at the university if he brought him 
four cadavers. As Inspector Benson drew closer, he calculated what he would 
tell his DPO: Ah yes, on a tipoff my men pursued the gang of notorious thieves 
along the expressway. No! We didn‘t erect a checkpoint, sir. Yes, we know 
checkpoints are banned. The Inspector made a note to himself. He would have 
the logs his men had dragged across the expressway removed; removed before 
anyone saw them. Thank God it was just past three, the roads wouldn‘t be full 
of the convoys returning from that night club on Sapele Road for another two 
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hours. They would have time to do 
this. Yes, as I was saying, DPO: we 
pursued the armed robbers and due to 
our superior driving skills they 
crashed into an unlit streetlight. Yes 
we got them, sir. Yes we did – 
     Then he saw the passenger in the 
front seat. Earrings reflected the light 

off the corporal‘s torch, earrings that hung from blood-stained ears, from an 
upside-down blood-stained face. The driver‘s hand was on her lap.  
     ―Cadavers, all of them,‖ one of the corporals said.  
     Inspector Benson‘s eyes rested on the girl‘s face, he looked at her unseeing 
eyes and knew what he must do. 
     ―Sergeant Denmark, pick that idiot constable off the ground. Corporals 
come back here and help me move these logs. We are going back to the station 
to report a car accident.‖ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Quote  

“So let me set down what has to be done, and maybe 
hurry creation, which is about two steps ahead of 

destruction.” 
 

MAXINE HONG KINGSTON 

 

S 
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The Last Straw  
Ayodele Morocco-Clarke 

 
desuwa snuck round the uncompleted building 
that lay next door to her compound. She inched 
her head round the wall of the building to try to 

catch a glimpse of Mama Sunday, the owner of the corner 
store that was located opposite the compound which housed 
the room that made up her living quarters.  She could not 
see Mama Sunday from her position behind the wall and 
desperately hoped that she was nowhere around. She inched 
forward slowly and made a mad dash for her compound as 
soon as she was clear of the wall. 
 
Panting, she put her key into the massive padlock that 
secured the door to the room that doubled as her living 
room and bedroom. Once inside, she bolted the door 
behind her and collapsed into the tattered armchair that lay 
nearest to the door. There was no electricity to power the 
fan and it was stifling hot inside the room, but Adesuwa 
dared not open the windows, as that would have alerted 
Mama Sunday to her presence at home. As things stood, she 
hoped that Mama Sunday was too busy to notice that the 
massive padlock, which was always on the door while she 
was out, was no longer there. Adesuwa felt like a fugitive in 
her own home; indeed she was. She owed Mama Sunday a 
lot of money and had been unable to make good her debts.  
 
Adesuwa was a teacher at the local primary school. As a 
child, she had always dreamt of going into the teaching 
profession. Growing up, she had thought that there was 
nothing better than being involved in moulding the minds 
of young children. Teaching them the basics, nurturing 
them and watching in delight as they discovered new 
things. In the good old days, teaching was regarded as the 
most noble of all professions and teachers were revered. 
What better way was there to spend ones‘ life than in 
dedication to the future leaders of the society? 
 
The day Adesuwa got her teacher training qualifications 
was the proudest day of her life. For her, it was a fulfilment 
of a life-time ambition. She looked forward to starting her 
job at Edo Community Primary School, which was the local 
primary school.  
 
Almost every romantic notion that Adesuwa had about the 
teaching profession was shattered within a year of her 
starting the new teaching job. To begin with, teachers were 
no longer revered by everyone like they were in the old 
days. In addition to this, pupils did not show respect to 
teachers and did not hesitate to talk back at the slightest 
opportunity. To make matters worse, a few of the older 
pupils had been known to threaten and on one or two 
occasions, assault school teachers. All these were enough to 
disillusion Adesuwa.  
 
However, to add insult upon injury, teaching was one 
profession in which employees were not guaranteed their 
wages. Adesuwa and her colleagues had to go several 
months at a stretch without receiving any salary. There was 
even a time when they had to go for eleven months without 
receiving a penny in salary. The local government had only 

paid them some of their salary arrears when there was a 
massive hue and cry in all the print and electronic media. 
On numerous occasions, teachers had to go on strike in 
protest of the poor conditions of schools, but most strikes 
were because the teachers had not been paid their salaries 
for months on end. 
 
Adesuwa sighed as she removed her sweat drenched blouse. 
She tried to find a more comfortable position on the lumpy 
armchair. She had not received any salary for the last six 
months she worked at the school. She had barely survived 
by privately tutoring some pupils and had used the stipend 
she had received to try and offset a little of her debts. 
Unable to offset most of the debts, her creditors had 
become impatient and a few had even turned nasty. Top of 
the list of creditors were Mama Sunday and the landlord.  
 
In a bid to avoid both the landlord and Mama Sunday, 
Adesuwa had taken to leaving home very early in the 
morning, only to return well after sunset. She had only 
returned home early today because she knew that the 
landlord had travelled for a few days. Her last encounter 
with the landlord had been demeaning, with her grovelling 
for an extension of time within which to come up with the 
backlog of the rent she owed.  
 
That experience was tame when compared to the utterly 
humiliating confrontation she had with Mama Sunday 
yesterday. Adesuwa had overslept and had not been able to 
get away before sunrise as she usually did. To Adesuwa‘s 
chagrin, Mama Sunday had accosted her as she attempted 
to sneak out, shouting on her at the top of her voice. Mama 
Sunday had accused Adesuwa of being a ―fraudulent, good 
for nothing teacher‖ who wanted to ―swallow and inherit‖ 
the money she owed her for the entire foodstuff she had 
bought on credit. She shouted her accusations while 
intermittently clapping her hands together and performing 
a semi pre-war dance. As was habitually the case in such 
situations, a good sized crowd had gathered to witness her 
show of shame. Adesuwa was mortified. All her entreaties 
fell on deaf ears as Mama Sunday yanked at the top of her 
blouse, holding it in a vice-like grip that was the typical 
local stance adopted by creditors over defaulting debtors. 
She had only let go upon the intervention of the old man 
that lived three houses away after extracting a promise from 
Adesuwa that she would pay her by the next day at the very 
latest. By this time, Adesuwa‘s blouse was badly creased as 
well as a little dirty and she was very late for work. She 
hurried off with as much dignity as she could under those 
circumstances with the crowd that had gathered, parting 
like the biblical Red Sea to let her through. 
 
Adesuwa sighed again as she thought of her previous day 
humiliation and tried to blink back the tears that were 
threatening to burst loose from her eyes. She wondered how 
she was going to get money to pay Mama Sunday and her 
landlord. She knew that her other creditors will exercise 
more patience regarding the outstanding debts she owed 

A 
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them, but neither mama Sunday nor the landlord would 
listen to any excuses. Their patience had clearly run out.  
 
She did not blame them. After all, they had their own 
financial obligations too. She blamed the local government 
who had not paid her any salary for the past six months. 
She blamed the society that sat back complacent while less 
privileged citizens were robbed of their rights. For the 
umpteenth time since she started working as a teacher, 
Adesuwa cursed her luck in being in a thankless and 
unappreciated profession. It was just her kind of luck that 
she would be lumped in this kind of society. 
 
♣ 
Adesuwa adroitly picked her way through the fresh fish 
stalls in evening market at Sapele Road wrinkling her nose 
at the overpowering odours that permeated the atmosphere. 
She was busy haggling with a fish seller over the price of a 
scraggly looking fish when she felt someone tap her on the 
shoulder and call out her name. She turned around and was 
surprised to find her old classmate Rosie standing behind 
her. She had not seen Rosie in almost eight years since she 
moved away from her old neighbourhood and they had lost 
contact. 
 
―Oh my God, Rosie!‖ she screamed giving her a warm hug. 
―What are you doing here? The last I heard of you, I was 
told that you had emigrated to Europe somewhere.‖ 
 
―Fancy seeing you here,‖ Rosie exclaimed. ―You are right. I 
live in Italy now and have been living there for the past four 
years. How have you been?‖ 
 
―I am fine, thank you for asking. You know in this country 
we are just managing, but I thank God for his daily 
mercies. What are you also doing here in the market?‖ 
 
―I came here with my cousin who wanted to buy some fresh 
fish,‖ Rosie replied indicating the young woman that stood 
quietly to one side with a shy smile on her face. 
 
Adesuwa and Rosie stood chatting and catching up with 
one another‘s lives in front of the stall until the fish seller 
who Adesuwa had previously been haggling with grew 
impatient and snapped at them.  
 
―Abeg if you people know you no wan buy fish, make you move 
comot from my stall make other beta customers come buy fish from 
my hand. I say make una comot from here. No come spoil market 
for me abeg,‖ she said shooing them away from her stall. 
 
They moved away from the fish stall and Adesuwa forgot 
all about buying fish. It was decided that Adesuwa would 
follow Rosie and her cousin home so that they could catch 
up some more. Once they got to the family home, Rosie 
took Adesuwa to the room that had been allocated to her 
for the duration of her stay. 
 
Once they settled down in the room, Rosie regaled 
Adesuwa with tales of her exploits in Italy. She painted a 
picture so vibrant, indulgent and extravagant that Adesuwa 
was filled with wonder and envy. She in turn intimated 

Rosie about her job and the plight of teachers in the 
country. In contradistinction to Rosie‘s privileged life, 
Adesuwa painted a picture so bleak that Rosie was instantly 
moved to pity. 
 
They spent hours in rumination and it was quite late when 
Adesuwa decided to return home. Rosie saw her off to the 
bus stop and waited with her until the bus came. Before 
Adesuwa boarded the bus, Rosie pushed something into the 
palm of her hand. Adesuwa looked down and saw from the 
dim light of the combi bus that it was a fifty Euro note. 
Tears sprang to her eyes as she thanked Rosie profusely. 
They hugged and Rosie promised to visit Adesuwa in the 
coming week. Adesuwa boarded the bus and waved 
goodbye to Rosie who had started to walk back home.  
 
On the journey home, Adsesuwa did a mental calculation of 
all the debts she owed and how she was going to spend the 
money that Rosie had given to her. In her estimation, the 
fifty Euros should fetch over eight thousand Naira on the 
black market. She owed the landlord three thousand Naira 
for her rent arrears of six months. She owed Mama Sunday 
one thousand eight hundred and seventy Naira and had 
some other minor debts which cumulatively amounted to 
approximately seven hundred Naira. She decided that in 
addition to clearing her rent arrears, she would pay the 
landlord an advance of one thousand, five hundred Naira 
for three months rent and thereby save herself from future 
hassles from the landlord. Hopefully, before the rent 
advance was exhausted, the local government would have 
paid their arrears of salary.  
 
The next morning, Adesuwa did not dodge around 
buildings as she left to go to work. She did not sneak out of 
her room at the crack of dawn as she had been doing for 
quite a long time. She did not cast surreptitious glances at 
Mama Sunday‘s shop before running with her heart 
thumping with fear like a rat that had a hungry cat hot on 
its tail. No, Adesuwa walked tall. She walked like someone 
who had money in her pocket. She walked like someone 
who had the right to be walking on the street because she 
belonged there. She walked with her head held high and a 
jaunty spring in her step. 
 
Adesuwa boldly strode up Mama Sunday‘s shop and threw 
her a hearty greeting. ―Mama Sunday, Good morning,‖ she 
said cheerily. 
 
―Good morning my dear,‖ Mama Sunday replied with 
warmth concluding prematurely that Adesuwa had come to 
settle her outstanding bill. There was a big smile on her face 
showing her chipped and discoloured front tooth. 
 
―Mama Sunday, I just came to tell you that I will be 
settling my bill in full later this evening.‖ 
 
The smile on Mama Sunday‘s face disappeared faster than 
water would disappear down a parched throat. She got up 
from the stool she had been sitting on and when she opened 
her mouth, the voice that emanated was several decibels 
higher than the one she had used to reply Adesuwa‘s 
greetings. 
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―Do not give me that nonsense. Do you hear me?‖ she 
asked, and before Adesuwa could reply she continued.  ―I 
say do not give me that nonsense. You must think that I 
was born yesterday. What do you take me for? A fool? she 
asked rhetorically. 
 
―But Mama Sunday…‖ 
 
―Don‘t Mama Sunday me,‖ came the rude interruption. 
―Don‘t you dare Mama Sunday me. You must pay me my 
money today. Today and not tomorrow or any other day. In 
fact, you must pay me my money now, you this good for 
nothing teacher.‖ 
 
Adesuwa spluttered with indignation. ―There is no need for 
any of this embarrassment Mama Sunday. Was it not me 
who came up to you to say that I was going to pay you your 
money today? Did you ask me for the money today or did 
you force the promise from me? Just because of a measly 
one thousand eight hundred and seventy Naira and you are 
acting like it is the end of the world,‖ Adesuwa retorted 
hotly. 
 
―Measly? MEASLY? Mama Sunday shouted in anger. 
 
―YES MEASLY,‖ Adesuwa shouted back. The Fifty Euros 
in her bag gave her a boldness which would have been 
referred to as Dutch courage had she had an alcoholic drink 
before the confrontation. ―Look,‖ she said, opening her bag 
and bringing out the money. ―I have your money here, only 
it is not in Naira yet. I need to go and change it from those 
Mallams that hang around the airport. They give a better 
exchange rate than the banks or Bureaux de Change.‖ 
 
Mama Sunday was no fool. She knew the power of foreign 
currency and although she was not familiar with the Euro, 
she knew that it must be worth something for Adesuwa to 
boldly stand up to her. Her anger dissipated as rapidly as 
air would from a punctured balloon and once again, she 
bestowed Adesuwa with her half-tooth smile. ―You should 
have said that before you let me start shouting. You get 
upset too easily,‖ she said in a pacifying tone. ―Please don‘t 
be angry. You know I need the money for my business and 
to keep body and soul together.‖ 
 
―I am sorry for shouting at you Mama Sunday,‖ Adesuwa 
apologised. ―I know you have been really patient with me 
and I really appreciate it. I will make sure I settle all my 
debts when I come back this evening.‖ 
 
―Okay. No problem,‖ Mama Sunday replied. ―Go well.‖ 
 
―Bye Mama Sunday. See you later.‖  
 
Later that evening, Adesuwa strode purposefully to Mama 
Sunday‘s shop to pay off her outstanding debt. Mama 
Sunday welcomed her with a bright smile.  
 
―Ah teacher, you are already here,‖ she said with pleasure. 
Always the shrewd businesswoman, who never missed an 
opportunity to make some money, she asked Adesuwa if 

she wanted to buy a drink since it was so hot. ―My drinks 
are ice cold,‖ she said in an attempt to promote her wares 
and pulled out a small rickety bench for her to sit on. 
 
Adesuwa perched her derriere daintily on the bench and 
engaged in some light banter with Mama Sunday after 
accepting the drink. Several minutes later, with an empty 
bottle balancing precariously on the other end of the shaky 
bench, Adesuwa was ready to go to her room so she opened 
her bag to bring out the money she had changed less than 
an hour before at the airport.  
 
She dipped her hand into the bag and rummaged around 
for the money. Her fingers encountered nothing but a few 
bits and bobs. Thinking that the money was hiding in a 
corner of the bag, Adesuwa lifted the bag to eye level and 
peered inside whilst still rummaging with one hand. What 
she saw flummoxed her. 
 
The money was nowhere in sight. There was a neat little 
slash at the side of the bag consistent with a cut made by a 
sharp knife. Adesuwa stared incredulously at the cut. 
Frantically, she searched the bag and tipped out its contents 
unto the bench. She scattered the contents on the bench 
and failing to find the money returned to the bag in rising 
panic. Her eyes were wide with disbelief and like someone 
possessed, she tore at the bag, turning it inside out. For a 
moment, her brain refused to accept that the money was 
gone and she got up from the bench and searched 
underneath it convincing herself that the money might have 
dropped out of the bag. Failing to find the money there, she 
started to search her person, shaking her blouse and dipping 
her fingers into her trouser pockets. She even went as far as 
putting her hands down her bra to check if she had put the 
money there and forgotten about it. Her heart sank with 
each unsuccessful effort and she tried desperately to quell 
the mounting hysteria bubbling within her. In her panic, 
she did not hear Mama Sunday ask what was wrong 
repeatedly until she felt her grasp her arm. 
 
―I‘m coming,‖ she said and promptly hurried off to retrace 
her steps right up to the bus stop. She searched very 
diligently going to and from the bus stop time and time 
again. Each time she widened her search and on numerous 
occasions combed the surrounding bushes which lay by the 
side of the road.  
 
Tears started to run down her face as the futility of her 
search finally dawned on her.  She trudged back to Mama 
Sunday‘s shop and plonked herself down on the bench. 
Once again, her luck was out because the old bench creaked 
loudly and collapsed beneath her weight sending her 
sprawling on to the floor. Adesuwa lay there weeping 
bitterly.  
 
Mama Sunday, who had managed to piece together the bad 
news, sympathetically tried to help her up and console her. 
Adesuwa spurned all offers of help and refused to be 
consoled. She lamented her fate and cursed those who had 
relieved her of her money. In one fell swoop, the light 
which had appeared at the end of the tunnel when Rosie 
gave her the money, seemed to have been irrevocably 
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snuffed out and now she was left to grope in the darkness of 
her unsettled debts. Once again, she would be reduced to 
hiding like a rat in a bid to avoid her creditors. She did not 
even know how long she would have a roof over her head 
for.  
 
Mama Sunday was not happy at the turn of events. She had 
already made plans for the money Adesuwa had intended 
paying her. She was angry that some greedy people had 
made away with the money that she had earmarked for her 
business. She could not take her immediate frustrations out 
on Adesuwa since she had suffered a great loss but she felt 
Adesuwa must have been careless with the money. She 
wondered how on earth someone would have their bag 
slashed and items taken from it without knowing, especially 
in this day and age where everyone knew that people were 
desperate for money. That was why she always carried her 
money around in a money pouch which was always 
strapped around her waist and always lay underneath her 
garments. 
 
Mama Sunday felt that under the circumstances that she 
could not ask Adesuwa to pay her outstanding debt. She 
empathised with Adesuwa, but business was business and 
she needed the money to provide for her family. She decided 
that she would let the matter of the debt rest for a few days 
or a week before broaching the subject with Adesuwa again. 
 

♣ 
In the days subsequent to the loss of her money, Adesuwa 
refused to leave her room except when nature called. She 
stopped going to work and could not be bothered to take a 
bath. She locked herself indoors and even the sweltering 
heat was not enough motivation to seek succour outside nor 
did the heat convince her to leave the door and window 
open to catch any breeze that nature might throw her way. 
 
