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ADAUDO A-O 

 
Editorial 

It may seem appropriate, or perhaps by coincidence, that in 2014, 

the year that marks the amalgamation of Nigeria, Saraba begins 

with a look at History.  

 

This prompts me to pause and consider the static nature of the 

past, its influence of the present, and repercussions for the future. 

The more I consider History, the more I consider History as made; 

the more I consider History’s multiplicity. 

 

In this issue, our contributors unravel the making and remaking of 

experiences, of History. From the personal, from the collective, 

there is a sense that history is not a one-off event. It is in constant 

flux, ordering and disrupting; it lingers on in memory and in the 

future to shape our lives, our futures, our stories. 

 

Pause. Consider.  
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SU’EDDIE VERSHIMA AGEMA  

 
Change (The Lighthearted) 
 
 
 
The calendars tell their tale 
Each moment fades without fail 
 
Trouble befalls the ones lighthearted 
As things weigh the heart down 
 
Are they still lighthearted? 
The good forcefully turned 
 
Changed… 
Who can stop thunder and lightning? 
Aôndo1 alone is the changer 
But where do we stand? 
Two feet – all we are 
Cranes are hired to lift the weight 
 
Always lifted too is the stake 
Which one? 
 
Never mind, for as each is carried 
More is added 
 
Slowly, the lighthearted 
Can’t remember when they were ever so. 

  

                                                           
1
 [Tiv] The Almighty. 
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THATO CHUMA 

 

Creation 
 
 
 
Time had placed itself in her womb 

She knew this through a dream that made her a song 

A song that travelled between the past and future of womanhood 

With each day a spiral formed on her belly 

Perfect circles that mapped an ancient language of lost suns 

She would hear love songs that rose up from ashes 

From stones 

From her ancestors 

From within the wind 

They were gifts 

They would love her when she grew tired 

They held her like a cloak of stars 

She felt her milk full with songs of creation and timeless essence 

Every spiral was guided by her soul as unforgotten desires to find love within 

Her skin was made into a million midnights and dipped in honey to make her glisten like moonlight 

The spirals would glow at the touch of the sun’s rays 

Her belly would mimic the strong beats of an African drum 

Each day a song grew that she would sing with conviction of raising the dead 

Of being a lover 

A beam of radiance 

A tunnel through which life was a means to itself 

She was singing her life 

Being made again as time 
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WALE OKEDIRAN  
 

Holy Michael  
 
 
 
The voice shouted, ‚I must see the doctor 

immediately, I must see him now.‛   

Despite admonitions from the nurses to 

the effect that the doctor will soon attend 

to him, the visitor continued shouting in a 

high-pitched voice. ‚Tell the doctor it is I, 

Holy Michael the prophet of God.  Tell him 

that they want to kill me but God is greater 

than them.‛ 

 

Since I was still attending to another 

patient, I allowed  the nurses to handle the 

matter.  However, the peace of the hospital 

was suddenly threatened by the ensuing 

commotion in the waiting room by a 

commotion which soon erupted in the 

waiting room.  Before I knew it, the door to 

the consulting room suddenly crashed open 

and I came face to face with a stocky light-

complexioned man in a dirty-brown cassock 

with an equally dirty mitre on his head.  

Boldly emblazoned on the front of the 

cassock in red were the drawings of two 

fierce looking lions standing by the side of a 

cross.  Around the man’s wide middle was a 

large yellow sash at the end of which was a 

small bell.  Each time the man moved, the 

little bell would jingle. 

 

The man was sweating and rocking his 

head from side to side as if in a trance.  His 

eyes glinted under the florescent light while 

a trickle of saliva flowed trickled from the 

corner of his mouth.  The muscles of his 

neck stood out so much that,for a moment, 

I thought he was going to burst from the 

strain.  Behind him, looking pensive in their 

equally dirty cassocks was a crowd of 

women probably members of the prophet’s 

flock. 

 

Gripping the prophet tightly on both arms 

were two hefty men who were the only 

ones in the prophet’s entourage not 

wearing cassocks.  The prophet spat a 

stream of saliva through the window, 

cleared his throat and said, ‚Doctor, you 

have to help me.  They tried to kill me. They 

didn’t succeed. Now, they say I’m mad.  

Please help me. I’m not mad‛. 

‚He’s talking rubbish doctor, don’t listen 

to him’ one of the guards said. 

I asked the prophet to enter the 

consulting room but he remained in the 

same spot so I asked the men restraining 

him to set him free. 

 

‚No doctor, we can’t let him go, he’s very 

dangerous‛ one of the guards said. 

‚Don’t listen to him, Doctor Samuel, I’m 

not dangerous.  They are the ones who are 

wicked.  They want to kill me but I am Holy 

Michael, the anointed one and nothing can 

harm me‛, the prophet replied. 