In those succeeding dark days, Adesuwa contemplated 
suicide but felt too cowardly to follow any of her thoughts 
through. She constantly bemoaned her fate and cursed her 
ill luck. Matters were not helped by the expectations of her 
aged parents in the village who constantly wrote her letters 
demanding money or sent people who were coming into the 
city to deliver similar messages of demand to her. She knew 
her parents were not greedy and she had two young siblings 
who she was helping her parents cater for, but she could not 
even feed herself right now. Adesuwa was very desperate 
but saw no way out of her quagmire. Her landlord had 
religiously banged on her door everyday for the past five 
days threatening fire and brimstone. He guessed she was 
always inside ignoring him and had even threatened to 
remove the roof over her room if she did not cough up his 
money. There was no word from the government on when 
arrears of salaries were going to be paid and Adesuwa had 
no means of paying him. 
 
Adesuwa was lost in thought in her room one hot afternoon 
when she heard someone knocking on her door. She 
thought it might be the landlord again so she remained 
immobile, willing him away as it was to hot an afternoon to 
combine insults with the discomforts. The knocking 
continued for a few seconds, but the daily tirade was not 

forthcoming. Instead, she heard an almost familiar female 
voice calling her name. It took a few moments for her to 
place a face with the voice. The voice belonged to her friend 
Rosie. 
 
By the time realisation dawned, the knocking had stopped 
and the person had moved away from the door. Adesuwa 
hurriedly slid the bolt on the door back and poked her head 
out calling Rosie‘s name. 
 
Rosie was about to exit the building that housed Adesuwa‘s 
room when she heard her name called. Upon turning back, 
she saw Adesuwa‘s head poking out of the door and she 
turned back to the room. She had assumed that Adesuwa 
was out. 
 
On getting into the room, her senses were assailed by the 
stench of an unwashed body in a stuffy room. She wrinkled 
her nose daintily but was too polite to say anything. It was 
dark inside the room as the window was shut and Adesuwa 
had shut the door once again.  It was stifling hot inside the 
room and Rosie felt clammy less than a minute after 
stepping into the room. It took a while for Rosie‘s eyes to 
adjust to the darkness and when they did, she was shocked 
by what she saw. 
 
Adesuwa looked gaunt with her bloodshot eyes sunken in 
their sockets. Her clothes were threadbare and dirty and 
they hung off her emaciated looking body. Rosie could not 
believe that this was the same Adesuwa she had seen barely 
a week before. 
 
―Adesuwa, what is the matter?‖ she asked. ―Did someone 
die? Why are you sitting here in the dark? Are you 
alright?‖ The questions came out in quick succession. Rosie 
got up from the old armchair on which she sat and went to 
open the window saying ―This place is too hot and stuffy for 
the window to remain shut.‖ When she turned back to 
Adesuwa, she saw that her eyes were brimming with tears. 
 
―What‘s wrong dear?‖ she asked with compassion going to 
Adesuwa and enveloping her in a warm embrace. The 
kindness in Rosie‘s voice propelled the tears to flow freer 
and faster and Adesuwa crumpled in her arms, sobbing 
bitterly.  
 
She managed to narrate her ordeal in between a fit of 
hiccups and ineffectually controlled stutters. She concluded 
by telling Rosie that she was fed up of her pitiful existence 
and wished she could put an end to it all. 
 
―Don‘t be silly,‖ Rosie reprimanded quietly. ―Where there‘s 
life, there‘s hope. I don‘t have much money on me now, but 
take this five thousand naira. Use it to settle some of your 
debts and take care of your most pressing needs. I‘ll come 
back tomorrow and we will see what can be done. You 
really cannot continue to work for no wages. This country 
has a notorious reputation for quashing people‘s dreams and 
ambition.‖ 
 
Adesuwa did not know how to express her gratitude. She 
was grateful for the lifeline that had been thrown to her but 
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was at the same time embarrassed that she had to be bailed 
out twice in less than a week by a friend that she had not 
seen in several years. Tears of appreciation ran down her 
face and Rosie misunderstood them for tears of despair. 
 
―Come on Adesuwa, things will get better. Stop crying. 
You need to pull yourself together. Go and take a bath and 
when you come back, I have to go but I will come back 
tomorrow. We will work something out about your 
situation. I promise.‖ 
 
♣ 
Adesuwa took a look around the departure lounge of the 
Murtala Muhammed International Airport in Lagos. Her 
mother stood next to her beaming proudly. Her mother‘s 
smile was so wide that the contrast of her teeth with her 
skin made her look like a coconut which had been split in 
half. They were surrounded by various members of 
Adesuwa‘s extended family. Since nobody in her family had 
ever left the shores of Nigeria, everyone wanted to be at the 
airport to see her off.  
 
In a bid to do away with the touts who usually hug around 
the airport, there was a new airport policy in place. It had 
been a struggle trying to convince the security men at the 
airport entrance to let them all into the departure lounge 
and they had only been waved through after Adesuwa had 
‗greased‘ their palm with two thousand five hundred Naira. 
 
Rosie was on the queue for those people who were checking 
in and she beckoned to Adesuwa when she got to the front 
of the queue. Adesuwa detached herself from the members 
of her family and went to join Roasie at the front of the 
queue.  
 
Checking in was uneventful. Their bags were tagged and 
weighed and they were allocated adjoining seats. They 
returned to where Adesuwa‘s family members were 
gathered.  
 
Adesuwa felt euphoric. She could not believe that she was 
enroute Italy when only a few weeks ago she had 
contemplated suicide. She thanked her lucky star everyday 
that she had bumped into Rosie at the market that fateful 
evening. She felt that God had specifically drafted Rosie to 
be a tower of strength when she needed one most. She 
allowed herself to be swept away in a daydream. She 
thought about how she would build her parents a grand 
new house after razing their dilapidated shack to the 
ground. She thought about how she would send them 
money regularly so that they would never lack. She thought 
about how she would be able to pay for all her siblings to 
have some good education. She thought about generally 
spoiling her parents and siblings with foreign designer 
goods. She thought about the Mercedes Benz she would 
ship home for her father and Golf GTI she would send to 
her mother. She thought about the fantastic homecoming 
she would have when she decided to visit Nigeria from 
Italy. She had all these fantastic thoughts and she had not 
even set a foot unto the plane. 
 

Adesuwa was brought out of her reverie when Rosie called 
her. It was time to go through customs to their boarding 
gate. Adesuwa‘s mother‘s smile faltered. Her daughter was 
leaving the nest and although it was a happy occasion, she 
could not help feeling a little sad now that it was time to 
say goodbye. She felt the tears well up but bravely fought 
to keep them at bay. She had promised Adesuwa that she 
will not ‗embarrass‘ her by being overly emotional. 
Adesuwa‘s father stood quietly in the middle of the talking 
mass of relatives looking solemn. He was a man of very few 
words and although he did not say much, Adesuwa could 
see from the sadness in his wizened old eyes that he was 
going to miss her dearly. He had asked her over and over if 
she was sure that she wanted to go to Italy especially since 
she would know no one apart from Rosie there. 
 
―Italy is so far away Adesuwa, what will you do if things go 
wrong. You know that you can‘t just run home to us in a 
couple of hours,‖ she recalled him saying gently. She also 
recalled the conversation she had with him where he had 
asked the nature of the job she was going to be doing in 
Italy. That conversation had been a difficult one. 
Nevertheless, despite his misgivings, her father had given 
her his blessings. 
 
Adesuwa swallowed the lump that had risen to her throat 
and hugged her parents‘ goodbye. Tears sprang unchecked 
from her eyes as she promised to write regularly. Her tears 
released the dam which had hitherto held her mother‘s tears 
in check. Tears now flowing freely, they hugged fiercely and 
as she walked away, Adesuwa saw her father dab at his eyes 
with a handkerchief. She turned to wave a final goodbye 
before being swallowed in the throng of international 
passengers who were going through the customs checking 
point and were bound for a multiplicity of destinations all 
over the world. 
 
♣ 
 
―This is a calling for Flight AL352 to Rome. Could all 
passengers please proceed to gate 13? Boarding would 
begin in ten minutes.‖ 
 
With the announcement, there was a scramble by 
passengers who were booked on the flight that was bound 
for Rome.  
 
Rosie restrained Adesuwa from getting up telling her that 
since they had seat numbers, there was no need to rush on 
to the plane.  
 
The first announcement was followed by another a few 
minutes later. 
 
―Good evening ladies and gentlemen. This is the pre-
boarding announcement for flight AL352 to Rome. We are 
now inviting those passengers with small children, and any 
passengers requiring special assistance, to begin boarding at 
this time. Please have your passport and boarding pass 
ready. Regular boarding will begin in approximately ten 
minutes time. Thank you.‖ 
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The second announcement had the result of stopping the 
rush of people. Nevertheless, Rosie and Adesuwa sat calmly 
until everyone had gone past the officials before sauntering 
to the gate and presenting their tickets and boarding 
passes. 
 
Once on the plane, they stored their hand luggage in the 
overhead compartment, took their seats and fastened their 
seat belts. Excited, Adesuwa could not sit still. Every few 
minutes, she stared out of the window into the black night. 
 
The doors to the aircraft were closed and the aeroplane 
started to taxi down the tarmac slowly. The captain came 
on over the public address system to introduce himself and 
welcome the passengers on board the aircraft. He concluded 
by handing over to the airline attendants who went through 
the safety and emergency procedures.  
 
The procedures over, the attendants returned to their seats 
and after a few minutes, the plane picked up speed on the 
runway and was soon airborne.  
 
The emotions running through Adesuwa was akin to that 
felt by a person who had won a jackpot. She could not 
suppress her gleeful laughter. Rosie smiled on indulgently 
and helped her with the in-flight entertainment system, 
showing her how to operate her mini-screen and how to 
select a movie or channel. 
 
The flight lasted a little over six hours and the plane 
touched down in Rome in the wee hours of the morning. In 
contradistinction to the strategy adopted at the point of 
embarkation, Rosie made sure they were among the first 
people out of the aircraft. She explained to Adesuwa that 
she wanted to avoid the queues which would undoubtedly 
build up at the immigration points.  
 
Having lived in Italy for several, Rosie was a naturalised 
Italian citizen. As an Italian national, she would join the 
queue for EU citizens whizzing through with minimal 
checks carried out, while Adesuwa, who was travelling on a 
Nigerian passport would have to endure the longer queue 
for foreign nationals with the attendant delays and 
extensive questioning.  
 
♣ 
After she had gone through the expedited queue, Rosie 
stood to one side and waited patiently for Adesuwa. 
Adesuwa had been the seventh person on the foreign 
nationals‘ queue and since there were only four immigration 
officials attending to the passengers, she had to wait for her 
turn.  When it was her turn, she walked up to the 
immigration officer who was free and presented her 
passport and landing card.  
 
Upholding the story Rosie had cooked up at the Italian 
embassy in Nigeria to procure a visiting visa for her, 

Adesuwa lied that she was visiting Italy on holiday and she 
will be staying with her cousin Rosie who had invited her 
and who was an Italian citizen. She gestured to where Rosie 
was standing to buttress her point and explained that Rosie 
was to be responsible for her room and board while she was 
in Italy. When asked the duration of her stay in the 
country, Adesuwa once again fibbed that she was only 
going to spend a fortnight in Italy. 
 
―Welcome to Italy. I hope you have a pleasant stay,‖ the 
immigration officer said smiling, concluding the interview 
and returning her passport. 
 
―Thank you,‖ Adesuwa beamed back and walked away to 
where Rosie stood waiting for her. 
 
―That wasn‘t so bad,‖ she chirped happily to Rosie. ―It was 
much better than I thought it would be. I had braced 
myself for a hostile inquisition‖ 
 
―Nah, it is never really hard at this stage unless you have a 
dodgy passport or look suspicious. The main problem is 
getting a visa in the first place,‖ Rosie replied, linking her 
arm through Adesuwa‘s and heading towards the arrivals 
lounge. 
 
When they left the airport almost thirty minutes later, the 
reality of the new life she was embarking upon hit Adesuwa 
deeply. She had no intention of leaving Italy in two weeks 
time. As a matter of fact, she had no intention of leaving 
Italy at all. Like millions of people who for a plethora of 
reasons have fled from under-developed countries and taken 
up residence in developed countries, she would become an 
illegal immigrant once her visa expired. More importantly, 
she will remain an illegal immigrant until she could legalise 
her stay in the country either by entering into a sham 
marriage like Rosie had done or through the grant of 
amnesty by the government.  
 
The enormity of her actions was not lost on Adesuwa. 
However, her prospective immigrant status did not cause 
her as much anxiety as the job she was soon to take up. Her 
idyllic dreams of being a great teacher were long gone and 
like thousands of women in Italy, she would be taking up a 
new vocation in the sex industry. Rosie had informed her 
that the money was good. 
 
―The old Adesuwa is dead. This is a new Adesuwa,‖ she 
murmured to herself over and over. 
 
The following day, she began her new life alongside Rosie in 
the Ostia commune of Rome, giving up her body to men in 
exchange for money. 
 
The transition was complete.  
 
Adesuwa had metamorphosed from a teacher. 
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Twilight and Mist 
Abubakar Adam Ibrahim 

 
 

he came on the eve of his thirty-second birthday heralded by a pair of little 
white butterflies. He was with his fiancé then. He had been dreading the day, 
particularly since it coincided with the anniversary of his mother‘s death. 

Kande knew this and had come to help him through the day. She wanted to make 
it a happy day for him. She had been toying with the idea of fixing their wedding 
for that date. After all, it had been almost two decades since his mother‘s death. He 
ought to move on, she reckoned. 

But that evening, the girl with the butterflies knocked on the door. Ohikwo 
had been watching a football match on TV. Kande, who had been in the kitchen, 
knew he did not want to be disturbed. He was so engrossed in the match she did 
not think he even heard. She came to answer the door. A little white butterfly 
fluttered across her face. She ducked. The butterfly floated giddily into the room 
and danced across Ohikwo‘s face. He waved it away and the butterfly fluttered 
away only to dance right in front of the screen. He got up to get rid of it. 

Kande turned to the girl that had knocked on the door. There was another 
white butterfly dancing about her. She was about five years younger than kande – 
probably no more than seventeen, Kande assumed. Her skin was luxuriant and 
beautiful. Her eyes were large and betrayed a sagacity that astonished Kande. She 
was clad in a flowing cream gown decorated with sequins down the front. 

―Good evening,‖ the girl smiled. She was confident. 
―Yes, good evening. Can I help you?‖ 
―Yes. I am looking for Ohikwo.‖ 
―Someone for you, honey!‖ Kande said over her shoulder. 
Ohikwo abandoned his futile pursuit of the fluttering butterfly and came to the 

door, fuming for having been disturbed from his match. His heart lurched when he 
looked into the girl‘s eyes. There was something warmly familiar about them, yet 
he had only seen the girl once, in the dark, in the distance. She had been standing 
across the street from his apartment. She had been watching him that night as he 
came home. He had felt the same tingling inkling he was feeling then. He had 
wondered then if he knew her from somewhere but he was certain he had never 
seen her before. 

―Yes?‖ he asked, with a raised eyebrow. 
―Can I come in?‖ she asked. 
He looked at Kande and then made way for the girl. She floated past him into 

the living room. Her movement was seamless, the translucent veil over her head 
streaming behind her. The butterfly followed her in. She walked round the room, 
looking at the framed pictures on the wall. She stopped before the portrait of his 
mother, her back to him. 

―Excuse me, miss, can I help you?‖ He came and stood behind her. He could 
not help admiring her sublime figure beneath the gown. 

She walked towards the television and stood observing his picture. He was still 
a boy in his school shorts. 

―You did not join the army after all,‖ she said, still looking at the picture. 
―I beg your pardon?‖ 
―The army. You always wanted to be a soldier.‖  
He had nursed the ambition of joining the army when soldiers seemed to take 

over the government at whim. It had been every child‘s dream then. He had 
wanted to be a great military ruler and perhaps have his face on some banknote 
someday. 

―That was a long time ago,‖ he said, wondering who the girl was. 
She turned with a faint smile playing on her lips. ―It is tomorrow, isn‘t it, your 

birthday?‖ 
―Yes.‖ 
She sighed. ―It was always a happy day for you,‖ she said, but there was sadness 

in her voice. 
―Excuse me, who are you?‖ Kande asked, taking the stance of the belligerent 

girlfriend. ―Ohikwo, who is this girl?‖ 
―I don‘t know,‖ he said and turned to the girl. ―What do you want?‖ 

She walked towards Kande and 
looked at her. The examination 
disturbed the older woman who 
tried to look back stoically. But she 
was beaten. She could not hold the 
stare and looked down, flustered. 

―She will make a good wife,‖ 
the girl said to Ohikwo. Her eyes 
still appraising Kande. ―Your taste 
in women has always 
been...commendable. But as for 
you,‖ she said to Kande, ―he has a 
temper. You should know that by 
now. You must be wise and patient 
with him.‖ 

―Who are you?‖ Ohikwo asked, 
now exasperated. 

She turned and looked at him. 
It was the look that first intimated 
him. ―Ndagi,‖ she said. 

It was the way she said it – the 
way his mother used to say it with a 
slight, mocking lull. Only his 
mother had called him that. He 
had been named after her brother-
in-law. And as he looked into her 
eyes, he somehow knew those eyes 
were older than the face that bore 
them. There was a disturbing light 
of erudition in them. He looked at 
her for long not knowing what to 
say or think. 

―Say it,‖ she urged. ―You know 
who I am.‖ She came towards him 
and gently placed a hand over his 
racing heart. There was challenge 
in her eyes. He knew that look very 
well. ―Your heart is telling you. 
You just don‘t want to believe it.‖ 

―Wait, this is wrong,‖ he said 
weakly, pulling away from her. 
―This cannot be right. It cannot be 
possible.‖ 

―What is going on here?‖ 
Kande asked eagerly. 

―Sometimes, some things are 
beyond explaining,‖ the girl said 
sagely. 

―You must leave,‖ Ohikwo said 
determinedly. ―I don‘t know who 
you are or what you want from me. 
Whatever your mission is, you will 
not succeed.‖ 

―What is going on here?‖ 
Kande asked again, feeling 
neglected. Still, no one paid her any 
heed. 

S 
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The girl sighed. The two little white butterflies, having floated around the 
room, now came and hovered about her. She seemed untroubled by them.  

―You remember that time,‖ she began in a distant voice that echoed with 
reminiscence, ―the time you saw the snake in the bathroom. You wouldn‘t tell your 
father about it, but you told me the snake had sparkling fangs, remember. You 
tried to runaway from it and slipped on the slippery floor. You broke your arm 
right...here.‖ she touched his left arm lightly. 

He stared at her wide-eyed, frozen like a statue. 
―Remember how I applied snake fat to the arm after we had taken off the cast. 

The fat was stored in a little jar of ‗Robb‘ and you remember it was the first thing 
you read on your own and you were so proud of yourself. I was so proud of you, 
Ndagi.‖ 

He felt the tinge of melancholy in her voice but did not immediately discern 
the tears in his eyes. When he did, he wiped it away with the back of his hand. He 
did not want to be seen crying. It was a sign of weakness, he believed. 

―Someone should explain all this to me, because none of this is making any 
sense to me,‖ Kande almost shouted. Her voice was un-modulated because of the 
wave of emotions she was feeling.  

―You said my arm was in cast,‖ Ohikwo addressed the mystery girl, too 
overwhelmed to address his troubled fiancée. ―What kind of cast? Where did I get 
it from?‖ 

One of the butterflies perched on the girl‘s shoulder and slowly flapped its 
wing. Then it took to the air dancing woozily close to the ceiling.  

―It was not a cast really. It was more like a bandage,‖ she said. ―There was this 
traditional bone setter in Nasarawa, near the market. He worked in his courtyard. 
He set your arm in splinters and wrapped it with a piece of cloth. We went there 
several times until he thought it had healed enough to take off the wrappings.‖ 

It was true. He remembered the old man with a mean grin and bright orange 
residue of chewed kola lurking in the corners his lips. He was terrified of the man 
and screamed while he set his broken bone. Only his mother had been there to calm 
him. His father was away as usual. He saw him twice a year during the Eids when 
the man came with a ram for the slaughter and new cloths for his son. Ohikwo had 
been very young then. And this girl, with her entourage of butterflies, had not been 
born yet. She could not have been born, he assured himself. It was just some kind of 
elaborate ruse being played on him. 

―Look, I think you need to go now,‖ he said uncertainly. ―This is a really bad 
joke. You need to go now. And whoever sent you...tell him...this is really wicked.‖ 

The girl nodded. Her butterflies converged about her, one on each side. She 
stopped before Kande and looked at her once more. 

―You have my blessings,‖ she said.  
Kande was too dumbstruck to respond. 
When she reached the door, the girl turned. ―You remember the tree where we 

used to rest on our way back from the bone setter? I will be there tomorrow. You 
know the time.‖ She went away and gently closed the door behind her. 

Ohikwo stared at the closed door for a long while, thinking. Then he heard 
Kande move behind him. 

―Who was that girl?‖ she asked with a frightened voice. 
He sighed and said. ―I think that was my mother.‖ 
 
¶ 
 
He wondered what he was doing there. The tree had been cut down several 

years before and someone had started a house there. For over ten years the house 
had remained uncompleted. He wondered how the girl could know about the tree 
that was chopped down when she was probably an infant. He moved up the street 
and decided to wait and see if she would know where the tree was when she came. 

His forebears believed in reincarnation so much they named their newborns 
after deceased relatives.  But certainly this mysterious girl could not be the 
reincarnation of his mother, he thought. She might have been born probably 
around the period of his mother‘s death but did that mean anything? How did she 
come about intimate details about him – things only his mother had known? The 

question had occupied him the last 
twenty four hours. But he did not 
believe it. That was why he came, 
to prove that it was just a tasteless, 
bad joke.  

A little white butterfly fluttered 
about his face and he looked up to 
see the girl standing before the 
uncompleted building, smiling at 
him. He looked at his watch. It was 
a quarter to twelve – the time his 
mother died. 

―I didn‘t think  you would 
come,‖ she said when he reached 
her. 

He only nodded. 
―The tree used to be here, 

didn‘t it?‖ she asked, looking 
around her. 

―What kind of tree was it?‖ 
―I don‘t remember, but it was 

huge.‖ 
―You know what time it is? 

What happened by this time?‖ 
She only smiled. 
He repeated the question. 
―You know,‖ she said. 
They were silent for a while. 
―Who are you, really? What do 

you want?‖ 
―You know who I am, Ndagi.‖ 
She had never said she was his 

long dead mother and he wanted to 
hear her say it, he was daring her 
to. 

―Say it!‖ He demanded. 
―Life is a mystery, Ndagi,‖ she 

began sagely, ―there are things we 
long to know, questions begging to 
be answered, but sometimes, we 
never learn the truth of what we so 
desire to know. I cannot pretend I 
have all the answers because I 
don‘t. How did this come to 
happen, how I am here now or 
why? I can‘t tell you. All I know is 
that life is a mystery in motion, like 
twilight and mists; here now and 
gone again.‖ 

He shook his head. ―Things 
don‘t just happen. There must be a 
reason.‖ 

―Perhaps we can learn that in 
time.‖ 

―I don‘t even know who you 
are.‖ 

―I know how difficult this is for 
you.‖ 

―If this is a joke, I will skin 
you.‖ And he meant it. 

They were silent a long time.  
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―So tell me, what did you get for me when I read my first word?‖ 
She thought for a while. ―I can‘t remember but I think it was some whistle 

sweet.‖ 
―That was for the quiz.‖ 
―Quiz?‖ 
He looked at her. ―The school quiz, when I won.‖ 
―I don‘t remember that.‖ 
―How could you not, you were so proud of me then you carried me on your 

back even though I was so huge.‖ 
She said nothing. His eyes clouded. He was really disappointed she could not 

remember his favourite – she had bought him a pair of size seven Adidas boots and 
it was real leather too. He had worn them to school everyday and was the star 
among the boys, most of whom played football barefooted. She had made him 
stand out among his peers then.  But in retrospect, he realised those boots were the 
last thing she bought him before her death. She had been drenched by the rain on 
her way back from the market with the boots in her bag. The resultant cold led to 
pneumonia that eventually claimed her life. 

―What was my father‘s favourite colour?‖ 
She thought for sometime and shook her head. He nodded, as if affirming that 

he knew she was a fraud all along. 
―There was this time you had nightmares,‖ she began huskily. ―It had 

something to do with a lizard.‖ 
He thought hard, frowning, trying to remember. 
―I don‘t remember the details,‖ she went on, ―but I think you shot a lizard with 

a catapult and I warned you that it would haunt you in your sleep.‖ 
―Oh, not that!‖ he exclaimed. He remembered and told her more about the 

incident. She chipped in several details and their accounts blended. She also 
mentioned an incident at school when he go into a fight and broke a boy‘s nose. 
She told him how she had taken him to the room and knocked him severally on the 
head, and how he had refused to eat in protest afterwards. He remembered that 
too.  

―How do you know such things?‖ he asked her, amazed. 
She shrugged and looked at the butterfly that perched on her shoulder. ―I don‘t 

know,‖ she said. ―I just know, I guess.‖ 
Things changed however when he showed her an old group photo of his 

extended family. The girl could not recognise his father. She pointed at a wrong 
man. 

―You don‘t know my father?‖ He was incredulous. 
She squinted at the photo for a long time and finally shook her head. ―I don‘t 

remember his face.‖ 
He snatched the picture from her and got up, angry that he had even started 

believing that some unexplained mystery had restored his long dead mother to him. 
She bowed down her head, away from his icy glare. 

―You little cheat!‖ he snarled. ―If I set eyes on you again, I will snap your 
skinny neck.‖ 

He started off. 
―Life comes like a shadow,‖ she began, ―but it is nothing but twilight and 

mist.‖ 
He paused when he heard those familiar words. 
―Those were your father‘s words when he felt like philosophising. You 

remember, don‘t you?‖ 
He did. Several times his father had said those words to him when he had done 

something wrong. He kept his back to her so she would not see his face. 
―When you go by the old market, go down the road. There is a little house 

with an avocado tree in front. Ask for Ozioma. They will bring you to me.‖ 

Angrily, he swiped at one of her 
butterflies darting before his face. 
―I don‘t have the time for your silly 
games. I shall not come.‖  

―Remember, twilight and 
mist.‖ 

And he marched away into the 
gathering dusk. 

 
But his life could not be the 

same. He kept wondering how she 
could know such intimate details 
about things that happened long 
before she was born; things only his 
late mother knew. He kept 
wondering for two long weeks. 

One evening, he was ambling 
by the old market, pondering about 
the girl with little white butterflies, 
when he came upon a house with 
an avocado tree before it. He stood 
a long time and then went up to 
the house. He was received by an 
elderly woman whose greying hair 
peaked beneath her scarf. She was 
the butterfly girl‘s birthmother. She 
offered him a seat in the courtyard. 

―Are you Ndagi?‖ she asked. 
He nodded. 
She went to the room and came 

back with a parcel. ―Ozioma, my 
daughter, said you would come,‖ 
the woman said. ―She asked me to 
give you this. That you would 
know what it means.‖ 

―Can I speak to her?‖ 
She shook her head sadly. ―She 

roamed the markets looking for this 
thing she wanted you to have. She 
had an accident on the day she 
found it. I am sorry, we buried her 
a week ago.‖ 

He was so shocked he could not 
utter a word. 

―She was adamant that you 
should have the parcel,‖ she went 
on. ―She spoke about you a lot, 
mumbling something about 
twilight and mist.‖ 

He opened the parcel. It was a 
size seven Adidas boot. 

 
 

 
    

Same but different 

S 
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You and I Will Leave At Once 
Damilola Ajayi 

 
ou hate Monday mornings. You hate the way it 
jerks at the weekend lull with wide-eyed flurry. It 
struck you the way an upbeat tempo rode into a 

slow rhythm to erode it. You play the saxophone, so you 
understand. 
 
You particularly hate this Monday morning more. Your 
weekend was a blast. And now that your alarm clock 
reminds you of your boss‘s rage; the way his bushy 
mustache twitches when he reminds you that you are a 
saboteur of his Optimal Productivity per Excellence 
Campaign, his secret scheme for becoming the Director of 
the Postal Agency come November, you want to damn the 
consequences. But you don‘t. You dare not. Not now that 
your wife has taken in. Not now that it had been 
confirmed—you are seven months from becoming a father. 
 
So you rise from your bed. You drag yourself away from 
the cushiony call of sleep in defiance. You see your naked 
wife and the beam of filtered sun rays, like hands, dancing 
over her body. It annoys you. You draw the curtains at her 
window side with a rude snap. You are particularly excited 
by your gesture of good riddance. 
 
Satisfied, your eyes linger on your wife‘s body in the 
darkness you created. You make out the naked silhouette. 
You interpret her body in curves and valleys, the swell of 
her breasts reminds you of the anthills of your hometown, 
you can even make out the living lump in her uterus riding 
on a wave of stretched skin, the way it falls into a darkened 
mound  reminds you of  waterfalls.  
 
You feel your manhood grow exceptionally turgid, 
uncharacteristic of mornings, especially Monday mornings. 
Your boss‘s face cuts into your thoughts again, as you 
dream of rousing her, your fingers dancing over her naked 
body in small circles. You did this all weekend and 
somehow, somehow you have managed not to get enough. 
The lure of her body is magnetic; still her snores are 
moans, sultry songs of memory on repeat. The way her 
breath rises and falls reminds you of untended sexual 
motion. 
But the thought of another query would trash your chance 
at promotion come November, so you lead your turgid 
penis towards the bathroom. The water is exceptionally 
cold today. You wish your wife is in the bathroom with 
you. You wish the school where she taught was not  on 
holidays. Perhaps a quickie in the bathroom would suffice. 
That way you would have the best of both worlds. But you 
know that if wishes were banknotes, you would have 
bought a car by now. And you are aware that you need to 
keep your job especially now that the baby is coming, you 
need to buy a secondhand car in preparedness for 
fatherhood. 
 
Ife is a cold town. It could be cold all year long. But more 
important is her distance from Lagos. Ife is eighty-seven 
kilometers from Ibadan, which is one hundred and forty 

five kilometers from Lagos. You like your summation 
especially that you are two hundred and thirty kilometers 
away from home, your parents and their red-rimmed eyes, 
focused on your life, your marriage. You understand what 
out of sight means. So you brave your exit with a sigh. 
You don‘t look at your wife again as you leave the 
apartment. 
 
Ife lacked the bustling quality characteristic of Monday 
mornings in Lagos, but you are not surprised. You have 
heard several times that the Ife indigenes were not 
enterprising; they would rather share a gourd of palm wine 
than gainful employment. The consequence of their 
institutionalized indolence is the obvious 
underdevelopment of their town. Ife had all the potentials 
of a city, a state capital but had remained a small town. It 
was better known as the site of the Obafemi Awolowo 
University, than as the ancestral home of the Yorubas. But 
all this does not bother you. All that bothered you had 
been quelled: you wanted to be as far from home as you 
could afford. You lucky to swap with that Clerk at the 
Postal Agency who was so keen on being transferred to 
Lagos. You were particularly desperate to leave Lagos. 
 
When the transfer process was complete, you went back to 
your parents and told them you were getting married. 
That if they were keen on playing their parts as your 
parents,  your invitation card was on the table.  You left 
them, giddy with excitement but Alero was still worried. 
She couldn‘t understand how you could be so callous. Your 
annoyance grew as she questioned your intentions, 
especially when you were braving your parents‘ objection 
for her sake. You told her to shut up, not out of disrespect 
but out of fear. 
 
That evening she rushed into the room; you rushed after 
her. She was crying. Just like she had done the first day she 
met your parents. You quell her tears with soft apologies. 
You kiss her salty tears and aimed for her full lips. You 
ended up making love to her. And an ethereal episode 
indeed it was. You had not used a condom and when you 
exploded in orgasm, you attempted to disengage yourself. 
Her legs pinned you in. You are sure that was the day your 
child was conceived. 
 
You fumble for your keys in your attempt to unlock the 
gates. You ease yourself out as quietly as you can; your 
gate usually makes a clanging noise that can arouse anyone 
from its earshot.  You leave the concrete flooring of your 
four-flat building, the only kind in your street, for the 
loose red clay that parched the streets. And you curse. You 
are sure that the red earth would make a mockery of your 
polished black shoes. You forgot to take the piece of cloth 
that you use on your shoes just before you walk into your 
office at the University. You are tempted to go back 
inside. You don‘t. 
A cloudy mist hangs low from the sky looking especially 
ominous this morning in the second week of August but 

Y 
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don‘t let it deter you from taking springy step towards the 
bus-stop, fifteen minutes walk away. As you walk pass 
Madam Kofo‘s Beer Parlour, you are surprised to see your 
co-tenant wearing an old Agbada, walking towards you. 
You are quick to infer that he hadn‘t slept in his 
apartment because you are the only tenant who has not 
misplaced his copy of the gate keys.  The content of the 
cement bags he is heaving draws your attention. He tries 
to avoid you by raising his eyes up, so you greet him.  

―Oga Sunky, the Balogun of Ife, E karo,‖ you say. 
―Good Morning, Mr Micheal‖, he replies, he 

hesitates before he drops one of his bags to shake your 
extended hand, the cement bag hits the ground and when 
it opens you see machetes and long knives of varying 
shapes and cutlasses.  
 
You ask him if he wants to start an abattoir then you 
laugh. It is then you remember that you did not leave 
money your wife needs to register at the Antenatal Clinic. 
You remember the argument she won before you agreed 
that she registered at the private clinic not too far from 
your apartment. You wanted her to use the Teaching 
Hospital, a thirty-naira bus away instead, not because of 
the qualititative health-care, you wanted to save money. 
But like all things, you cave in to her desire and now you 
are assisting your neighbor with one of his bags back to 
the house.  
 
You make conversation with Sunky but you fail, severally. 
You worry that you have annoyed him yet again by calling 
him ―Balogun of Ife‖. He had corrected you before that he 
is not from Ife, that he is from Modakeke, the refugees 
from the old Oyo Empire that arrived at Ife in the 19th 
century. 
He has educated you several times that there was a whole 
lot of difference between Modakeke and Ife and you fail to 
understand. You also couldn‘t understand why, if he 
abhorred being referred to as an Ife indigene so much, why 
he would not leave amongst his kind, on the other side of 
town. He confirmed your ignorance, he told you can‘t 
understand. 
 
Your wife is still asleep  when you sneak into your 
apartment to put the money on the fridge. You race into 
the street, pass the mud houses, abandoned and burnt 
buildings, old mementoes of the age-long Ife-Modakeke 
crisis. Your mind flies past the shambles faster than your 
legs.  As far as you know, the last episode was fourteen 
years ago.  Perhaps you feel more secure by the words of 
your History lecturer friend and drink mate. He has told 
you over bottles of Star that he didn‘t think that the crisis 
could break out again. He wrote his doctorate thesis on it, 
so he is the expert. 
 
As you make your entry into the white ten-seater bus that 
will take you to your office in the University Campus, you 
remember that particular conversation at Madame Kofo‘s 
bar. You had seen your co-tenant   Sunkanmi and had 
greeted him in the usual manner, calling him Balogun of 
Ife. And he had frowned and responded without 
enthusiasm.  Dr. Mokola asked you what was wrong with 
your friend. You said you couldn‘t understand why he 

loathed being referred to as an Ife so much, when the 
Modakeke he was from is just a few kilometers away. You 
couldn‘t understand why an ethnic divide would still stand 
even after it had been crossed several times by 
cohabitation, inter-marriages and social interaction of more 
than a century. 
 
Dr Mokola informed you that ethnicity is a valid concept 
even at the end of this twentieth century of technological 
advance, especially amongst the Ifes and Modakekes. He 
told you about the origin of the Modakeke as a 
community, about how at the fall of the old Oyo empire, 
some refugees had trooped into Ife, their ancestral home 
for shelter. He told you about how they were well received 
by the king and how they were of help as both brave 
warriors and hard-working farmers. He told you about 
how they helped Ife win several wars. He also told you 
about a certain Ife warrior, Chief Maye Okunade, who was 
a strong man of Ibadan Politics; about his ill-treatment of 
Oyo people which eventually led to his being expelled 
from Ibadan in the year of first Ife-Modakeke crisis; about 
Chief Okunade‘s attempt to recapture Ibadan during the 
Gbanamu war in which he was killed and the consequent 
ill treatment of Oyo refugees by embittered Ife people. He 
told you about the Fulani Jihadist attempt at conquering 
Yoruba land in Osogbo, after which the Ooni, the ruler of 
Ife, settled the Oyo refugees left in a place called  
Modakeke, a name after the cry of a nest of storks in that 
area. 
 
You would not remember any of this information. You 
also would not remember that he told you about several 
wars that coursed through the century, the futile attempts 
of the Modakeke people to rid themselves from Ife‘s feudal 
manacles. They were eternally tired of being serfs, he told you. 
They were tired of being land-tillers rather than land 
owners. In his opinion,  the economic hardship that 
Abacha‘s regime portended would not allow another crisis, 
but he kept his apartment in the University Quarters all 
the same. You never can tell, he said.  But you would 
remember none of this. 
You would however remember Alero complained that 
night that you had drunk too much alcohol. She began to 
cry, asking if this was the life you wanted to lead, 
especially now that you had a baby on the way. You had 
apologized again to her, in your routine manner of kissing 
her tears and tearing off her clothes. You made love to her 
and with every sexual thrust, your conversation with the 
history lecturer receded deeper into the back drop of your 
pleasured subconscious. You gasp your thanks and rolled 
off your wife, drifting immediately to sleep. 
 