 

I didn’t know how the fellow knew my 

name since he didn’t look familiar to me.  As 

a psychiatrist, I could see that he was a very 

sick man who could be very violent.  Still, I 

wanted him left alone for a proper 

assessment.  

‚Let him go’’, I said once again to the 

guards. 

‚No Doctor Samuel, you don’t 

understand‛ one of the guards insisted, 

pointing a finger to his own head and 
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making a circular sign with the finger. He 

seemed to be telling me that the prophet 

was mad.  Still I insisted on his being let go 

since that was the only way I could conduct 

a proper medical examination. 

Once free, the prophet now turned to his 

flock and started praying in a high-pitched 

voice.  Amazingly, the women in the dirty 

brown Cassocks all went down on their 

knees supplicating and saying ‘amen’ to his 

utterances. I was still thinking of how to 

handle the situation when the prophet now 

turned to one of his guards and demanded 

why the fellow was not saying ‘amen’ to his 

prayers.  Suddenly, he slapped the man so 

hard that the impression of his palm  

appeared vividly on the man’s face, line for 

line.  Before the second guard could 

respond, the prophet gave him a vicious 

head butt which sent the burly fellow 

sprawling on his back. 

 

Alarmed that I now had a very sick man on 

my hand, I decided to try a soft approach.  

‚Now, now, my dear man, you shouldn’t …‛ 

I started as  I approached the man but was 

cut short by the prophet who suddenly 

cleared his throat and with all his effort spat 

straight into my face.  As I groped blindly 

about for the washbasin, he added; ‘’and if 

you try to give me an injection, I will cut 

your throat‛ he said, brandishing a pair of 

scissors he had picked from my table.  By 

then, the whole hospital was in disarray as 

nurses and patients ran for safety.  It was 

only the women from the prophet’s flock 

that remained on their knees, their lips 

moving obviously in silent prayer. 

 

Knowing that I now had to act fast to 

prevent the situation from getting worse, I 

quickly sent for reinforcements from the 

group of artisans who practiced their trade 

near the clinic.  Between the hurriedly 

assembled crowd of bricklayers, vulcanizers 

and mechanics who hearkened to my 

distress call, we wrestled the cranky and 

now fearsome prophet to the floor.  There, 

with my free hand, I injected him with a 

large dose of a sedative through his shirt 

sleeve and later put on a glucose drip since 

he hadn’t eaten for a while.   Thirty minutes 

later when a series of snores were bouncing 

from his direction, I called one of his guards 

in an attempt to know the genesis of the 

prophet’s problems. 

 

Zachaeus, as the guard was called, gave 

me a gist of the events.  As he spoke in low 

tones by the prophets’ bedside, the 25 year-

old man cast occasional furtive glances at 

the sleeping figure as if he expected the 

prophet to suddenly wake up and reenact 

the vicious head butt that had, only minutes 

ago, sent him sprawling. 

 

‘We are from the same village in Cross 

River state.  It was actually the prophet who 

brought me to Ibadan about two years ago 

to assist him in his taxi business.  Since then, 

we have been living together as brothers‛. 

‚You mean that chap was actually a taxi 

driver?‛ I asked with surprise. 

‚Yes he was.  It was when he couldn’t raise 

the 200,000 naira required to overhaul the 

car that he decided to go into church 

business‛. 

‚Church business? What church business?’’ 

‘I mean the business of starting a church 

and asking people to come for prayers and 

deliverance from their different problems‛ 

‚How do you make money from that?‛ 

‚Ha, doctor!’’ Zachaeus chuckled as he 

gleefully rubbed his hands together ‚there 

is a lot of money in the business.  For 

example, during the first week of starting 

the church, we organized a week-long 

revival program during which sermons and 

prayers are offered daily and…‛ 
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At that point, the sleeping figure stirred 

and Zachaeus jumped with fright.  A 

plaintive murmur now rose from the man, a 

murmur saddening and startling as if 

another human voice different from that of 

the prophet’s was emanating from the 

sedated figure.  Sounds hesitating and 

vague now flooded the room.  From a 

whimper, the sounds ascended into the 

level of a growl before scrapping 

themselves slowly into words that flowed 

out gently from the prophet’s feverish lips 

in a murmuring stream of soft and 

monotonous sentences … 

‛ Where can one … lay the … heaviness … 

of one’s troubles … but in a friend’s heart 

…?‛  The prophet sighed, paused for a while 

and then his words flowed on; ‚I trusted my 

friends and my brother but there is no 

worse enemy and no better friend than a 

brother …’’ 

 Another sigh followed; then a stir and he 

was soon snoring again. 

 

‚Doctor‛, Zachaeus asked moments later, 

‚Will he die?‛ 

‚I don’t think so.  How long has he been 

sick?‛ 

‚A week maybe.  I haven’t slept for the 

past five days since he became very restless 

and aggressive but …‛ 

The prophet stirred and once again, 

Zachaeus jumped out of fright. 

‚Are you sure the injection is enough? As I 

told you before, he can be very dangerous‛ 

he added. 

‚He’s okay; he only turned round.  He 

should be sleeping for the next couple of 

hours‛, I said as Zachaeus continued his 

story. 

‚Apart from the money from the 

collection which normally goes to the 

Prophet’s pocket, more money come from 

special prayers, the purchase of holy water, 

holy candles, holy handkerchiefs, holy rings 

and so on.‛ 

‚You mean all the money goes into the 

Prophet’s pocket? 

‚Not really.  We the assistants also get our 

salary.  In addition, anyone who introduces a 

business to the church will take a 

commission‛. 

‚How much is the commission?‛ 

‚Could be from ten to twenty per cent 

depending on the job‛ 

‚How do you get all these holy stuff’’ I 

asked. 

‚Anything the prophet blesses becomes 

holy‛ 

‚Even water?‛ 

‚Yes doctor, even water.  In fact, holy 

water is the fastest selling item we have 

followed by special prayers‛ 

‚People have to pay for that too?‛ 

‚Yes now. You know, there are too many 

problems in Nigeria.  From people who are 

looking for jobs, husbands, wives, children 

and money to those who want promotion in 

their places of work or who want to be 

made Senators, Ministers and 

Commissioners.  Business men and women 

also come here especially when going for 

business trips.‛ 

‚Going for ‘business trips’ what kind of 

‘business’?‛ 

‚Em em em, any business …‛ Zachaeus 

said hesitantly as he avoided my eyes. 

‚Any business? Even assassinations, armed 

robberies and smuggling?’’ 

‚Ha doctor, it is difficult to know what 

business everybody does‛ 

‚You mean if someone for example wants 

to traffick in hard drugs such as cocaine, you 

will still go ahead and pray for that kind of 

fellow?‛ 

‚Ha doctor, like I said, business is business.  

We are not the ones smuggling, stealing or 

carrying cocaine.  Our own is only to pray 

for them‛. 
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‚And of course you will be paid for the 

prayers‛. 

‚Yes now. Business is business‛. 

‚Has it not occurred to you that the 

money you are paid is from the proceeds of 

these so called illegal businesses?’’ 

‚What is that to us?  Even you as a doctor, 

do you know the source of the money your 

patients use to settle their bills?‛ he asked, a 

triumphant smirk playing on his lips. 

‚Em, em em … I’m saving lives.  That is 

different from actually assisting these 

criminals as you’re doing‛ I replied, my voice 

rising from anger at the man’s 

impetuousness to compare his business 

with mine.   

‚Tell me Zachaeus’’, I asked still in anger 

‚don’t you know that there is a portion in 

the Bible that prescribes a heavy 

punishment for those who use God’s name 

fraudulently?‛ 

Before Zachaeus could answer, we were 

once again interrupted by the  Prophet.  

Not only did he stir, this time around, he 

actually got up from the bed.  Instantly, 

Zachaeus fled the room.  Michael tried to 

stand but the sedation made him unsteady 

and he swayed dangerously on his feet.  I 

sprang forward but not in time to stop the 

sick man from falling.  Being such a thickset 

man, he crashed heavily on the floor.  

Luckily, the infusion drip was still in place.  

As I slowly injected another dose of sedative 

into the rubber tubing, I watched as the 

burly man slowly drifted into sleep again.  It 

was difficult getting him up.  However, with 

the assistance of the nurses, I managed to 

put him back into bed. 

‚Where is Zachaeus?‛ I asked one of the 

nurses when I couldn’t find the fellow who 

had been assisting me with the history 

taking. 

‚I don’t know doctor‛ the nurse replied. 

‚I’ve searched everywhere for him‛ she 

added. 

‚But he must be somewhere.  He couldn’t 

have just disappeared into thin air … what 

about those women who came with him‛ I 

asked.  

‚They are still there doctor‛  

 ‚Have you asked them for Zachaeus 

whereabouts?’’ 

 ‚Yes sir. Unfortunately, none of them 

knows where he’s gone to.‛   

‘’In that case, call one of them for me.‛  

A fat, forlorn-looking woman in the same 

dirty cassock which other members of the 

flock wore soon entered the room where I 

had admitted Michael. At the sight of her 

Prophet on the bed, she knelt by the 

bedside, made a sign of the cross and said, 

‚Holy Michael, pray for me‛. Thereafter, she 

kissed the man on both cheeks before 

chanting a sort of canticle quietly. 

I allowed her to finish her supplication 

before asking for her name, age and 

occupation.  

 ‚My name is Stella Oyoyo.  I don’t know 

my age but my eldest child is eighteen.  I sell 

children’s clothes at Dugbe market‛  

‚Where is Zachaeus?  He was assisting me 

here a few minutes ago.‛  

‚Brother Zachaeus has gone.  He said it 

doesn’t seem as if your method is going to 

help‛, she said surprisingly in good English.   