You woke up the next morning to the sonorous singing of 
your wife, wafting from kitchen along with the sweet 
aroma of breakfast. You yawned and rose from the bed 
into the glory of a Saturday, another weekend. You headed 
for the kitchen, waddling through your almost empty 
apartment, your  living room, like all other parts of your 
house, lacked all the articles and furniture that should 
make it a home, but you are not bothered. You had 
refused your parent‘s offer of the old settee stuffed in their 
garage, you are satisfied with your house looking like a 
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naked warehouse, you are satisfied that the echoes of 
reciprocated love filled it. And to you, that is all that 
matters. 
 
Now you make out the lyrics of her song. It is her 
favourite song, a song she heard in a popular home video 
about love. Your wife has a sonorous voice and she took 
solos for her choir in church. The few times she succeeded 
in dragging you to accompany her, whenever she did her 
solos, you would unabashedly grow turgid in the house of 
God and during her ad-libs you would see the gleam in her 
eyes, an excitement that showed that she knew exactly 
what was going on in your pants.  Of course, you would 
have to patiently wait till the choir meeting immediately 
after service, but you are sure that your erotic desires 
would be consummated immediately you unlock the door 
of your empty house. 
You  and I will live as one, 
You  and I will live as one, 
You and I, 
You and I, 
You and I will live as one. 
 
Her voice is now as close as her body is, and you watch her 
bend over the low stove, wearing only a loin cloth swung 
around her armpits, hiked up by her posture.  
 
With a deft drag, you unsheathe her loin cloth and she is 
alarmed and giggles after you as you rush out of the room. 
You surrender in the sitting room, where there are plastic 
chairs instead of settees. Kisses abound and you begin to 
sing your version of her favourite song: 
You and I will leave at once, 
You and I will leave at once, 
You and I, 
You and I… 
 
As you reach for your saxophone to serenade your 
rendition with a coo, she interrupts your motion, asking, 
―You and who?‖  You mean me, she inquired giggling. 
You say ―of course now,‖ and you mimic her voice when 
you say, ―don‘t you know I can‘t live without you‖. 
 
She feigns a frown, and then smiles. You are happy she can 
smile about it now.  
The day is still fresh in your memory. The preparations 
were numerous, and you rehearsed over and over again. 
You picked a dress you thought would appeal to your 
mother and suggested she wore her rosary. She wanted to 
wear ear rings, you suggested she didn‘t. Your father‘s 
father was clergy in the Apostolic Church, you said. 
 
Ordinarily, you are not a man that would bend your 
desires to a shape that suits anyone‘s propriety, not even 
your parents. But you knew you had crossed boundaries, 
and with boundaries came improvision, you don‘t like to 
think of your actions as compromise.  
 
So you took her to meet your parents for the first time. 
You left in a taxi, so that the Lagos bustle wouldn‘t ruffle 
her and contaminate the flowery fragrance that she was 
wearing. She was cheerful and optimistic, bumping to 

King Sunny Ade and Onyeka Nwenu‘s If you love me, you 
will wait for me song wafting from the radio‘s hidden 
speakers. She wanted to know why you were not as 
cheerful but you were not in the mood to talk. When her 
hassles got you to your brim, you told her to shut up! 
She was now as quiet as a cat. This was the demeanor she 
carried into your Father‘s house. And when you introduced 
her to your parents, they asked you, in her presence, where 
she was from. You looked at them with defiance when you 
said Akwa-Ibom.  You watched their reaction change from 
that of fidgety expectation to abject dejection, your father 
sat on the leather chair, reaching out for his anti-
hypertensive tablets, your mother hurried into kitchen to 
rescue a burning dinner. 
 
The silence was loud with gestures of dissatisfaction. You 
sat with your fiancée, your hands and hers knotted in a 
firm grasp, a gesture of defiance and you watched your 
parents share strips of the news dailies as if with it they 
intended to conceal their dissatisfaction. 
 
At some point, you stood up and announced that you were 
leaving. You led your fiancée out and you tried to calm her 
as she broke down at how the meeting with her future in-
laws had gone. In the mist of your soothing words, you 
excused yourself and rushed back into the house. Your 
exasperation had become anger and you were bent on 
being vocal in its dissipation. You told your parents that 
you had made your decision, that this was not university 
that they could enforce their love for Accounting over your 
passion for Fine Arts. You told them that you had made 
up your mind about Alero. You were getting married to 
her, period. Then you stormed out of the house. 
 
 
Alero was sitting on a raised pavement that separated the 
catchment floor from the flower beds, sobbing. You led 
her into the waiting taxi. You told her not to worry. That 
you had made up your mind about her. Back in your 
house, her tears still flowed. She wanted to know when you 
would take palmwine to her father at Uyo. You told her 
that you are working on it the same off-hand way that you 
procrastinated. Your lackadaisical attitude initiated fresh 
tears but you are unperturbed. You walked out of the 
house, and took a long stroll that evening, contemplating 
your thoughts especially about family and love.  
 
You returned home at dusk, fatigued and spent of every 
emotion, to meet Alero making dinner. You could make a 
blur of her rendition; it was her favourite song. 
 
You  and I will live as one, 
You  and I will live as one, 
You and I, 
You and I, 
You and I will live as one. 
 
You eventually realized that her voice was hoarse from 
incessant cries. You held her waist and asked her what the 
matter was again. She didn‘t reply. She kept stirring the 
soup, sniffing back her tears, but some escaped into the 
seething soup. You told her not to worry that you had 
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made up your mind especially about her. That your love 
for her was unconditional. Your words were like poetic 
family lore that often made her nostalgic about her 
ancestors; she burst into full grade tears with the ladle in 
her hand. She looked at you, into you, and in the most 
confessional voice, she said, ―don‘t you know I can‘t live 
without you.‖ 
 
You told her you knew. And let her head rest on your 
shoulder. Her tears stain your shirt but you don‘t mind. 
You told her about your plans to travel home to see her 
parents in the course of the next week. 
Against your parent‘s wishes, instructions and conviction, 
you married Alero and you left Lagos so as not to be 
perturbed especially about your decision. But these were 
figments of fact trapped in your history, a history that you 
had chartered away along with your love for Lagos. You 
had arrived at Ife as a young married couple without a 
past, with all eyes on the future. 
 
The white bus entered into Campus Gate and began to 
traverse the route from the campus gate to the main 
campus. More than anything, you love the unwinding 
asphalt and the view it proffers, the flowers well tended, 
the traffic lights that were still lit that morning, the 
swooshing sound of tires‘ fleeting caress of asphalt. You 
wish all Nigerian roads were like this. You wished the 
Military rulers would return to their barracks. That the 
dollar was not worth eighty-times the Naira, that Ken 
Saro-Wiwa had not been hung, that Nigeria had not been 
excommunicated by other commonwealth nation states, 
that M.K.O Abiola was not rotting in the prison for 
demanding his mandate as a duly elected president. But 
you know the most salient thing about wishes and 
fantasies is that they were like memories, they stick to your 
head. Only in your head can they be recreated, relived, 
relished. So you day dream till the conductor reminds you 
of your stop, in his austere rasp of a voice. 
 
The main campus is not blossoming like it should. You can 
identify a few students from their trendy clothes , 
especially the ladies in flimsy tight-hugging contraptions 
you hardly believe were clothes, they call them leggings, 
even Alero had some, but she hardly wore it; she didn‘t 
want to earn the hypocritical stares of her church 
members. The guys  look comfy in their jeans and face-
caps, they move in the direction of their endeavour and 
you move in yours, hoping that Mr Ogazi, your boss, has 
not arrived. 
You walk into the post office, head bowed, shedding 
furtive side glances so as to conceal your entrance as much 
as possible, but just when you feel you have succeeded, just 
when you creep into your seat, Ogazi coughs. 

―Mr Micheal‖, he says, ―you are late again. You are 
late again.‖ 
You keep your eyes on the threadbare wooden desk but 
you can imagine his moustache twitching like it was 
receiving a mild voltage of electricity. 

―You are a defaulter. Yes. A saboteur.‖ Now you 
are sure he has begun to walk around the little space 
between the desks of the Account Units that could hardly 
permit his pork-chop sized laps. He must have been a 

failed actor, you think, especially of Shakespearean plays. 
He must have acted Shylock, Julius Caesar and Othello, 
mastering lines that his Postal Agency employment has 
not quite purged him of. So he seeks the slightest 
opportunity to display his thespian skills.  

―My Optimal Productivity per Excellence Plans is 
perhaps the best thing that could happen to this agency. 
Yes. My plan is perhaps the best thing that can happen to 
this agency.‖ 
 
You don‘t stop to listen to him rather you open one of 
your drawers to bring out the articles of your work—a 
ledger, a pouch of stationery and a battery-operated radio. 
You usually keep the radio in your locked drawers because 
of batteries. Your co-workers could listen to pleasant noise 
from your radio but could not contribute to buy you 
batteries. So you had removed the radio from the 
communal fridge at the far end of the office and installed it 
beside you on your wooden desk .You are sure Ogazi 
would tire himself out and he would leave you to return to 
his office, eventually.  
You settle into the day‘s work of making your colleagues‘ 
pay slips. Your co-workers are not like you. They are old, 
worn and unexpectant and slightly educated. They do not 
have the verve you possess and they seem envious of it. 
They are mostly Ife indigenes with a few Modakeke 
amongst them and the two fractions of the divide had 
beckoned to you but you had refused both of them. You 
decided to be in the middle, to be your own man. You 
keep to yourself and rarely indulge in their affairs beyond 
hello and an occasional ―how is the family?‖ You avoid any 
conversation beyond this with a terse move that often left 
them with an impression that you were either rude or 
pompous or both but you don‘t care. What you care about 
is respite from your parents‘ tantrum and bliss from your 
marriage. Nothing else matters. 
 
Monday work drolls. There is a heft of work but then the 
weekend inertia abides. You often want to shift gears, to 
immerse yourself in your work but the zeal to power the 
dynamics is not there. Consequently there was listlessness 
about the work, but you are quick to simulate activity 
under the intermittent surveillance of Mr Ogazi once every 
three hours. 
 
The first three hours pass with work and music. The radio 
picks two stations when the battery was at its optimum 
and only one when the batteries were weak. You miss the 
radio stations of Lagos, the sweet popular songs that waft 
from it, the din of Lagos commerce that circulate even into 
the airwaves, but Lagos stays with your memories, in your 
head. 
 
It is when you decide to buy new batteries for your radio at 
the nearest shop that you see a multitude gather. The 
group is eclectic in composition: men, ladies and youths, 
gathered in small circles, ladies with their faces furrowed, 
men with their hands on their head, their faces twisted into 
grimaces. Some were racing away from the groups to be 
stopped by another inquisitive person and then another 
group would form around the person‘s narration. 
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You walk into a group and ask what‘s amiss. They look at 
you for a while, before someone told you about the 
Modakeke-Ife war that broke out that morning. Your 
heart leap in your rib cage like a roaring lion and your feet 
cringe with fear. You become urgently agitated and you 
ask where. 
Everywhere, a voice says. Your legs fail you. You flop on 
the concrete ground. You don‘t make a noise. You 
suddenly spring to your feet and begin to walk, jump, and 
run all at once, in the direction of the Campus Gate. You 
don‘t look at the road when you cross and you are missed 
by a battered 505 by a hairs breath. You don‘t look at the 
intellectual-looking white-bearded fellow, who hurls 
abuses at you; you don‘t return the stares of the small 
groups on the other side of the road fixated on you. Your 
thoughts were on Alero, your unborn baby, the clinic. 
 
The back tail of your shirt had eased itself out your 
waistband; it had become a kite pitching at waist height, 
trailing you, as you darted towards the school gate.  
Alero. 
Alero.  
Alero.  
 
You remember the day after the wedding; the day you 
hired a station wagon to take you to your new apartment 
at Lagere from Lagos: the delightful packing of ends and 
odds into the opened boot; of Alero heaving under the 
weight of  Ghana- must go sacks  humming  her favorite 
song. Just before you entered into the wagon to leave; she 
took one last look at your apartment, where you both had 
lived in since you met; it was as though the times spent in 
it hurled itself back at her and just as the wagon‘s engine 
coughed to life, she contemplates you with a stare, as if to 
ask, with her facial expression, if you are really sure you 
wanted to do this. 
 
You have never trekked to the campus gate which is five 
kilometers from the main campus, but you are 
unperturbed. You are even more surprised when a car jets 
behind you and parks in your walk path at the roadside. It 
only takes a moment before the wave of recognition blows 
your way and you realize that the driver, who is now 

outside the car, is your historian friend and drinkmate, Dr 
Mokola. 
He does not fidget when he asks you, ―where is your wife?‖ 
 
You have lost your breath and cognition from your short 
burst of expended energy. You hold your knees and exhale 
hard, your heart thumps against your chest when you 
gasp, ―I don‘t know; I don‘t know.‖ 
―There is a big riot in town and I heard it‘s even more 
pronounced around your street; what do you want to do 
now?‖ 
 
You flop into the ground once again, you don‘t know what 
to say but your breathing is less laboured and your 
thoughts ricochets like child spinning in the wind. You 
don‘t hear the words of your historian friend, especially 
when he asks you what you are going to do again. 
 
Alero edges into your mind again. You see her again, 
naked in bed, her curves and valleys are inundated by the 
gloom of the room you have created, her snores are 
whimpers, you can hear them. Suddenly you fling yourself 
into the air and resume your race to the Campus Gate. An 
image flashes before you—Alero on the loose red earth of 
your street, her legs spread apart, smeared with congealed 
blood, a housefly buzzing around her face which looks 
quite still, quite cold. You squirm at the horror of your 
imagination.  
 
You remember God; you remember Alero serenading in 
the church, that Sunday when you reluctantly went, with a 
song with a refrain that there is nothing God cannot do, 
the way her hand clutched the microphone, and her 
sonorous notes forced out of her tooth-gap, the way the 
other hand tapped the waist of her flowery skirt 
rhythmically. You are now ashamed you had an erection 
that Sunday. But your minds hardly dwell on this. It 
polarises on Alero like a filtered sun ray. Even though all 
you could see was trimmed vegetation, flowers and 
asphalt, your mind shuttles between the several images it 
had made of your wife. Sometimes you quicken your pace, 
but all the while, you keep praying in your mind—God 
Please, God Please, God Please. 

 

 

 

 

 

Multitude of pleas 

 

S 
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The Publishers of Saraba Electronic Magazine welcomes feedback to the nine stories published above. 
Initially, it was our intent to publish the reviews of established Nigerian writers alongside the stories, but 

certain constraints prevented this. Nonetheless, we believe our readers are good and insightful reviewers. Thus, 
we welcome critical comments to the above stories to be published in our next issue (March 2010). 

 
Comments should not exceed 200 words per story. Readers can send comments for more than one story, or even 
all. Please ensure that comments are balanced and fair, as we reserve the right not to publish any comment 

which in our considered opinion does not reflect fairness.  
 

Please indicate your name and city of residence. 
 

Comments are welcome from January 1, 2010 until February 28. 
 

Send to publishers@sarabamag.com 

Feedback  

Quote  

“Literature is where I go to explore the highest and 
lowest places in human society and in the human 
spirit, where I hope to find not absolute truth but the 
truth of the tale, of the imagination, and of the heart.” 

 
SALMAN RUSHDIE 

 

mailto:publishers@sarabamag.com
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Libel 
Adebiyi Olusolape 

 

My life, 
scrawled across their pages 

like someone else‘s 
bad hand writing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

¶ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Device 
Emmanuel Iduma 

 

In the World 
According to Zain 

We are all 
Storage devices 
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Flannery O’Connor’s Story Principles 
 
Found in The Nature and Aim of Fiction by Flannery O’Connor 

 
Technique in the minds of many is something rigid, something like a formula that you impose on the material; but in the 

best stories it is soemthing organic, something that grows out of the material, and this being the case, it is different for 
every story of any account that has ever been written 

 
Fiction is about everything human and we are made out of dust, and if you scorn getting yourself dusty, then you shouldn‘t 

try to write fiction. It‘s not a grand enough job for you. 
 

The novel works by a slower accumulation of detail than the short story does. The short story requires more drastic 
procedures than the novel because more has to be accomplished in less space. The details have to carry more immediate 

weight. In good fiction, certain of the details will tend to accumulate meaning from the story itself, and when this happens, 
they become symbolic in their action. 

 
The kind of vision the fiction writer needs to have, or to develop, in order to increase the meaning of his story is called 

anagogical vision, and that is the vision that is able to see different levels of reality in one image or one situation. 
 

But it is from the kind of world the writer creates, from the kind of character and detail he invests it with, that a reader can 
find the intellectual meaning of a book. 

 
It‘s always wrong of course to say that you can‘t do this or you can‘t do that in fiction. You can do anything you can get 

away with, but nobody has ever gotten away with much. 
 

But there‘s a certain grain of stupidity that the writer of fiction can do without, and this is the quality of having to stare at, 
of not getting the point at once. The longer you look at one object, the more the world you see in it; and it‘s well to 

remember that the serious fiction writer always writes about the whole world, no matter how limited his particular scene. 
 
 

D 

S 
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The Truth about Intersections 
Emmanuel Iduma converses (briefly) with Tolu Ogunlesi 

 

E 

Someone said you've captured the 'literary shelf' 
of the internet. Do you agree?  
 
Certainly not. I‘m only one of a growing 
number of young people who are excited 
by writing, and bent on following it 
wherever it leads. 
  
Between the CNN/Multichoice award and your 
residency in Uppsala, which was most 
momentous for you?  
 
It‘s hard to make comparisons. Both felt 
validating to me, and had their own 
unique benefits – of which travelling and 
meeting loads of interesting people stood 
out.  
 
Recently, I entered into an argument with a 
friend and he said Nigerian literature is 
'dwindling.' And that we might never reach the 
peak we reached in the 70s and 80s. What's 
your take?  
 
It‘s rather nonsensical to attempt to define 
a ―peak‖ in Nigerian literature, and then 
on the basis of that come to a verdict of 
―dwindling‖. The 70s and 80s have come 
and gone, it is left to us who are alive at 
this moment to confront our times with 
imaginative writing, and leave the 
judgement to posterity, whatever that is. 
 
I know you're a well travelled man. Is travelling 
around the world a necessity for a writer?  
 
Travelling around the world through 
literature is a necessity. Travelling on a visa 
/ passport is not. Literature opens up far 
larger and more interesting worlds than 
airport lounges. It is why some of the 
greatest writing in the world comes from 
imprisoned persons. Their bodies are 
‗chained‘, but not their minds.  
 
By the way, who are your favourite writers?  
 
I‘ve given up on making such lists. I‘ll 
always inadvertently leave someone 
important out, so why bother? Besides, 
why call someone your ‗favourite writer‘ on 
the basis of reading only a fraction of their 
oeuvre?  
 
 

These days, it seems your works (especially on 
234NEXT) are pretty much journalistic. Is 
that your harbour? That is, do you contemplate 
channelling your abilities toward journalism 
and not poetry or fiction? 
  