‚Really? Even if he does not approve of my 

method couldn’t he tell me before running 

away and abandoning this fellow?‛  I asked 

in a very bitter tone. 

‚He has not abandoned Holy Michael.  

None of us in his flock can abandon the holy 

one.  He is our god.  Without him we are 

nothing.  He is the source from which the 

river of our life flows.‛  As she said this, her 

eyes glinted and I could perceive a faraway 

look in her face as one unusually sees in 

people under the power of hypnotism.  

Before I could react to what she had just 

said, she fell on her knees once again and 

started chanting.  Initially it was in low tones 
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then it gradually rose into loud sobs and 

songs as she wrung her hands in 

supplication as a copious flow of tears soon 

appeared on her face.  The sudden 

commotion brought the nurses running to 

the room.  Still Oyoyo went on singing.  She 

sang of the greatness of Holy Michael and 

his powers. She sang of all the good things 

she had enjoyed from the man. Her song in 

the same tune of the popular Christian song 

‘Amazing Grace’ was sad and tugged briefly 

at one’s heartstrings. 

 

Holy Michael, how sweet the sound, 

that saved a wretch like me, 

I once but lost, but now am saved, 

Was blind but now I see. 

 

As she sang, Oyoyo genuflected, wept and 

rolled on the floor.   Another ten minutes 

passed before she was finally quiet. I told 

the nurses to excuse us.  I then asked the 

question I had wanted to ask since. 

‚When did Michael start behaving 

abnormally?‛ 

Instead of answering my question, the 

woman again burst into tears.  ‚It's all my 

fault.  I caused the whole problem … May 

the good Lord forgive me …‛ 

‚How did you cause the problem?‛ I asked 

as calmly as possible. 

‚I was the one who brought the business 

that caused the problem.‛ 

‚What business?‛ 

A friend of mine had a relative who was 

said to be possessed by an evil spirit.  I took 

her to the holy one who agreed to exorcise 

the demon from her relative.  It was while 

he was removing the evil spirit that the 

demon jumped on him‛. 

‚How did you know it jumped on him?‛ 

‚Ha ha, that’s very easy to know.  The 

possessed man became well while the holy 

one started behaving just like the sick man 

was before he was treated’’. 

‚And what do you think caused that?‛  I 

asked, 

‚The devil of course. He’s trying to test 

our will but by God’s grace, he won’t 

succeed.‛ 

‚How much did your friend pay for the 

job?‛ I asked. 

‚Two hundred and fifty thousand naira.‛ 

‚Two hundred and fifty thousand? That’s a 

lot of money‛, I exclaimed. ‚That’s more 

than the two hundred thousand I 

understand the Prophet needed for the 

repair of his taxi cab.‛ 

As I said this, the woman suddenly looked 

startled. ‚Who told you that?‛  

‚Don’t worry about that … what was your 

own commission out of the money? 

‚Em .. em.. commission? What 

commission?‛ 

‚Oh come on Madam Oyoyo, the Prophet 

certainly pays commissions for such jobs.‛ 

The woman was now more startled than 

before.  ‚Who has been telling you all these 

things? What else did they tell you?‛  

In that instance, an idea suddenly came to 

my mind.  It was an idea which would 

unravel the mystery behind the whole 

drama.  In that brief period, it suddenly 

seemed to me that the genesis of the whole 

problem had nothing to do with psychiatry. 

It was a strong gut feeling which something 

in the mannerisms of the woman told me 

could not be wrong.  She must have felt the 

same because in that short instance when I 

tried to sort out my thoughts she got more 

rattled.  In desperation she went on her 

knees and faced me. 

‚Please, Doctor, let me know what else 

you know about the holy one.  As I said 

before, he is my saviour.  Without him I’m 

nothing and only to think that despite what 

he did for me I am the cause of his problems 

….‛ she sobbed. ‚Who poisoned him?‛  

A shriek, vibrating and shrilling, suddenly 

came from the woman and pierced, like a 
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sharp dart, the quietness of the hospital 

room.  The noise was so loud that it stirred 

the prophet from his sleep.  

 He mumbled; ‚Take away your poison.  

Don’t kill me.‛ 

‚Poison?‛ the now bewildered woman 

again shrieked.  ‚What are you talking about 

doctor … how can you ever think of such a 

terrible thing?‛ 

Quickly, I repeated the question. ‚Who 

poisoned the prophet?‛ 

‚They all did … all of them …’’ the reply 

came, not from Oyoyo, but from the drowsy 

figure on the bed. 

The woman was by then as pale as a ghost 

as she darted fearfully looks from the 

prophet to me and back again. ‚No Doctor, 

don’t listen to him. It’s …it’s … not true.  