I try to write in as many genres as time 
and talent permit.  
 
There's a plethora of awards to your name. 
Have they, in any way, influenced your 
writing?  
 
Unfortunately awards cannot influence the 
work for which they were won, for the 
simple reason that they only show up (if 
they ever do) after the fact of writing. And 
then it makes no sense to try to write to 
win a specific award – the effort you‘d have 
to put into analysing what kind of book 
would win say the Booker next year would 
ensure you had no time or energy left to 
actually write anything worth reading.  
 
I've been working with an organisation that 
wishes to address "in original ways intersections 
between the arts and social, political and 
economic concerns in a globalised world." How 
necessary are these intersections?  
 
I‘m especially interested in these 
―intersections‖, because it‘s at these points 
that the most outstanding collisions 
happen. It‘s at intersections that talent, 
luck and doubt and are at their freest and 
most daring. The artist always stands to 
gain at an intersection. Even if he‘s 
knocked down, its for good.  
 
You have two books I know, Listen to the Geckos 
Singing from the Balcony and Conquest and 
Conviviality. What peculiar challenges are 
there, pre-publishing and post-publishing?  
 
Pre-publishing: Impatience is generally a 
problem for new writers. Getting a 
publisher is typically a challenge. And 
getting constructive feedback. Post-
publishing you realise that publication is 
suddenly no longer an end-point (as it 
seemed to be when you were bogged down 
in writing), but now instead the beginning 
of a long journey over which you have little 
control.  
 

If I must say, I'm a huge fan of your poetry. But 
what genre are you most comfortable with 
writing?  
 
Once it was poetry, now it‘s journalism. I 
hope it switches to fiction soon.  
 
Facebook and today's reading and writing 
culture or contemporary living as a whole. What 
do you think? (I guess you have close to 5,000 
friends on the network. That's an aside, 
though.)  
 
I‘m not that popular. You‘re like 2000 
friends off the mark! And that‘s a dismal 
score! But the truth is that Facebook 
friendship means little in the bigger 
scheme of things. The only advantage to 
having more Facebook friends than 
someone else is that potentially more 
people will comment on your status 
updates.  
 
What makes you laugh? And cry?  
 
Funny jokes make me laugh. Nigerian 
politicians too. I don‘t know when last I 
cried, or why.  
 
In one simple line, what does life mean to you?  
 
Life is all about discovery.  
 
Finally, many writers seem to draw a thick line 
between their 'private life' and their public. But 
here's a question for your private life: When are 
you getting married? (That is, if you're not).  
 
No, I‘m not at the moment. And seeing 
into my future has never been a strength of 
mine. 

 

 

Tolu Ogunlesi 
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Ayo Arigbabu and His Fistful of Tales 
In conversation with Sylva Nze Ifedigbo 
 
What was growing up like? 
 
Growing up was pretty sedate. I was the only boy for a long 
time so I learnt how to create my own world. Outside of 
school, I didn‘t get to interact much with other kids so I 
hunted lizards, tried to trap stray chickens, kept a snail 
farm, tried to make my own toys, rode a bicycle that had no 
tires, climbed trees and generally created my own 
adventures within the walls of our large compound in Ipaja, 
a suburb of Lagos. Of course I also had a lot of time to read 
copiously. My dad indulged me a bit with books but it was 
really my late aunt Mrs. Kufo who tipped the scale by 
sending in box loads of exciting children‘s‘ books from time 
to time. Spending six years later in her house in Isolo with 
my cousins and all those books while in secondary school 
sealed the deal eventually, my mind got unhinged and I‘ve 
been trying to cope with that interesting turn of events ever 
since. 
 
You had your Education in Nigeria? 
 
Yeah, certainly. I studied architecture at the University of 
Lagos. Before then, I attended International School, 
University of Lagos and University of Lagos Staff School 
Idi-Araba for secondary and primary education. So you can 
say I am a thoroughbred University of Lagos product, 
especially when you consider that my father-  a professor of 
Neurosurgery who is about to retire- has taught at the 
university for over 30 years and two of my sisters currently 
work at the College of Medicine. Did I add that I‘ve got a 
younger brother in medical school too? 
 
So you are a real Akokaite through and through. Interesting! Now 
down to creative writing, what book are you reading at the 
moment? 
 
I‘m currently reading two books on the flux between 
tradition and modernity by Prof. Louis Munoz. Before that, 
the last work of fiction I read was Eghosa Imasuen‘s 
alternate history novel, To Saint Patrick, and the one before 
that was Margaret Atwood‘s science fiction novel Oryx and 
Crake. I have a book on 21st Century Design by my bedside 
and another book on visual design for films which I read 
from time to time.  
 
That sounds like a whole lot, (laughter) 
 
Well I‘m naming all these books to sound very intelligent 
since that is what interviews are meant for but in reality, I 
don‘t read that much except when in the loo.  
 
(General laughter) Ok, Tell us About Your Book; A Fistful of 
Tales 
 
A Fistful of Tales is my second collection of short stories. It 
contains 10 stories, some of them are actually vignettes and 
one is more of a poem. I put them together in a collection 
because apart from being borne in the most part out of the 

Crossing Borders experience, they also represented a phase 
in my writing where I consciously identified the sort of 
flavour I wanted my writing to have- something I get out of 
Biyi Bandele‘s writing and Diran Adebayo‘s writing as well- 
a gritty suave handling of the language in expressing 
largely urban situations. 
 
Now the title, what’s the catch? Why did you pick that title? 
 
I wanted a title with a punch to it because I tried to write 
stories that had an attitude. From the title, A fistful of tales is 
meant to put you on edge, because you don‘t really know 
where the next punch will come from. 
 
And I suppose the inspiration to write the book came from a desire 
to throw punches?  
 
(Laughter) Well, really, I didn‘t set out to write a book, I 
was just in a phase where I was trying new things with my 
prose and two years on the British Council / Lancaster 
University organized Crossing Borders online creative 
writing mentorship programme gave me all the excuses I 
needed to write more short stories. My mentor on the 
programme, the accomplished novelist Liz Jensen was also 
an immense source of inspiration. Reading one of her novels 
was quite refreshing and seeing how her own career was 
unfolding was also inspiring. Besides, Liz was quite an 
exceptional mentor on the programme; what more 
encouragement could a young layabout need to sit down to 
do some work. 
 
When is it due out? 
 
 In a few days. (September) 
 
Writers always have some figures that influence their writing, who 
would you say are your own literary influences? 
 
My literary influences are diverse, Hemmingway, Margaret 
Atwood, Wilbur Smith, Arthur C. Clarke and many others. 
In the contemporary scene, Toni Kan‘s work inspires me 
because he does to the urban tale what I like seeing being 
done to such tales. He grabs the story by the scruff of its 
neck and throttles the life out of it till the reader is left 
gasping for breathe. That is what stories should do to you, 
they should make you gasp. 
 
Nigerian writers have been gathering laurels in recent time. Many 
of these writers interestingly either live abroad or were published 
abroad. Do you hold the view that African writers have to leave 
Africa in order to achieve success?  
 
It depends on what you call success. If you are after 
financial success then quit wasting your time and go work 
in a bank or an oil and gas company. If you are talking 
about literary laurels, history has proven that you can win 
any award on the planet while still writing from out of 
Africa. If you are talking about moving large volumes and 
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being on the best seller list, Wilbur Smith has always done 
that with African stories. But for me, the highest level of 
success is having someone wag a finger at you and say: 
‗You, that your story, I really loved it o.‘ I don‘t need to 
leave Africa to enjoy that, I like to connect with my 
audience and my primary audience is within the 
environment that inspires my stories.  
 
Perhaps as a sequel to the issue of success, many successful African 
books (Those that have won major prizes I mean) are those that 
portray Africa in a particular light….that which is perhaps more 
appealing to western judges and reading audience, what’s your take 
on that? 
 
I think that ultimately, the greatest power for agenda 
setting lies with writers, only if they choose to use it. If we 
spend more time complaining about our small minded 
leaders, focusing on war and strife, romanticizing poverty 
and generally cultivating an audience like that which CNN 
has grown- one which is used to seeing Africa as a country 
(and not as a continent) where hunger, disease and strife 
rule over a pre-historic civilization, then we also groom a 
publishing industry that looks out for such stories and a 
society that keeps reliving those horrors. If on the other 
hand, we deliberately push stories that reveal the richness of 
our African heritage, talk about young Nigerian scientists 
pushing the frontiers in NASA, talk about a young 
Ghanian doctor synthesizing a cure for AIDs from ideas he 
took from ancient African philosophies, talk about African 
states rescuing the rest of the world from invading aliens 
because the rest of the world had grown too sure of 
themselves and gone on a binge, then the focus of the 
discourse will change. Publishers will switch agendas 
immediately because those old depressive models are worn 
out and oversubscribed. That is why I thoroughly enjoyed 
Eghosa Imasuen‘s To Saint Patrick, Eghosa is smart and 
brave, through his take on alternate history, he‘s risen 
above the stereotypical small mindedness that ties us down. 
It will be a pleasure to see more science fiction from him. 
Africa is the next frontier, the publishers and writers that 
realize that early are the ones that will take the future. 
 
Let’s talk about DADA as a company now(I hope I can call it 
that?). I understand that Dada Books is a subsidiary of a larger 
DADA outfit. What is DADA all about? 
What are the other subsidiaries? 
 
DADA is the acronym for the Dream Arts & Design 
Agency, a hybrid consultancy I founded when I realized 
that to find the sort of employment that would engage all 
my creative interests and wild dreams, I would have to 
create the organization myself from scratch. The fact that 
Dada is also the Yoruba name given to a child with 
dreadlocks also goes to show how special we consider our 
work to be at DADA and how resilient we are at trying to 
achieve our goals. Currently we have interests in design and 
architectural consultancy through our professional division 
called Dream Arts & Design Associates, publishing through 
our imprint- DADA books and we have plans to kick in a 
film and animation division in a couple of years. The agency 
also consults for Children and the Environment (CATE), 
Crown Troupe of Africa and the African Artists‘ 

Foundation. We hope to harness our creative abilities in the 
near future to contribute to the actualization of Africa‘s 
potentials. If our leaders keep failing at laying the basic 
foundations for an African renaissance, we‘ll simply create a 
parallel universe and actualize our dreams there. That is the 
power of imagination. 
 
Publishing is a rather sensitive business. What inspired your 
venturing into it? 
 
I grew up having a very good relationship with books. I 
found comics particularly exciting because they formed a 
bridge between books and television. I remember creating 
my own Mickey Mouse stories with my older sister who is 
now a Radiologist. I‘m not sure Disney would have been 
proud of our efforts then, but that was what sowed the 
seeds that later saw me working with Sewedo Nupowaku to 
create comics for Revolution Media way before DADA 
books came on stream. Through Revolution Media (then 
Evolution Media) we also published my first short story 
collection in an anthology called The Three Kobo Book in 
2004 which also featured Deji Toye‘s play and Dapo 
Ogundipe‘s poems. However, The Three Kobo Book was only 
an extension of the dream the three of us shared while 
working together for the writers‘ collective called Pen Circle 
in the university. That is where the thirst to work with 
other writers to create platforms for reaching an audience 
grew and that is where I started trying my hands at 
publishing by creating a small title called Whispers which 
had themed contributions from different members. 
 
DADA Books has published two successful outings with I Am 
Memory and The Abyssinian Boy. There is a raised expectation 
about what will come next. That raised expectation, concerning 
what you would do next. Did you feel this pressure while you were 
working on A Fistful of Tales? 
 
Interestingly, A Fistful of Tales was finished in 2006 and was 
ready for the press by 2007. The collection was meant to 
launch the DADA books imprint, Jumoke Verissimo even 
interviewed me in October 2007 for her column in the 
Guardian to herald the book. However, by an interesting 
turn of events, DADA Books was launched with Jumoke‘s 
own poetry collection in November 2008 followed by 
Onyeka Nwelue‘s The Abyssinian Boy in January 2009. So 
there is no question of being under pressure to meet 
expectations for DADA books while writing the short 
stories. My writing career is quite distinct from my 
existence as a publisher. If DADA books bids for any of my 
books and a stronger publisher comes to bid for the same 
book with a better offer, I‘d consider it. But right now, I‘m 
happy to be with DADA books, judging from what the 
young imprint has been able to do with its first two books. 
Onyeka Nwelue for example just had a very successful 
outing in India, and Jumoke Verissimo had a similar outing 
in Macedonia. When the writers on your imprint take on 
the International scene and hold their own beautifully, you 
feel even more motivated to achieve more with their work. 
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Your role of Publisher and writer, how do you manage both? Any 
conflict? 
 
The only conflict I combat in being a writer and publisher is 
in having to give up time that I could have spent writing, 
trying to shape up another author‘s book. However, when 
that author‘s career starts to blossom and my input as 
publisher contributes to that unfolding, I feel a sense of 
worth quite different from that felt from being published 
myself. It‘s a totally different kind of spiritual fulfillment 
and at that level, there is no conflict. 
 
Budding writers would really love to hear it from the horses mouth, 
How can they get their work out of the closet? How can they 
published? 
 
The advice is very simple; Write, and write well. Not 
because you want to get published but because you have a 
great story to tell which you just can‘t hold within you 
anymore. That is the only way to get published. Every other 
thing is extraneous. 
 
And for aspiring publishers? 
 
Aspiring publishers should not be flippant about their 
intentions; they should be in for a long hard ride and should 
be ready to think on their feet. Publishing is a trade whose 
future is not very certain, there are insinuations that print 
might fade away soon and for me, that uncertainty makes it 
all the more interesting, it means that you have a chance to 
be at the fore front of innovation. I do not think print will 
fade away, not in our lifetime. I just think the way it is 
being tackled will have to change. But beyond the physical 
medium, I find marketing and distribution to be the most 
exciting phases of publishing, despite being seriously 
handicapped in the Nigerian situation, every publisher will 
need to take those phases even more seriously. These are the 
things I tell myself all the time because I still consider 
myself an aspiring publisher. Unless I push a book to sell 
over a million copies in this environment, till then, I‘m still 
trying to make things work. 
 
There is currently no definite literary season in Nigeria unlike in 
some other countries despite the abundance of talents. What could be 
done about that? 
 
Well, as the cliché goes, talent is not enough. Groaning 
about government not doing enough is also not enough. 
For those with vested interests in the book trade it is about 
making up your mind whether the island you‘ve stumbled 
upon where people wear no shoes signifies a potential 
market for your shoe factory or a waste of time for your 
lovely products. For writers, it is about deciding if your 
mission in life is to write what foreign judges like to read 
and hopefully win a prize and jet out of the country or if 
you want a book that millions of Nigerians can identify 
with and crave to read again and again. It‘s not just 
publishers that need to work harder; writers have a whole 
lot of work to do as well. 
 
 
 

You are an active part of CORA; what, briefly, is the group all 
about? 
 
The Committee For Relevant Art (CORA) is a collective of 
enthusiasts, activists, practitioners, critics and producers in 
different fields of the arts who converge out of a common 
sense of responsibility towards the sustenance and nurturing 
of the Nigerian arts scene and to initiate and run key 
programmes aimed at intervening in the arts at different 
levels. I walked into the CORA fold in 2002 when as 
President of the Pen Circle- a writers‘ association I 
participated in actively while at the University of Lagos- I 
approached the collective to collaborate with CORA on an 
annual Pen Circle event. We were given the platform of 
CORA‘s annual Lagos Book & Art Festival to do our thing 
and I simply loved the air of possibility that surrounded the 
collective. That plus the fact that I love the banter, the 
gossip and the osmotic ease with which knowledge is 
exchanged between members. CORA has been a fantastic 
platform for affecting the creative space around me 
positively, creating other platforms for other people to 
actualize themselves and for incubating some of my own 
creative endeavours. 
 
So like they say, what next? After A FistFul of Tales, what 
should we expect? 
 
There is a novella that was borne out of the same crossing 
borders experience that gave birth to A Fistful of Tales, it 
actually grew out of one of the short stories in the book. 
The main character is the kind of character I like. He‘s a 
renegade military intelligence agent who does not suffer 
fools. I nearly finished it in 2006 but then got distracted by 
other endeavours, and long prose we all know needs 
dedicated time. I‘ll finish that one very soon. There is also a 
novel I was working on with Jumoke Verissimo a long time 
ago, I hope to put that gig back on the road as well. In the 
time being, my second play- 150 Barz which I wrote on 
another British Council capacity building project with the 
Royal Court Theatre, London in 2007 is being published 
this year. I don‘t know where this literary vocation will lead 
me, but I do know that I‘m enjoying the ride all the way 
because first and foremost, I write because I immensely 
enjoy reading the product of my own imagination. Call it 
narcissism if you please, but if you enjoy my writing, it‘s 
because I enjoyed it first. 
 
Are you married? 
 
I‘m single, but nobody should bother applying (laughs). My 
asking price is pretty steep. However for a young, good 
looking and intelligent, cool, calm and collected upwardly 
mobile young lady who wants a piece of the pie, we could 
start negotiating from 25 billion Naira, which is the 
minimum her father would need to have if he owned a 
bank. I also don‘t have any children out of wedlock just 
yet….in case you were wondering (Laughter). 
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Ayo Arigbabu 

 

 
 

From February until October 2010, Saraba Electronic Publishers would produce podcasts recorded by writers 
and academicians living and working in Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria. The podcasts would 

focus on the intersections between the arts and social, political and economic concerns in a globalised world. 
 

The first of these series of podcasts was recorded on Saturday December 19, 2009 at The Green Acres Institute, 
Faculty of Law, Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife. It featured 5 young writers including Saraba’s 

Publishers, Emmanuel IDUMA and Damilola AJAYI, and three other writers,  
(Biyi OLUSOLAPE, Biodun AWOSUSI, Ayodele OBAJEUN) 

 
The goal is to initiate the process of asking unquestioned questions about the art of creativity and the art of 

living in today’s world. These arts, we believe, intersect incredulously.  
 

Saraba hopes to work with interested organizations in financing and executing this Nine Month Project. 
 

Request for details: +234 (0) 806 005 0835, publishers@sarabamag.com       

Ife Conversation Project 

mailto:publishers@sarabamag.com


  

December 2009 www.sarabamag.com 63 

An American Pounded Yam 
Kola Tubosun 
 
{Thoughts on (Pounded) Yam and the Man} 
 

This is the first part of the tale of my visit to the State of 

Maryland, where food engaged me in a contest of wills and 
I almost ran for cover. 
 