Nobody tried to poison him…‛ 

‚It is true!‛ The assertive reply came from 

the prophet.  ‚The poison was put in my 

food … by … by ... the woman…‛ 

Madam Oyoyo now jumped up.  There was 

a wild murderous look on her face as she 

stared at the figure on the bed.  ‚He’s 

talking nonsense.  He’s out of his mind … 

how dare him talk such rubbish‛.   

Instead of replying, the prophet coughed 

twice.  He then spat a copious stream of 

saliva on the floor.  Then slowly, he got up 

into a sitting position.  ‚Doctor, I want to say 

something very important.  Could this 

woman excuse us before I talk?‛ 

‚No, I’m not going anywhere.  You better 

say all you want to say here in my presence.‛  

‚If I may say madam, that’s a rather rude 

way of talking to someone you described as 

your saviour.‛ 

‚He’s my saviour quite alright but he’s 

presently not in control of himself and I 

don’t want him to say things that may be 

interpreted as being true.‛ 

The prophet now yawned and used his 

free hand to scratch his head.  ‚Please, 

woman, excuse us.  What I’m about to say is 

the truth and I am fully in control of myself‛. 

‚No I will not go.  You must talk in my 

presence.‛  

That was when I lost my cool.  ‚You have 

to go madam.  I not only demand it, I hereby 

order that you leave this room this very 

minute so I can talk to my patient in peace.‛ 

Still she did not move. ‚Madam, I think you 

want me to use some degree of force on 

you.‛ 

‚Depart Oyoyo. Do as the doctor says.  

Trouble loses its teeth when people follow 

the ways of wisdom.  The doctor is already 

angry with you.  Do not travel the same 

path with him‛ the prophet said. 

It was only then that the woman 

hesitantly left the room.  The prophet once 

again yawned as his eyes remained dreary, 

obviously from the effect of the sedation 

which, surprisingly, could not put the man 

to sleep even at such a massive dose. 

 

‚Are you sure you don’t want to sleep?  I 

could always come back to listen to your 

story‛ I said.   

‚I don’t feel like sleeping.  In fact, I have 

been awake a long time ago.  I was only 

waiting to regain my strength, but when I 

heard how that ungrateful woman was 

lying, I decided to speak.‛ He coughed again 

but this time, he spat into a nearby trash 

can.  ‚As I told you earlier on Doctor, there is 

no worse enemy and no better friend than a 

relative.  It is in the perfect knowledge that 

usually exists between relatives that comes 

the strength for good or evil.  I am suffering 

today because I trusted my relatives and 

friends … but where else could one lay the 

heaviness of one’s troubles but in a friend’s 

heart?‛ As he said this, a breeze came into 

the room in fitful puffs that blew the 

flowery curtains into a bellow of sail.  The 

breeze also lifted up the dirty cassock that 
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the prophet wore, revealing parts of his 

body. 

Michael was quiet for sometime as he 

collected his thoughts together before 

speaking.  ‚When I decided to leave my 

village for Ibadan, I brought along that 

ungrateful boy, Zachaeus. And when I went 

into the church business, I also took him 

along.  I taught him all the tricks of the 

business and he later became my right hand 

man.‛ 

As he spoke, he appeared very calm even 

too calm for someone who only a few hours 

ago appeared very agitated. 

‚When the money started coming in, 

Zachaeus and that Oyoyo woman ... in fact, 

that Oyoyo woman is even worse than 

Zachaeus.  This is a woman who was so sick 

that five different hospitals rejected her 

and was left for dead.  I was the one who 

saved her.  For over two months, none of 

her relatives showed up and I had to feed 

and clothe her.  It was during her sickness 

that her husband abandoned her.  The 

moment she recovered, she and Zachaeus 

started shacking up together.  Initially, I 

thought it was just pure Christian love but 

when it became too embarrassing for the 

church, I had to warn them.  That was when 

they promised to get married but they 

never did.  All the same, they were still in 

charge of the church accounts.  Unknown to 

me, they had been stealing a lot of money.  

Each time I challenged them, they would 

deny it until one day that Oyoyo woman 

brought in somebody for deliverance. Since 

the money involved was huge…‛ 

‚How much was it?‛ I asked 

‚Two hundred and fifty thousand Naira‛ 

‚How much was the lady’s commission?‛ I 

asked. 

‚Commission? I will come to that, Doctor. 

You seem to know a lot already and I will 

tell you everything.‛ He spat once more into 

the little dustbin next to his bed. 

‚Now where was I …?‛ 

I reminded him. 

‚Yes…instead of paying the money into 

the church account, I only gave the woman 

her commission and I kept the remaining 

money in a secret place in my room.  

Unknown to me, both of them had plans for 

the money.  Judging from the rumours that 

came to me, they wanted to use the money 

to pay for a parcel of land where they 

planned to start their own church.  So they 

kept asking me for the money, saying they 

needed to buy new furniture for the church 

but I refused to release the money.  I told 

them that I wanted to pray over the money 

for at least two months before it could be 

deposited in the bank.  A week later I had a 

vision where I was warned to be careful of 

being poisoned.  Since Oyoyo was the one 

who normally prepared my food, I called her 

and told her about the vision and …‛ 

‚What about your wife?‛ 

‚She died five years ago and I don’t intend 

to get married again … please, Doctor let 

me finish what I’m saying before 

interrupting me.  I always find it difficult 

remembering where I was.  Yes where was I? 

Okay yes, I warned Oyoyo against being 

used by the devil and she denied the 

allegation.  The very next day, after a meal 

of fufu which she prepared for me, I started 

feeling funny in the head.  The next thing I 

knew was that Zachaeus called in a nurse 

whom I suspected was part of the plot to 

get the money from me.  The nurse gave me 

an injection and my condition got worse.  

Before I knew it, I had been dragged here 

with a very wicked allegation that I’m crazy.  

Doctor, you have to help me.  I am not crazy, 

no demon jumped on me from anywhere.  

This is not my first time of removing 

demons from the possessed.  I have 

removed worse demons such as ‘mammy 

water’ and ‘green mamba’ from people 

before and nothing happened to me. What 
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is happening is a clear case of attempted 

murder.  Zachaeus and that Oyoyo girl want 

to steal the church money by first getting 

rid of me.  You’ve got to help me, Doctor.  

My trouble is higher than my stomach, fear 

covers me like a blanket and I do not know 

what to do.  Even the ….‛ 

The conversation was suddenly 

interrupted as Zachaeus and Oyoyo entered 

the room in the company of an elderly man 

and another lady in the same garments as 

the others. 

At their sight, the Prophet’s expression 

suddenly changed. 

‛No, no. Don’t kill me.  Just go away. 

Leave me alone‛, the Prophet muttered, his 

lips moving rapidly.  

I wanted to send the new arrivals out.  

However, when I saw the effect their arrival 

had on the Prophet, I changed my mind. 

‚That’s alright, prophet‛, I said. ‚No one 

can harm you here.‛ 

In spite of my admonitions, the man 

continued to shake his head and roll his 

eyes which appeared very terrified as 

though he had been looking at some 

unspeakable horrors.  Suddenly, with an 

incredibly strong and heartbreaking voice 

he cried out. ‚These are the ones who tried 

to kill me.  They’ve come back to finish the 

job and …‛  

The remaining words dried up as if 

something had choked him. 

That was when Zachaeus spoke. ‚Doctor, 

we have come to take him home and …‛ 

‚No. I am not going anywhere‛ the 

prophet replied gripping the railings of his 

bed so tightly that the veins of his hands 

stood up very vividly.  ‚Doctor, please save 

me. Don’t let them take me away.  They’ve 

succeeded in destroying everything in me 

but please, don’t let them take my life.‛ 

Tears flowed down his face.  He must have 

strained himself to say all he did for he was 

now panting like a dog after a run in the 

sun. 

‚Doctor, don’t you believe anything he 

says.  He’s out of his mind‛, the elderly man 

said. 

‚Yes, Doctor.‛ Zachaeus added. ‚He’s 

obviously crazy.  How can he say we want to 

kill him?‛ 

‚It is the most ridiculous thing I have ever 

heard in my life‛. Oyoyo added.  ‚After all, 

he’s not the only one I cook for neither is he 

the only prophet who does deliverance not 

to ….‛ 

As the conversation continued, I slipped a 

note to my secretary to phone my friend, 

Inspector Mohammed Danladi, the 

Divisional Crime Officer in charge of our 

locality.  Meanwhile, Michael was trying to 

say something as his moustache and beard 

stirred. Unfortunately, his words, 

incomprehensible but ominous, came out in 

short spasmodic efforts as he mumbled 

behind his tangled bushy beard.  I now saw 

before me, a strange face, a grimacing mask 

of despair and fury.  His lips kept moving 

rapidly but no meaningful sound could be 

heard.  What came out were moaning 

whistling sounds full of vague sounds of 

menace, complaints and threats.  Suddenly, 

the prophet shook his head and rolled his 

eyes.  His head and limbs now started an 

uncoordinated jerky movement while the 

whole body suddenly went into a convulsive 

movement.  So severe was the seizure that 

the whole bed shook violently. 

At the sight of the spectacle, Oyoyo gave 

a short and raucous cry as she raised her 

two hands upwards and danced round the 

room shouting ‚he’s in a trance, halleluia, 

he’s in a trance.‛  She made to kneel down 

but was quickly yanked up by the elderly 

man. 

‚How dare you?‛ The old man screamed.  

‚You don’t even have any shame.  

Somebody just accused you of trying to kill 
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him, you yourself agreed that he is out of 

his mind and the next thing you will do is to 

put down your head for his so-called 

blessings?‛ 

‚But.., but,.. he is my saviour...my lord 

...and redeemer … from whom all my .. my 

… blessing come.‛  Oyoyo said as she 

continued dancing round the room and 

drooling at the sight of the now gibberish 

and convulsing prophet. 