I had gone to the house of Nigerian writer and literary 
critic Ikhide Ikheloa to spend the night. I had never met 
him before until then, and as he reminded me over a bottle 
of Malbec red wine from Argentina (which I actually 
miraculously finished, for the first time in one sitting), the 
first contact we had was when I had sent him an electronic 
copy of my first collection of poems around 2006 and 
sought his opinion on them. We had had a few e-
conversations on it and then I‘d quickly moved on, first 
because I myself had lost faith and interest in that book 
because of it‘s poor production, the publisher‘s 
nonchalance, and generally because of my own general 
disgust with most of the poems in there that reflect the 
best and worst of my writing development. I could say this 
though: it had a very good cover design, made by a friend 
in Germany, and some very nice poems that I wrote in the 
university, even if I say so myself. So going to his house 
was mostly a step of faith, a belief in the power of good. 
Even he quipped that his American friends at the office 
had looked at him funny when he told them that he was 
about to host somebody in his house who he had met on 
the internet, and who was a young man. Something about 
that just didn‘t sound right for those friends of his who 
may have heard words like ―pedophilia‖, ―criminals‖, 
―internet scam‖, ―serial killers‖ very many times before in 
American news broadcasts. 
 
But we made it to his house in one piece, Vera Ezimora 
and I, with the aid of a talking GPS device. I have never 
been so humbled by the power of technology, where a 
little device as small as a mobile phone can lead a car 
driver to a location of more than an hour away, and where 
we had both never been before. We were coming  from her 
University where we had gone to participate in one of her 
class tutorial sessions. (Needless to say, after that almost 
boring hour of listening to different accents of her 
classmates discussing the varying definitions and types of 
empathy, I am now convinced that I am never going to see 
that word in the same way ever again. Ever. And this is 
not a good thing!) No matter where anyone lives in the 
United States, a GPS device can lead anyone else there, 
without fail. It‘s takes just a little imagination to conceive 
of how much of a leap we would achieve in Nigeria and 
Africa in general (in criminal investigation, business or 
even social relations) if we could just get adequate 
electronic mapping of the landscape. 
 
The man Ikhide Ikheloa who met us at the door turned 
out to be a simple, likeable man just like I had assumed 
from a distance. He was warm, and down to earth. He is a 
simple man with a very good taste, and humour; a family 
man in his middle age. A photo of Barack Obama rests 

beneath the television in the living room. He ushered us in 
with his still authentic Nigerian Pidgin English, and I felt 
immediately at home. His last visit to the country of his 
birth was just last September, and our first conversations 
dwelt on the impact that had on him. They were 
enormous, it seemed, and we listened to his tale of bad 
roads, generator fumes, LASTMA harassments, malaria, 
roadside vendors, friendships and many other highlights of 
his trip. Born and raised by a military policeman, he is no 
stranger to discipline. The tales he told during the few 
road trips he and I later made around town were of the 
memories of his childhood in the old Midwestern Nigeria, 
especially before, during and after the civil war where he 
had to survive alone with his brother as a young boy 
without any parent in sight. He is an avid reader. He also 
considers himself a compulsive writer, who just can‘t help 
himself. On his critical reviews he says: ―I‘m a consumer of 
literature,‖ and I consider my critical opinion on the work I read 
as being within my rights of response to what I have spent my 
money and my time to consume. 
 
There was always nostalgia when he talked about his 
father who is now an old man living in Nigeria but who 
has visited him in the States. I listened to tales of countless 
encounters of his growing up with his father‘s both hard 
and tender loving side while comparing it to his own 
fatherhood with two very young boys. There are too many 
differences, we agreed. Kids nowadays have it good, he 
said. We shared a mutual love for songs from the past: Rex 
Lawanson, Ebenezer Obey, Victor Uwaifo, Fela Kuti, 
Victor Olaiya and so on, and he showed me his library of 
books, most of them filled with jottings and notes. He also 
gave me about six of them, especially those he had bought 
more than once. He has lived in the United States since 
1982 when, on a whim, he packed his bags and left 
Nigeria which was at that time of a much stronger 
economy and currency than even the United States of 
America. These days, in Nigeria and on the internet, he‘s 
known mostly as a literary critic, even though archives of 
NigeriansinAmerica.com has hordes of his popular and 
thought-provoking articles many of which have little to do 
with just book reviews, but general and very humourous 
outlook on life. He told me he doesn‘t like the typecasting, 
and I agree. He‘s foremost a writer, then maybe a critic. 
People interested in reading him should check out his 
writings online. He tells me that he hopes to return to on 
retirement at age sixty to a beautiful Nigerian countryside, 
reaping the benefits of his years of labour on the American 
continent. 
 
The side of him that is not always obvious to the world 
however is his cooking skills. To put it mildly, he made the 
best pounded yam which we ate almost to stupor. I don‘t 
know how many of you Nigerian men still know how to 
manage the kitchen while your wives went to work. You 
might want to take a lesson from this renaissance man who 
is also on Twitter and Facebook in keeping with the 
current trends in technology, though he doesn‘t think that 
he‘s cut out for the life of technology. I met his wife later 

 

F 



  

December 2009 www.sarabamag.com 64 

in the evening, who turned out to be a lovely beautiful 
woman that we‘ve sometimes read about in some of his 
articles. Oh, before I forget, I also met his daughters Ese, 
and the world-famous Ominira both of whom had initially 
hidden in the safety of their first floor rooms as soon as our 
car parked outside while they peeped stealthily through 
the window upstairs  just in case we turned out to be two 
hired guns sent from the surviving cells of the Nigerian 
military junta against whom their father worked while 
being a voice on the Pyrate Radio Kudirat which was set 
up during the Abacha Regime by Pro Democracy groups 
abroad to sabotage that brutal and oppressive Nigerian 
military government… 
 
Again, I should repeat that he did make the pounded yam 
himself, and it was very good, but Vera and I have never 
agreed on whether the accompanying vegetable soup and 
sauce (which included snails, cow legs, and different 
delicious meats and fish) were also similar results of his 
culinary skills. I don‘t doubt it. He is not a typical 
Nigerian man by many standards, and he‘s surely not a 
lazy man. However, the voices of opposition and 
skepticism abound to drown mine of hope and solidarity. 
The loudest of them ironically belongs to his own first 

daughter who, having overheard our confused wonder at 
the dinner table about who made such a delicious soup, 
had asked aloud without providing a corresponding answer 
to clear the air of any further speculation: ―Is that what he 
told you, that he made the soup by himself? Ha!‖ And just 
as soon as I completed one plate of food, it was replaced by 
another with the words. ―K, here. Have and eat these too. 
They‘re very good, and there‘s more where they came 
from.‖ I survived it by some miracle, but almost couldn‘t 
get up on time the next morning to catch my flight. But in 
all, it was a memorable experience of a visit for many 
reasons. Not only because it was a day that I engaged food 
in a battle of wills, and I was almost roundly defeated. 
 
As for whether he cooked the soup that we ate, my hands 
are tied, so I would reserve my judgement until the next 
time. There will be a next time surely, be it in the folds of 
our American forest along with bottles of Merlot, or in the 
open spaces of our Nigerian wilderness along with gourds 
of frothy palm wine. We would surely do this again. And 
when that time comes, maybe I would be cooking the 
soups by myself. I would only hope that I am able to meet 
up with this standard of taste and nutrition that has been 
so firmly set in the palates of my mouth, and memory. 

 
 
 

S 

Quote  

 
“The artist is guided by what is impossible to hold 

unto.” 
 

BILL T. JONES 
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Cars, Gardens, and Reflections 
Uche Peter Umez 

 
Aperitif 

We sat at the table eating lunch – chapatti, pancake-

round Indian-style bread; khichdi, risotto-type rice; palak 
paneer, cheese in pureed gravy; sabzi, vegetables, and 
dahi, yoghurt – when one of the artists-in-residence, a 
Mexican archaeologist, suggested we pay a visit to Lodhi 
Gardens. 

‗That‘s great,‘ the Vietnamese visual artist said. 
‗Yes, that will be fun.‘ I didn‘t wish to sound like a 

killjoy, even though I knew I still had to hide indoors. I 
had already caught a niggling flu after spending just a 
night in New Delhi, which made my throat itchy and 
nose runny.  

‗Oh...‘ the American painter said. I thought I noted 
some wavering in her tone. 

She was sitting right next to me. We all caught the 
frown on her face before a slight smile managed to 
brighten up her thin lavender lips.    

‗You‘re not coming?‘ asked the visual artist. 
‗I‘d love to, but…‘ the painter replied. ‗I‘ve to get 

some stuff done before we leave for Jaipur.‘ 
‗Yes, Jaipur,‘ the archaeologist mused.  
Eventually, we all agreed we didn‘t need to drag her 

along since in a couple of days we would be leaving for 
the legendary Pink City, as Jaipur is popularly known – a 
must-see attraction for all tourists to India.  

  
Small But comfy 

We set out in the cool Delhi sun in a new-looking 
Suzuki Swift taxi. The driver, handsomely bearded and 
amiable, asked if we needed the air-conditioning. I 
quickly said, no, not wanting to aggravate my flu. A 
song, probably Hindustani, full of sitar twang wafted 
from his car stereo. 

Just then I sneezed. And sneezed again. 
‗You will need some orange mint,‘ the Vietnamese 

prescribed.  
I nodded, wishing I‘d brought with me some vitamin 

C from Nigeria. I would have to look for a pharmacy to 
get some tablets, especially if the flu persisted a few more 
days.  

‗Probably jetlag,‘ she said. 
‗I think so,‘ I replied. 
‗Could be the air-conditioning in the plane,‘ the 

archaeologist said. 
‗Possibly.‘ I began recalling how some of the 

passengers around me on the same Boeing 777 airplane 
had succumbed to a spasmodic spree of sneezing.  

Glancing out the window, I tried not to despair 
seeing as I should have carried some medication in my 
bag. It wasn‘t negligence. I just didn‘t want any hassle at 
the IGI Airport. Prior to my trip I had heard Indians 
regard all Nigerians as drug peddlers: dodgy foreigners to 
be scrutinized at every point.  

So to save myself from being grilled like a felon, I had 
stowed away all my expectorant, antibiotics, and anti-
malarial in a drawer back home, believing I wouldn‘t fall 
sick during the residency. I suppose this belief was 
reinforced by the fact that I spent autumn ‘08 in US, and 

didn‘t catch a cold, even when winter had begun to set 
in.  

Apparently there was no need to panic. No way I 
could become unwell within six weeks in India when the 
weather was often friendly from August to November. 
But I was wrong.  

Now I pressed the hanky to my nose and blew 
another sneeze. Outside, I noticed the roads were broad, 
properly-demarcated, which reminded me of my 
governor‘s fickle yet shrill attempts to revamp the state 
capital.  

Lots of small cars in Delhi, I observed, then said 
aloud to my counterparts, ‗In Nigeria the roads are quite 
narrow, and the cars very big.‘ They didn‘t seem to get 
me, so I explained. ‗It‘s surprising motorists have big 
roads to move on in Delhi, whereas in my country 
everybody drives a car that is much too big for the roads.‘ 

‗Huh,‘ the Vietnamese said. 
The Mexican made a sound that hinted at surprise 

and disbelief.  
Most of the cars were Maruti Suzuki brands – Swift, 

Alto, A-Star, Zen. The other brands also had smaller cars 
– Tata Indica, Chevrolet Spark, Hyundai Santro, Opel, 
etc.  

You could count the number of big cars that zoomed 
past, jeeps mostly – Tata, Audi, Toyota, Chevrolet; yet 
they appeared small when compared to the models you 
find in Nigeria. Even the wagons looked small. Suzuki 
Wagon R, Indigo Wagon, for example.  

Delhiites don‘t obsess about the size of one‘s cars, so 
to speak, like Nigerians. Someone once mocked my male 
cousin for buying an old model Toyota Camry 2.0, saying 
it was a lady‘s car. Too ‗tiny‘ for him, even though my 
cousin has a small build. Another fellow told me recently 
that jeeps are the craze, that he was mystified when his 
father turned down a Murano jeep for a Carina E as 
official car.   

‗Gate 3…?‘ a voice said. 
My thoughts dispersed. I looked up to see our driver 

asking which of the gates we wanted him to stop at as he 
approached Lodhi Garden. 

‗That‘s good,‘ the Mexican said. Then he looked at us 
with a shrug. ‗It‘s OK?‘ 

‗Yes,‘ the Vietnamese and I almost chorused.  
The driver pulled into the lot beside the International 

Indian Centre. As we took the wide entrance path a 
sparrow flew in front of us, metaphorically ushering us in. 

  
Garden of Grandeur and Rejuvenation 

Awe is an understatement to describe what you feel 
the moment you enter the fantastic sprawl of green – an 
oasis redolent of memories and monuments. Indeed, I 
was…lost for words.  

This park of staggering beauty was originally known 
as Lady Willingdon Park in 1936, though renamed Lodhi 
Garden after India‘s independence in 1947. Four 
magnificent domed tombs belonging to the late scions of 
the Lodhi and Sayyid dynasties, which ruled North Indian 
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between 15th and 16th century, stood diagonally across 
from each other.  

Mohammed Shah‘s and Bara Gumbad‘s tombs are 
the largest of the four tombs, while Sheesh Gumbad‘s and 
Sikander Lodhi‘s are smaller in size. One defining feature 
that characterizes the ancient quadruplet tombs is the 
elaborate use of geometric and arabesque designs on the 
monuments.  

Other remarkable architectural features include the 
chatris – a small domed pavilion supported by pillars; 
muqarnas, a form of stylized ceiling decoration; and the 
Athpula Bridge, a baroque-looking bridge that rests on 
eight piers with several squinch-like arches.  

We stopped to look at the names of some native trees 
– maulsari, chakwa, jhin-jheri, and chilarassy – then 
sauntered on. A smooth curving path lined by a column 
of Royal Palms took us to a lake teeming with lilies and 
swans. Nearby a babbler was blabbering away on a silk 
tree. A parakeet kept flitting from a jacaranda to a ficus, 
squawking and watching our very movement. Doves 
preened themselves on the octagonal dome of Shah‘s 
tomb.  

‗Look!‘ the Vietnamese cried. 
A hawk swooped to the ground, but caught nothing. 

Its flight, however, startled a flock of crows. The birds 
took off, flapping wings and cawing threateningly.  

There were pockets of romantic nests here and there, 
young Indian lovers, and a few aged ones. It looked so 
pristine, so Shakespearean. I thought of my wife as we 
lounged on the grass so neatly combed and cushiony 
you‘d feel guilty walking on it. Squirrels darted across the 
field, pausing once in a while to swipe at each other 
before scurrying into the undergrowth near a magnolia 
tree.  

After a moment of delight, we got up and caught 
sight of joggers puffing on their defined trail, trekkers 
whooshing past, dogs trotting along. Up among some 
neem and kapok trees, a hornbill and a blue throat tried 
to outcry each other with discordant birdsongs.  

Yet all these activities didn‘t dent the tranquility of 
the garden. We took some photographs, and I realized I 
hadn‘t sneezed in a long while. It might be the purity of 
the air, I thought as we filed out past the battered, 
fluted-domed Round Tower, reputed to be the oldest 
building in the gardens.  

  
Green Delhi, Green India 

It is all green, all nature, in New Delhi, I observed.   
It‘s all culture, all history, I also discovered. This 

realization shuddered through me as I recollected how a 
zealous governor had dismantled all the cultural 
landmarks in Owerri; how some patted each other on the 
back because they had set up a parody of parks in their 
states. I grimaced as I remembered the millions of dollars 
being siphoned off the country every second. 

As the driver cruised along the boulevard of trees 
leading to the Anadgram, I said to myself, over ninety 
percent of our politicians are irredeemably obtuse. If I had access 
to one-tenth of their booty, I would build a replica of the 
Lodhi Gardens in Nigeria, although without the tombs. 

  
 

 In India (A Snippet) 
 
Chilly Expectations 
I came to India to write, but I keep looking for my 
already-soiled white hanky to press to my runny nose. It 
seems tiring even washing that hanky, maybe because my 
nostrils have been feeling itchy since I arrived.  

  
Yes, I‘m supposed to be writing from sunup to sundown, 
but here I am nursing some miserable flu barely twenty-
four hours after I‘d settled in my lodge in New Delhi. 
Not bird flu, mind you. Not swine flu, either. Just 
common cold and catarrh, as Nigerians would say.  

  
You could imagine my immense relief when I was 
allowed entry into India after passing the tight-faced 
screening tests for the widely-dreaded H1N1 at the IGI 
Airport – have you noticed it is one of the ten tags on 
Yahoo! popular searches?  

  
The lanky American male traveller standing before me in 
the queue didn‘t look relieved, though. The man was so 
tall his head touched the white ceiling of the baggage 
claim area while we were monitoring the carousel. He 
was singled out by the airport Health Control officials 
near the Immigration post, and the next thing I saw he 
had put on an N-95 mask over his nose and mouth that 
made me think of a quirky character in Star Wars. Or 
Doctor Who. 

  
In-flight Flu  
Why was I relieved? Well, few minutes after we 
disembarked from the Boeing 777, I almost turned into a 
hypochondriac fearing I had caught a swine flu because 
nearly thirty percent of the passengers, Europeans 
predominantly, were sneezing on-board. Now I think of 
it, I suppose the cabin might have been too dry, or overly 
soused in one of those deodorizers or insect- repellents 
(with or without CFC), or something was just amiss in 
the air.  

  
Climate Change? 
I wondered how I got the flu; what actually caused it. I 
thought it was a change of environment, even though I‘m 
bored with the ubiquitous buzz of climate change. Maybe 
it was the startling greenness of Sanskriti Kendra that 
overwhelmed my nasal immunity with its intense 
aromatic smells. Or maybe it was simply the chilliness in 
the air at nights, for the weather has been oscillating 
between 12 and 16 Celsius in New Delhi. Or perhaps it 
all boiled down to jetlag.  

 Anyhow, I hate it that my body clock has refused to 
adjust quickly to my new environment. I hate waking up 
at 2 A.M. after I had crept into bed four or five hours 
earlier.  

  
Double-Barreled Blasts 
Sometimes one can‘t help feeling gleeful or strangely 
comforted when you notice the person close by is 
managing another distressing affliction as you, or passing 
through a similar difficulty. There is something 
inherently selfish about it, obviously. So you may call me 
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selfish because I was happy that one of the Caucasian 
male artists-in-resident has been sneezing much more 
than me, quite terribly that when he releases one mighty 
sneeze his whole face turns a bitter red. Tears glisten in 
his green eyes as well. At least my face remains African-ly 
dark, when I am racked by a sneeze. I don‘t want to 
describe his, a double-barreled blast, but when one does 
erupts from his chest you almost jump out of your seat. 
Thank goodness, my sneeze comes out mildly. 

 So after lunch I was sneezing like crazy into my 
hanky, when Devena, one of the beautiful female staff of 
the Sanskriti Kendra sighted me and said, ‗I see you are 
still adjusting. Hope you are pleased with your room? 
Hope you like it here? Hope – ‘ 

 ‗Everything is fine.‘ I cut her short. Of course, I‘m 
pretty elated to be on the residency, and besides, I have 
always longed to see Incredible India – after watching that 
fascinating advert on CNN and then perhaps all those 
years of watching Sholay, Maad, Burning Train, Amutab, 
and Drahmenda, who wouldn‘t look forward to visiting 
India if such a great opportunity – all expenses-paid – 
plops into your lap!   