‚Is he the only one who can go into a 

trance?’’ Zachaeus said looking at Oyoyo 

with disdain. ‚The problem with you is lack 

of faith.  You are utterly too lazy to think for 

yourself‛, he shouted.  

 ‚Let me be lazy.  Michael is my redeemer.  

All these days you have been boasting that 

you can see into the future, yet you have 

seen nothing.  The only visions you see are 

your so-called adoring young girls whom 

you keep seeing in your dreams.  Not one 

deliverance, not one trance.  Even the 

church you promised to start has not 

materialized all these days yet you dare call 

me lazy.  Those who are lazy know 

themselves!‛ 

 

‚Trance! My God, what is in an ordinary 

trance?‛ Zachaeus shouted. ‚I go into trance 

everyday only, I don’t advertise it like some 

cheap prophets do.‛ 

‚Trance my foot!‛ Oyoyo said as she burst 

into laughter.  When did going into trance 

become ten for one kobo?‛ 

So enraged was Zachaeus by the woman’s 

utterance that he quickly called to the 

elderly man, ‚Look Baba, get on your knees 

and let’s pray.  I want to show this 

ungrateful woman that I too have some 

powers.‛ 

And so Zachaeus and the elderly man both 

went on their knees and before long, the 

room became a bedlam of babble and 

gibberish sounds as Michael’s feverish 

convulsive mutterings competed with the 

shrill voice of Zachaeus’s prayers.  While 

Michael shook and muttered incoherently 

on the bed, Zachaeus and the elderly man 

whom had been introduced as the Baba Ijo 

(Elder) of the church could be seen 

wriggling on the floor.  Zachaeus snapped 

his fingers at imaginary enemies and at the 

same time shouting on them to leave the 

room. 

‘’… in the name of Jah, get out of this 

place …get out of this place … get out .. 

now…now…  

While Zachaeus’s voice continued to rise, 

Michael gradually calmed down.  Minutes 

later, the only sounds in the room were 

coming from Zachaeus and the old man.  

And as Michael, Oyoyo and I watched, 

Zachaeus started trembling all over.  He 

rolled his eyes while his head and limbs now 

went into an uncoordinated jerky 

movement. 

‚He’s in a trance. Hallelujah, he is in a 

trance‛ Oyoyo suddenly said as she let out a 

large cry.  She quickly knelt down and 

genuflected. ‚Glory be to God. After all 

these years, Zachaeus has finally gone into a 

trance!‛ she added. 

She was still talking when the nurse came 

to announce the arrival of the police. 

‚Let them in’’ I said. 

As Inspector Danladi and his team entered 

the room, he took a look at Zachaeus and 

Oyoyo and he grimaced. ‚Ha ha, it is Cosmos 

and his wife again.‛ 

‚You know them?‛ I asked. 

‚Oh yes, I do.  They are our regular 

customers.‛ 

As Zachaeus heard the Inspector’s voice, 

he quickly got up from his kneeling position, 

rubbed his face and gaped at the 

policemen.  Oyoyo also got up, looking 

startled. 

‚But I thought you were in a trance?‛ I 

asked Zachaeus. 
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‚What kind of trance?‛ the Inspector 

asked.  ‚He wasn’t in any trance.  It’s all a 

trick.  Both of them have been arrested 

several times in the past for different 

crimes ranging from extortion to 

impersonation.  The last time, they were in 

for attempted murder by poisoning.  Luckily 

for them, the evidence was not strong 

enough to nail them.‛  

And as Oyoyo and Zachaeus continued to 

stare at the policemen, Inspector Danladi 

turned to his colleagues. ‚Please get them 

into the car, they surely have some 

explanations to make.‛
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PEARL OSIBU  

 

The Long Wait 
 
 
 
I ignore the slightly curious glances of the 

other passengers as they shuffle past me 

along the aisle, some pausing to retrieve 

their belongings from the overhead 

luggage compartments. They probably 

wonder if I am in some kind of trance, I sit 

so still.  

        I struggle to fill my ears with the whirr 

of the propellers, the drone of the engines, 

the voice of an air hostess, as she thanks us 

for flying the airline. . . I listen intently to 

words I know by heart, dissecting each one 

into its component parts - airline becomes 

air and line . . . my silly games. I am the last 

passenger off the plane. 

.         At the door of the aircraft, a crew 

member, with a garish slant of red paint 

across her lips, and fake lashes so thick I can 

see the glue welding them to her eyelids, 

offers a tired smile. I smile back at her, lean 

in and whisper, ‚Please get some rest, but 

before you do, take off the war-paint,‛ and I 

glide past before she can react. But I am 

smug too soon. 

        Out in the open, the propellers of the 

plane are still turning, and a strong gust lifts 

my short pink chiffon dress in a flutter. As I 

struggle to smooth it down, I glance back, 

and there is fake eyelashes, smirking at me. I 

will never fly your airline again I think. 