 ‗I hope your room is…‘ Her voice still resonated with 
real concern.  

 ‗Everything is perfect.‘ My tone was firm, yet 
courteous. ‗Just this damn cold,‘ I added rather 
petulantly, reluctantly, not wanting to come across as 
effeminate, especially when I fancy myself as athletic – 
not like Usain Bolt, though.   

 A frown stole across her face, just briefly. ‗You 
should take chai,’ she suggested. Then she asked if I had 
an electric kettle in my studio. I told her, yes. She said, 
good. Go take some tea now – I quickly checked my 
time: past three, and felt so Chinese – and sip some more 
before going to bed. 

  
Tea Therapy 
I remember Onyeka Nwelue, author of The Abyssinian 
Boy, speaking glowingly about his experiences in India 
then, particularly about Indian teas; and thinking if he 
was obliquely referring to some kind of aphrodisiac or 
tonic, so I seized the opportunity to swill two cups of tea 
at once, and then grabbed one teabag out of the five-
times-the-size of Lipton Tea packet.  

 Brooke Bond, I noticed the brand, had a nice-
looking tea packet with a picture of the glorious Taj 
Mahal at the back of each teabag label. It reminded me of 
the last packet of Twinnings I finished a month earlier. 
Minutes after sipping the cups of tea I thought I felt like 
someone who had just gulped a can of Burn; revitalized a 
bit, as warm perspiration broke out around my neck and 
on my forehead. 

 I also noticed an evident briskness to my steps as I 
strolled in the luxuriant gardens, still perspiring and 
stopping once in a while to listen to the bubbly call of an 
unfamiliar bird with purple plumage perching on a 
jacaranda tree off Studio 8. And I managed a self-assured 
smile, thinking, Yes, I came to India to write, and write I 
will!  

 

Of time and the river 

S 
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City of God 
Pelu Awofeso 

 

―Everything about Calabar is 

special,‖ tour guide Joy says with a 
hint of happiness as the tour bus steers 
slowly past the Millennium Park, 
where a massive national flag flaps in 
the midday wind. And it is a boon to 
be able to see some of the city‘s travel 
assets in the company of other guests 
with a skilled guide narrating the 
stories behind each one. After we have 
been to the plush precincts of the 
Government House, the upbeat Watts 
Market (the biggest in town) and a 
couple of streets of local significance, 
the bus takes us through Eyamba 
Street in Old Calabar and stops.  

 
―You can see the houses are old, 

the roofs are old—even the people are 
old,‖ Joy says rhetorically. It‘s a 
deliberate attempt to make her 
listeners laugh and she succeeds. The 
bus is just a few metres from Efe Ekpe 
Efik Iboku, a bungalow and cult 
enclave, where every newly appointed 
Efik monarch, the Obong of Calabar, 
must first be taken to perform the 
initial coronation rites. Only the 
initiated, we learn, can enter the place.  

Calabar has a longstanding record 
of missionary work dating back to the 
mid-19th century. Just across from the 
Iboku, there is a one-storey 
prefabricated building where the first 
Catholic mass in Calabar (and possibly 
Nigeria) was held. And just to its right 
stands the first Presbyterian Church 
ever in Nigeria.  
 
―The missionaries didn‘t just come to 
evangelise,‖ a local Presbyterian 
preacher said recently in a newspaper 
interview, ―they helped build churches, 
hospitals and schools.‖  

Way back then the people warmed 
up to the earliest missionaries and the 
local culture served Christianity well. 
According to Joy when the 
missionaries came ―it was the Ekpe 
masquerade that went about chasing 
the people to church.‖ Joy rounds up 
at that point and we are on our way to 
the next stop.  

 
Within minutes, the driver pulls 

over at the tomb of Marry Slessor, the 
famed Scottish missionary who, who 
among other good deeds to the area, 
saw to it that the twins born at the 

time were spared the cruel faith of being cast into the ‗Evil Forest‘ to die as was 
the established practice. Her tomb, a conical mound decked with a giant cross, 
stands out from the many other tombs of early European missionaries who 
lived, worked and died in Calabar. And before her death in 1915, Slessor had 
learned the local dialect sufficiently to be able to serve as judge in myriad 
domestic and communal cases. A street is named in her memory and a 
monument in town is proof of her abiding presence. 

 
Meanwhile, Christianity in Calabar sprang from the ashes of the trans-

Atlantic slave trade. A thatched bungalow complex, situated in the old town 
and not far away from the first Presbyterian Church, served as transit 
accommodation for the captured slaves.  At the National Museum, the slave 
trade years is documented in piercing detail. A note on one of the museum‘s 
walls says Nigeria has the highest percentage of slaves shipped from Africa 
(41.4%); and Cross River State officials argue that about 30 per cent of the 
unfortunate victims passed through Calabar soil, which may explain why the 
state government has deemed it appropriate to construct a Marina Resort that 
incorporates a slave trade museum. On another level, Calabar has a thing about 
dates. The whims of History has bequeathed it an amazing array of landmarks, 
which so happen to be either the first of their kind (or the most striking) 
anywhere in the country. And Joy dutifully reels out the dates of key events 
and milestones as it relates to the tour itinerary. ―1894—the first pre-fabricated 
building (Hope Waddel Institute) was assembled in Calabar. The game of 
football was first played in this compound too.‖ 

 
―Somewhere near the city centre, a towering iron gong - - with its broader 

end facing downwards - - stands in dark contrast to the calming grey sky; it 
was brought into Calabar, Joy tells us, in 1846, the same year missionaries 
began evangelising Nigeria. And the Bricksfield Prison (built in 1890), now 
serves as the state‘s library. Some of the dates, however, bear bad news: The 
first plane crash in Nigeria, we are told, claimed the life of Calabar‘s first 
European-trained medical Doctor, Lawrence Henshaw. 

 
Calabar is clear proof that tourism can thrive in Nigeria. Ten years ago 

Cross River State was just one of the 36 States in the country: it had no special 
status whatsoever; neither did a mention of it evoke any remarkable image or 
memories. That has since changed. With Democracy re-established in May 
1999, the then government ensured that Calabar became the cleanest capital 
city in the whole of Nigeria, one every Nigerian living longed to see.  

 
 ―Citizens of Rivers State are beginning to get conscious of not just 

dropping things on the ground,‖ Joy explains when one of the tourists throws a 
biscuit wrap out the window.  

 
The government also breathed life into a long-neglected cattle ranch In 

Obudu (now re-named Obudu Mountain Resort) , in the state‘s North-Easterly 
part, which ranks as the best managed resort in Nigeria at the moment and 
includes a Presidential Lodge a la Camp David. ―Our selling point is not the 
accommodation, though that is fantastic in itself,‖ Joy chips in, ―our selling 
point is the weather. It is a fun place and it is a place you can have a real 
holiday.‖ 

 
By 2006 findings showed that the city gets two million tourist visits per 

year. ―Our tourism initiative—as envisioned by [former] Governor Donald 
Duke—came about because of the scenic landscape and the innate hospitable 
nature of the people,‖ explains Gabe Onah, former Managing Director of the 
state‘s Tourism Bureau, at a pan-African Eco-tourism symposium hosted in 
Calabar in November of that year. ―We believed that we have a competitive 
advantage in these areas.‖  
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In the same light, the first sets of 
human resources to drive that goal 
were sent out to Jamaica to be 
grounded in the art of Tour Guiding 
and Tour Management. Joy is a 
product of that programme and 
standing by the bus‘s door in 
immaculate white T-shirt, Afrocentric 
necklace and pendant, and a pair of 
black jeans, her hair done up in spiky 
dreads, she looks just as impressive as 
the city she is conducting us through.  

 
The tour winds up at the stunning TINAPA Leisure and Business Resort 

after about two hours. But not before Joy regales us with the structure‘s unique 
features: TINAPA—named after a local fish species; eight months was spent 
laying the drainage system; there are four shopping emporiums, each the size of 
a football field; a car park with capacity for 5000 vehicles; there is a 300-room 
hotel, and an artificial lake. With the federal government gazetting its 
operation as a free Trade Zone recently, TINAPA is now open for business and 
set to be another tourist draw. 

 
But Joy is not done with us as yet: ―Would you by any chance know the full 
meaning of Calabar?‖ she asks the bus occupants. Nobody knows. ―Well, it 
means: Come And Live And Be At Rest.‖  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Moments in Lagos 
Yazeed Kamaldien 
 
You might not see my black skin but I am an African. 

 
I wanted to shout these words to the irritating Liberian – 
that‘s where he said he was from – who told me that he 
could ―fuck‖ me up because he was black. And I wasn‘t. 
This happened some random evening recently while 
walking down a busy Lagos street. 
  
The worst part was that this guy continued walking with 
me to the pizza shop where I wanted to get some for 
supper. He insisted on harassing me with talk of ―you‘re 
paranoid and running away because you‘re scared of me‖. 
To him, black also meant having the right to use words 
like ―mother fucker / niggar / bitch‖. 
 
It was shocking. Repeatedly, I said: ―Get lost.‖ But I had 
no right to talk to him that way because I‘m not an 
African. (I probably don‘t care about the continent or the 
poverty that most of its black citizens find themselves in 
either.) 
 
At some point, I tried having a conversation with the 
Liberian about the fact that I‘m from South Africa and 
that we have various races in our country. And that it‘s 
not only black-skinned South Africans who consider 
themselves to be African. 
 
But the Liberian would have none of that. His anger at 
colonisation, white oppression and who knows what else 
was probably the only thing he wanted to address right 
there and then in a bustling downtown Lagos. I was the 
most suitable figurative punching bag. 
This experience was essential though. It opened my eyes 
to the truth that some black-skinned Africans perhaps 
feel that other races – even though we were born on the 
continent and don‘t know any other home – are not 
African. I agree that I am not black skinned. But neither 

am I white skinned, Indian, Chinese or any of those other 
easily defined race groups. I don‘t fit myself comfortably 
into any of those categories and that‘s a major challenge 
for most folk who choose to read the conversation as 
black versus white. Think again: We Are More Complex 
than You Can Imagine. 
 
This incident happened during my first time travelling to 
Lagos. I had heard quite a bit about the city. South Africa 
is host to a large Nigerian community spread across 
various cities. My journey was prepared with all the 
stereotypes: ―419, they can sell you anything, watch your 
bags‖. But I was also warned that I would love it (yes) 
and that I would be inspired (yes again). 
 
My conversation with Nigeria over nine days unfolded at 
two dance festivals and a writers workshop hosted by the 
Space for Pan-African Research Creation and Knowledge. 
It included meeting writers and dancers from various 
countries: America, France, Germany, London and 
Nigeria. And we asked many questions about Africa, 
blackness and representation of these two as concepts. 
 
We were trying to understand and unpack the mindsets 
like those of the Liberian guy. We wanted to know, with 
this constantly moving city as a canvas, how we fitted 
into the puzzle. How did we connect, experience and 
creatively communicate through dance or writing? 
 
It was a challenging exercise that demanded absolutely 
honest interrogation. Any dishonest would shine through 
in our half-hearted attempts at presenting creatively 
stimulating conversations via our words and work. 
 
I also challenged the notions of African cities. At one 
point I was exposed to beautiful buildings and residences 
with swimming pools in Lagos – for the wealthy of course 
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– while for the most part around us we saw a city in need 
of urgent repair. 
 
I realised that Lagos has both the ‗Things Fall Apart‘ 
going on and also the Not So Bad After All moments. It‘s 
a reality that can‘t be shoved aside with notions of the 
Third World Doesn‘t Ever Shimmer. 
 
I had my camera with me all the time. And Lagos would 
shout at my lense every day. My camera was my safety 
net… my way of navigating the sometimes senseless. 
Because when you step into Lagos comfort and security 
disappears. Sometimes, this city‘s beat suffocates. It is 
claustrophobic and distracting; people everywhere, people 
shouting, cars almost bumping into us as we drove from 
the hotel to where we did our writing workshops. 
 
―How this can be anyone‘s normal daily life? I wouldn‘t 
be able to deal with this city if I had to live here,‖ I 
thought. 
 
The first thing that hits you about Lagos is the manic 
traffic with its congestion, hooting and whizzing 
motorcycles. The only advice is this: Just relax and smile. 
Let the taxi driver deal with it. 
 
Lagos has been dubbed the New York of Africa. Okay, if 
it had a Fifth Avenue it isn‘t as shiny as The Big Apple, 
but it‘s far more energising. Its Fifth Avenue is every 
avenue in Lagos. It is every side street. You see, Lagos is a 
mega mall. With vendors at every turn, selling you cold 
drinks, cigarettes and even dish clothes. 
 
In Lagos, you don‘t go to the shop. It comes to you, 
knocks on your car window and you can even negotiate a 
better deal. ―Sell or go,‖ a Nigerian in our writers group 
demanded of a street vendor at our car window during 
one of those tough negotiating deals that makes the 
Middle East peace talks look like a happy Sunday lunch. 
 
Lagos isn‘t an easy city to move through though. The 
public transport system feels like an attack on the senses. 
One trip on a minibus showed the advantage of natural 
air conditioning. It was a hot night and the minibus door 

stayed wide open throughout the journey. Wind gushed 
through the vehicle and combated the heat assault. 
Knowing that I would leave within a short period of time 
kept some distance between me and Lagos. But there 
were those moments that one just could not block out. 
 
One evening we were driving down a busy street. A 
naked man strolled on by past vendors and nobody 
seemed to care. Who knows, perhaps it was his regular 
8pm stint. Passing cars didn‘t seem bothered either. 
Nobody looked twice at that guy. He just fit in with the 
rest of the incessant noise. 
 
I also stopped trying to make sense of the mess of voices, 
hooting, music and communal life that goes on and on 
and on. At times it felt surreal. 
 
My lens was watching all the time and caught the 
poverty too (see Featured Photography). It raised more of 
those African reality questions. I wondered how it could 
be that we have machines that can build roads, machines 
that can ease the construction of houses and proper 
sewage systems, but in Lagos we don‘t see enough of the 
benefits that these machines offer. 
 
When it was time to take a break from the chaos I had 
the opportunity to visit The Shrine. This legendary venue 
was founded by musician Fela Kuti. His musician son 
Seun Kuti was performing on the Saturday night that we 
went there. The Shrine also pays tribute to various 
African leaders. Paintings of South Africa‘s anti-apartheid 
fighter Steve Biko and American civil rights leader 
Martin Luther King and others adorn its walls. It is a 
dedication to the legacy of Africa‘s bravest freedom 
fighters.  
 
It is a much gentler voice of Lagos… yet it is still a 
scream that Lagos is alive. This city is no quiet walk, 
especially not when you‘re going to bump into a young 
man from Liberia who is still struggling with his African 
identity. 
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Of rapists, gangs and gangsters in Cape Flats, South Africa 
Okechukwu Nwafor 
 

Today, 15 November 2009, as I was entering my hostel, 

Hector Peterson Residence, I saw a middle aged man 
talking to Bridget, our security officer.   The man seemed 
worried and disturbed, I thought, when I looked at his 
face.  But after the man had left I asked Bridget - in my 
characteristic curious manner - what the man had told her. 
To my great surprise Bridget said the man came to tell our 
residence manager, Mr Saka, that his daughter was raped 
yesterday. Because of this the man brought the daughter 
to live with Mr. Saka‘s family for the time being. The 
reason for this is that if his daughter is far removed from 
their locality, the Cape Flats in Belhar, away from the 
scaring sights of her rapists‘ colony, there are more 
prospects that she can cope, more conveniently, with her 
post-rape trauma.  
 
The above scenario is the reality in South Africa today 
where, according to statistics by the United Nations, one 
in three women had been raped sometime. The United 
Nations however ranked South Africa first for rapes per 
capita. It is, in fact, estimated that a woman born in South 
Africa has more chances of being raped than learning how 
to read or write. Bizarre! 
Before I came to South Africa, I never imagined how these 
figures by the United Nations came to be validated.  I 
always thought that the figures are part of the grand 
narratives invoked by Western agencies to always remind 
Africa of her bestial place in the linear, functionalist 
narration of human civilization/development.   However, 
having lived here for two years, I realized that such figures 
never adumbrated the reality of rape as an everyday risk in 
South Africa. The figures do not foreshadow the blatant 
and naked dehumanization of life in Mandela‘s post 
apartheid nation. 
 
For clarity purposes Cape Flats are home to people the 
apartheid government designated as non-Whites. Race-
based legislation such as the ‗Group Areas Act‘ and ‗pass 
laws‘ either forced non-white people out of more central 
urban areas designated for white people and into 
government-built townships and flats known today as 
Cape Flats.  Within Cape Flats there is polarization along 
economic, social, racial, and spatial barriers.  There are the 
more populous ‗coloured‘ communities (a dubious term 
devised by the architects of apartheid to define lighter 
skinned mixed race people), and the less numerous, but 
more densely populated, Black shacks.  
The alarming rate of crime and violence on the Cape Flats 
has unarguably made it horrifying for outsiders like me. 
Many areas are considered ‗out of bounds‘ for non-
inhabitants due to street gangs and a potential for violent 
attacks. In these places rape, prostitution, dealing in drugs, 
arms and stolen properties are as sure as the ticking hands 
of the clock.   
 
According to André Standing of the Institute for Security 
Studies, ―It is almost impossible to count how many 
individual street gangs there are on the Cape Flats.‖  Police 
experts however believe that the gangs could be roughly 

150, but it would be difficult to draw a borderline between 
separate gangs and there is a continuous consolidation 
going on amongst them in which some gangs annex others 
or force them to death.  Remarking further, André 
Standing notes that ―in 1984 Don Pinnock estimated the 
number of gang members to be roughly 100 000, but 
many people feel that there are now far more.‖  In fact in 
an informal conversation, Professor Premesh Lalu, jokingly 
told me that there could be more than 7, 000 gang leaders 
in Cape Town.  Again, going by Pinnock‘s 1984 statistics 
one could easily approximate the number of gang 
members to exceed about three hundred thousand in 
recent times.  At this point, precision in figures may not 
matter if one reasons that there is an alarming magnitude 
in the rise of the number of those who are socially excluded 
and thus more inclined to join gangs.  Standing observes 
that ―young men who resist joining gangs are noted as 
having exceptional traits. Stereotypically street gangs are 
made up of young people, but gangs on the Flats contain 
all age groups though the older members may be less 
active.‖  
 
It was estimated that there were 103 registered murders 
on the Cape Flats alone in the first five months of 2001 
while in May 2003 there were 37 murders attributed to 
gang violence. In March 2003, on separate evenings, stray 
bullets from gang fights hit five children, four of whom 
died from their injuries. In Mannenberg, a community 
comprising roughly 6 000 people, the local school is 
surrounded by an electric fence to keep ‗gangsters‘ out, 
and barbed wire and bullet-proof windows protect the few 
inhabited public buildings.  In Delft, another Cape Town 
suburb, gang members pose threat to people such that 
people walk in the streets filled with an appalling sense of 
terror and expectation of being shot, robbed, raped or 
stabbed to death.  The same thing happens in gugulethu, 
Khayelitsha and in fact most Cape Town suburbs 
including Belhar where I live. Between September and 
October, 2009, Cape Argus reported that 25 people had 
been killed in suspected gang-related shooting across Cape 
Town. In Athlone, another Cape Town suburb 9 people 
were killed in September 2009 in gang war.  According to 
Cape Argus, ―On Monday, October 19 2009 a 19 year-old 
was shot in Kewtown around Cape Town. Two weeks 
before Ramiz Mohamed, 19, and Magadien Stellenboom, 
17, were killed in front of the Block 1 Cape flats in 
Kewtown. Both teenagers are believed to have been 
members of the Playsboys gang. In another weekend 
incident, the decomposing body of a half-naked 25-year-
old woman was found on an Athlone field on Sunday, 
October 20, morning.‖ She was suspected to have been 
raped and killed.   
 
Back to my initial story, the said man, the father of the 
raped girl, lives in one of these Cape Flats located in 
Belhar, and exactly few distances away from the UWC 
Residence, HPR, where I live.   In Belhar Cape Flats just 
like other similar Cape Flats scattered around Cape Town, 
there are notorious gangsters, rapists, violent murderers 
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and poor living conditions. On Thursday night, August 7, 
2008 hundreds of Belhar residents took to the streets to 
protest against drug dealers operating in their community. 
Apart from this march there had been numerous protests 
by the community in the past against ubiquitous drug 
sellers and users whose stock in trade is a dangerous 
narcotic popularly known as Tik.  Tik dens are scattered 
all over Belhar where teenagers who dropped out of school 
engage in the illicit business of drugs and gansterism.  
I am happy that my residence is detached, a bit, from more 
dangerous places such as Belhar Cape Flats where life is 
akin to,   in the words of Jonathan Raban, ―a lit stage 
awaiting a scenario.‖ But what sort of scenario is life 
waiting in the lit stage of Belhar‘s Cape Flats?  Perhaps a 
reflection on my visit to Belhar Cape Flats might unveil 
this. 
 
Sometime around October 2009, on a certain Sunday, a 
member of our church invited me to her house inside the 
Cape Flats in Belhar. Having noticed my role during our 
church‘s confirmation ceremony where I had acted as the 
photographer of the ceremony together with another 
colleague, Tony Ojeikere, this lady invited me and Tony to 
join her, later in the day, after church service in the 
celebration of her nephew‘s confirmation at the Belhar 
Cape Flats.  
At around 4pm that Sunday, I contacted Tony and we 
took a bus from our residence to the Belhar Cape Flats, a 
short distance though. As we alighted from the bus and 
headed inside the heart of the Flats, we had an instant 
nudge which told us that the place was not secure. We 
were immediately plunged into a mental drama where the 
script compelled us to shrink from looking at the terrifying 
eyes of numerous youngsters mingled in groups at every 
corner we bumped into. Even though we did not know the 
actual flat number we were looking for, we felt it could be 
more dangerous to ask anyone questions because they 
would recognize that we were strangers and we could 
become easy targets. From the faces of the numerous 
young men that stared at us we could feel the hostility, the 
claustrophobia and the stinking odour of crime and danger 
hanging in the air. Tony said to me, ―I am not comfortable 
here‖ and I replied, ―I am also not comfortable.‖ I reasoned 
that one of these guys could step out of their groups to 
‗drop‘ any of us.  As we came to a point almost closer to 

the flat number we were searching for, one of the boys, 
fiddling with a gun in his hands, said, ―eh you where are 
you from?‖ I thought we were already dead. Neither I nor 
Tony looked in his direction as we headed fast to the flat 
we were going to. We got there and were traumatized on 
how to go back. It was the Grace of God that actually led 
us out of the flats as I swore never to visit the flat again 
until my stay elapses in south Africa. I realized the risk we 
took when I learned from a local in Belhar that one 
Congolese had gone there on a certain time and was shot 
dead before he could come out.  
 
I saw in these gangsters the faces of rapists who would 
commit rape without any moral scruple and who obviously 
could be the defilers of the girl I spoke about in my first 
paragraph. These are the gangsters whom Robert 
Warshow described as ―the men of the city,‖ whose 
language fall within the verb words of kill, rape, rob, loot, 
maim.  
 
As I reflect on the parallel of such gang occurrences in my 
country, Nigeria, I quickly observed that the gangsters in 
Nigeria are located within the four walls of the University 
environment where they are commonly referred to as cult 
groups. Unlike in South Africa where they pose threat to 
the entire neighbourhood, in Nigeria they pose threat to 
the University environment and one can argue that 
recently their activities have endangered the entire society 
if the recent kidnap saga is Nigeria is anything to be 
attributed to them.  Although the cult members in Nigeria 
engage in all the activities gang members engage in South 
Africa: rape, robbery, maiming, killing among others,  I 
can assure you that no group in Nigeria could pose a 
threat as menacing as the ones posed by gangsters in Cape 
Town.  After living in any Cape Town‘s suburb you would 
confirm that even with the recent kidnapping saga in 
Nigeria danger seems more palpably felt  here than  in 
Nigeria.  As I share in the sorrows of the raped girl, her 
dad and her family, I ponder the sorry character of 
dwellings such as Belhar Cape Flats all over the world, and 
I see a situation whereby the drama of life in such 
dwellings would enact looming, nightmarish connections 
of paranoia and brutality that will enmesh the entire world 
into its fold.  
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Taking No for an Answer 
Qudus Onikeku 
 
Letter to you who wonder: Whatever happened to ewaBAMIJO and Qudus' big mouth?  
 
Fellow human being, I‘m finally taking a NO for an answer. Check out 

www.ewabamijo.com to see a beautiful dream that never saw the light of day. 
Why?  
 
Because I'm wanted to be a Nigeria.  
 
A man who cannot accept NO from a woman for an answer should not bother 
about marriage - in conventional thinking no one can endure a refusal, as in 
response to a question or request; but when an irreversible condition weighs 
heavier than our wish, we might reconsider a NO, but not in good faith. In my 
own case I'm about to examine a NO for an answer, not to a request or a question 
but a series of NO(s) which threatens an article of faith and kills a determination. 
It kills a love for a nation. It kills a pursuit for sense and meaning. Even though I 
can hear Soyinka's words hover in my soul "... The man died in all that keep silent 
in the face of tyranny"  
 
Eventually something died in me and is about to keep me silent, to actually 
realise that ewaBAMIJO 2009 did not happen, even until this very point it seems 
like the surprise of a torturer who misjudged his strength. YES- in here 
something did die. The NO(s) I heard in many different voices in the past and 
many more in the future, but this is a kind of death that signifies the end of a 
journey and brings about the beginning of another, another difficult journey away 
from familiar borders, a new life that again strives on hope and survives on 
constant remembrance of the previous life.  
 
This is an account of a life well spent, ewaBAMIJO 2009 is but a déjà vu that 
never happened, but it's lessons and experience lives on forever, and when it will 
be remembered in the future. Rather than seeing it as a failure, I want you to see 
it as the result of a failed nation and society of the humanities. On this simple but 
complex proverbial concept of "taking" a NO for an answer, also proved to myself 
that I have moved long ago beyond compromise. I recognize in it the title for my 
future memoire. That this account might still stand as an alibi of courage and 
neither of a failure nor a sell-out, for those on whom the true revolution of the 
Nigerian dance industry (and beyond) depends.  
 
This sudden realization seems to me that this is the real cultural, economical and 
artistic face of tyranny. My intuition and judgement alone will serve in a lot of 
issues that will arise as we proceed in this correspondence, because it strikes me 
more and more that my experience is unique among the dancers of the world and 
the one hundred and forty million people in my country.  
 
You know, When a deliberate control and censoring of our creative 
temperaments become so visible before the naked eyes of all to see, it no longer 
matters what impact our projects are set to tackle, the transformational and long 
term effect of a set of ideas, who is the conveyor of such ideas, and a clearly stated 
"benefit" of every individual, funding or corporate organizations approached to be 
involved in such project.  
 
When such imposition of standardization of what and who should be in control 
suddenly come to one‘s realization, the very first feeling is a feeling of 
humiliation. One that sets a conscious soul in a totally spontaneous immediacy, to 
resist a policy that has been set as a result of the oppressor's relentless effort, to 
force our creative mind to accept all the vulgarity that has defaced and eaten up 
the corrupt god fathers, and legislators of meaning and of what should be. This 
feeling of humiliation grew day by day in me, it evolves into a daily anger that 
moves with me, it radically affects the way I see the very thing I see everyday.  
 

In Nigeria, our reason and human 
status gets deeply insulted 
everyday, and the effect of the 
unwilling majority of the masses is 
even more suicidal, but a person 
who doesn‘t want to get entangled 
in his journey through the jungle 
must follow the elephant's track, 
and here I am now, determined to 
see through without any track on 
our path.  
 
I would like to believe that The 
Challenge for most post wasted-
generation Nigerians of my time is 
almost like rebuking a curse 
inherited from our fathers. In 1983, 
which is a year before my birth, 
Chinua Achebe already made it 
known that "the trouble with 
Nigeria is simply and squarely a 
failure of leadership. There is 
nothing basically wrong with the 
Nigerian character. There is 
nothing wrong with the Nigerian 
land and climate or water or air or 
anything else. The Nigerian 
problem is unwillingness or 
inability of it's leaders to rise to the 
responsibility, to the challenge of 
personal example which is the 
hallmark of leadership." 
 
The more I push harder the more I 
realize that the weight of reality in 
this insane society will ooze away 
my sanity, suffocate my dreams and 
aspiration. The weight of national 
corruption will definitely crush me 
if I press any further. I constantly 
hear a sepulchral voice whispering 
to me YOU ARE ALONE, because 
when you go against corruption in 
Nigeria wholly, its like you are 
going against almost 
EVERYBODY, when you decide to 
trail a straight path, you are 
definitely stepping on big toes, so 
the person you least expect will be 
the one fighting you back.  
 
Out of a share acceptance of such 
malediction, I sometimes make 
parodies like, even if Sango, Oya or 
Ogun and all other Nigerian deities 
are alive today, they will definitely 
be in the Diaspora, for they will 
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obviously be treated as worthless beings at home until they gradually loose their 
mythical prowess.  
 
As exiles from Africa into Europe continues to mount fierce and courageous 
battles indeed to be heard, recognized and respected – A battle that has 
comfortably found it's battle ground in the very comfort zone of both the 
antagonists and the protagonists – I have with time realized that as we run 
towards security we tend to reinforce more fears. To rate this reality of the so-
called art world from the perspective of a young Nigerian who lives (or lived) 
between Nigeria and France, works from around the globe and belongs to a new 
(media) generation - I find it rather curious, to say the least, that this 'War of 
Identity' that assumes a position of high signal importance in contemporary art 
discourse is a battle with which, naturally I'm in sympathy. But if I must confess, 
this particular war is not my own.  
 
Here I am on the road to self exile, filing a divorce with Nigeria. Ask me what 
am I looking for? Is it the comfort of a deracinated man? Is it the success of a 
commercialized celebrity? The pleasure of an homeless gypsy? Or just in search of 
a sanctuary to find a decent place to lay low. Not to say that in Nigeria we don't 
have our own share of the battle of identity, of course we do. In fact tribalism is 
still a major accomplice troubling Nigeria‘s polity and hence a major damage to 
social morality, which favours the cult of mediocrity above authenticity.  
 
But this is not the most urgent of our pre-occupations, as per it's individual 
concerns and that of general psyche. Our pre-occupations are still engulfed by 

fundamental questions of how to 
endure humiliation before the non-
believing losers at home and 
abroad. How do we sustain our 
dances and creativity within the 
muffling of a dying culture and 
conflicting forces in a situation 
where the basic elements of a 
civilized society is in absence? 
Meanwhile, only a society of 
civilized minds will come to an 
actual understanding of the worth 
of it's arts and artists. 
 
I hope I'm not giving you more 
than you bargained. These days I've 
learnt to be still until you shake me 
up, I'm not trying to scare you with 
my words but just to show you my 
wound.  
 
Love and peace to you (at the day 
we will still continue to be victim of 
injustice).  

 
 

S 

Quote  

 

“The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold 
two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, 

and still retain the ability to function.” 
 

F. SCOTT FITZGERALD 
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Love in Lagos 
Patrick Amamana 

 
     
     
     
     
     
     
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the beach… 
 
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
 
 
 

…he looked onto her. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

          He asked her, she looked away; they did not care about the rubbish bags. 
 
  

G 
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They kissed on their wedding day… 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

…and apart from their wedding day. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Love for nature. 
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Bank of the Delta 
Ibukun Babarinde 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Beside the waters, the boats parked. What waters? And what place? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

These waters, this place; the Delta. 
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Moments in Lagos 
Yazeed Kamaldien 

 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Who’s for sale? 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Can the legend’s son be  as great as the legend? 
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What exactly is Lagos? 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Can a Choreographer change the world? 
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What exactly is friction, and movement? 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Is transport the movement of people or things? 

 
 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
© Photograph: Patrick Amanama, Ibukun Babarinde & Yazeed Kamaldien 
© Text: E. Iduma & Nonso Eze
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“…what can we do except try to create a work in which we can let our eyes linger on each other without hate.” 
HEDDY MAALEM 
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POSTCARD 

 

Poetry in Translation 
Kola Tubosun 
 

Once upon a time, before I ever learnt to write a single 

word in any language, I was just a little son of a 
published poet. He was not always a poet to me however. 
He was just a man who embodied several characteristics 
at different times. Most times, he was just a voice on 
radio every Saturday. Over a period of time, I was known 
all around the neighbourhood of my upbringing as the 
son of so-and-so-the-poet-the-broadcaster. Most of those 
times, it was an annoying tag to have not just because it 
didn‘t say who I was as a person but a reflection of 
someone else‘s shadow, but also because in calling my 
name that way, they called unnecessary attention to me 
that I always sought to escape. There was no way I could 
enjoy the privacy of a harmless gathering of mates in a 
public gaming centre without being spotted and called 
out, like a public property: ―Oh, K-the-son-of-the-
famous-writer-poet-the-broadcaster. How are you today? 
What are you doing here? Where did you leave your 
shoes?‖ In many ways, those kinds of hide-and-seek from 
known faces defined my childhood, and I always swore to 
change my name sooner or later, either removing the 
connection to the-poet-the-broadcaster as a way of 
proving myself, or modify it in a way that left me the 
freedom first to be myself. I am sad to say that the 
scheme has not worked to total perfection, but I 
sometimes delight in the conceit of its pseudo-ingenuity. 
 
One day then, last year while applying for the Fulbright 
programme, I included a short anecdote of my father‘s 
bold and brutal intrusion into my private bubble of 
innocence while I was young and impressionable at about 
seven years of age, and how that little act of defiance that 
he exhibited in the presence of us in class that day 
somewhat defined my attitude to language. What I 
didn‘t know while writing the essay in which I had 
deliberately refused to mention his name was that it was 
not just going to be read by the American Fulbright 
board, but the Professors of Yoruba in the Foreign 
Languages department of my host institution, whose 
decision it would be really whether or not they wanted 
me in their University. Those whose essays were not 
impressive enough were dropped at that stage of the 
application. I got wind of this little gist only three weeks 
ago when I invited Professor A. into my language class to 
both assess the students, and to share a little of his 
experience in teaching Americans the language. Big 
mistake! Along with the knowledge he said he had 
possessed all along of the content of my Fulbright 
application essay, he told the whole class of how he was 
able to decode from what I wrote that I was K-the-son-
of-the-famous-writer-poet-the-broadcaster even though 
he didn‘t know me as a person, as well as some other 
flattering stories of how rich in culture the man‘s works 

are, and how he and many in his (the professor‘s) 
generation had grown up in Nigeria reading my father‘s 
published Yoruba poetry publications, listening to his 
poetry music albums and reading his books. While the 
professor spoke, and I listened silently in the corner, the 
students all looked in awe as if there was a sudden new 
knowledge being bestowed upon them about the young 
man who‘d been with them all along without having 
disclosed this crucial part of his person, and once in a 
while they cast their sights towards where I sat grinning. 
 
From then on of course, they troubled me to come to 
class with poems both from my father, and some from 
myself, and I warned them with apologies that if they 
were to listen to the poetry of this man in original 
Yoruba, the music would probably be the only thing 
they‘d be able to enjoy, and nothing else. They agreed, 
and said that I‘d been dishonest to have held out on them 
for so long a time while they told me many things about 
themselves. I felt guilty, went to my apartment and 
printed out stuff that I always kept for my own 
amusement, and we spent the next class listening to me 
read from some of the poems I had written, some from 
long ago, and some from recently. I also read for the first 
time in public, an English translation of my father‘s 
famous love poems which I had done in 2002, and they 
were thrilled. One person asked if the poems were written 
for my mother, and I answered in truth that we like to 
believe so, even though the fact is that they were written 
long before both of them were supposed to have met. I 
guess that‘s for him to explain. 
 
Today, on the internet – the main reason for this post, 
my first literary translation effort was rewarded with a 
publication. I got involved in this project through a tip 
by friend and poet Uche Peter Umez. Hard and daunting 
as it looked at first, I had the task of translating a poem, 
Volta, written in English by Richard Berengarten, into 
my native Yoruba. I am finding out now that the work 
was translated simultaneously into seventy-five 
languages, including Ebira, Pidgin, Igbo, Ibibio and 
Hausa which, along with Yoruba, are also spoken in 
Nigeria. I feel quite privileged to have participated in the 
project because it also offers some encouragement to my 
reluctant muse about the prospects of literary translation 
– mostly of thousands of lines of poetry, this time from 
my native Yoruba tongue into English, for the benefit of 
a larger world audience. It also gives me the benefit of 
somehow finally being able to lay claim to being K-the-
poet-translator-himself-in-person. But maybe it‘s true 
that a goldfish has no hiding place. Ask me, I‘d rather be 
a hummingbird. 

 

 

S 



  

December 2009 www.sarabamag.com 84 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

if you knew that you would die today 
saw the face of God and love 

would you change? 
would you change? 

if you knew that love can break your heart 
when you dance alone you cannot fall 

would you change? 
would you change? 

how bad, how good, does it need to get 
how many loses how much regret 

what chain reaction will cause an effect 
makes you turn around 

makes you try to explain 
makes you forgive and forget 

makes you change… 
 

> Tracy Chapman 

> Where You Live 

> 2005 

> Folk 

 
 
 

End Poetry 
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