        I cross the tarmac and walk through the 

airport building, past the passengers 

waiting for checked in luggage – weary, 

more shuffling – right through Arrivals and 

into the Departure area where the exit now 

temporarily is since renovations started. The 

newly tiled floors are so slick I am grateful 

that I had chosen to wear flats instead of 

heels.  

        Abuja! 

        I climb into the battered green cab 

waiting for me, and trying to keep my 

doubts at bay, I talk with the driver, Bayo, 

about whatever enters my head – the 

weather, airport security, or the lack of it as 

the case may be, unemployment and the 

floods that have ravaged many states in the 

country.  

        I love talking with Bayo. He is my friend 

Nneka’s personal cab driver and I have 

known him over a year. I wonder every now 

and then how he has come to be driving a 

cab, but I have never asked. He has however 

hinted that it is lucrative, an edge creeping 

into his voice that lent it an air of 

defensiveness – much the same tone that 

clung to his voice, like pieces of paper in the 

pockets of wet laundry, when I inquired 

about his education, or the lack of it.  

        Along Airport Road, traffic comes to a 

crawl. Up ahead, we approach a military 

roadblock and stern faced soldiers peer into 

each vehicle, glaring at the occupants as 

though they would detect a potential 

terrorist just by looking. Or maybe they 

think their guns and deep frowns will scare 

someone into saying ‚Officer, I have a bomb 

strapped to my back. Here look.‛ I say this to 

Bayo and he laughs out loud. 

        In the traffic that ensues, street 

vendors make hasty sales, running 

alongside the cars, zigzagging their way 

from lane to lane, as they shove their wares 

through the car windows on unsuspecting 

motorists and passengers. I wind up the 
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glass where I’m seated in the ‘owners’ 

corner, but stare longingly at bread, grapes 

so succulent I can picture the juice trickling 

down my fingers, apples so red and round 

and firm I can almost hear the crunch as I 

bite into them. It is early evening and I 

remember that all I have had is a cup of tea. 

I am hungry but I know I cannot eat. No 

need to try. Too anxious. 

        The sun bounces off the window frames 

of the cars ahead, and light stabs me in the 

eyes. I drop my head sharply to avoid the 

glare and in the momentary distraction 

when I drop the visor, Bayo almost takes the 

road leading to Nneka’s house. I tap him on 

the arm and shake my head. He looks at me 

with questions in his eyes, and I tell him we 

are going to Utako. I can tell he is surprised, 

but he hides it well.  

        I like to keep things simple, and Nneka 

does not only like complications, she is a 

complication; she approached life with taut 

shoulders, blinked with uncertainty and 

then discarded any prospect that seemed 

too good to be true, working hard to 

discredit anything that might make life a 

little easy, so as to continue the tradition of 

complicatedness. She was relieved when 

things went badly, secure in the vindication 

of her powers of prognostication, just as 

she was edgy and frustrated when things 

went well. She could make a typhoon out of 

a toilet flush. I found her amusing, but I kept 

most of my more daring antics to myself.   

 

 

        My mind temporarily defeats my 

reluctance to introspect; I indulge in 

panicked thoughts what am I doing? I am 

tempted to think of all the ways this could 

go wrong, this impulsiveness. Again, with 

sheer force of will, I get a grip and continue 

to chatter mindlessly to Bayo. If he finds this 

curious, since I usually leave all the talking 

to him, especially when I come in like this, 

tired from a trip, I cannot tell. There is no 

strangeness on his face. 

        As we approach Utako, Bayo asks for 

directions. I hand him the piece of paper 

with all the information I have. He pulls up 

to the roadside and studies it. 

        I take out my phone and dial. A voice 

answers, soft and yet undeniably male, 

singsong, a Northern twang. Where have 

you been? He asks. Your phone has been 

off. I tell him my battery was low and ask 

what he is up to, where he is. He reminds 

me that he had told me he would catch a 

drink a little distance from his house. 

Anyway, I am just checking up on you, I say. 

He tells me he misses me, and I ask him 

what he would give to see me. He says he 

would give his beloved hiking shoes, so I say 

it’s a deal.  

        We hang up, he laughing, and I smile. 

Not only do I no longer have to shop for 

hiking shoes for our proposed mountain 

climbing in Obudu later in the year, this pair, 

Hi-Tec Falcon Waterproof Hiking shoes is 

pricey. I have seen the pictures. 

        When we get to the address, Bayo looks 

at me. My expression does not encourage 

discussion – I don’t even look at him. The 

neighbourhood is shambolic; from a 

junkyard, broken-down vehicles spill into 

the untarred street. The gutters that run 

along the left side of the street are lined 

with scum, the houses covered with dust. A 

naked child of about seven darts past the 

front of our slowly moving car, a woman, 

presumably his mother, in pursuit. She 

grabs him by the arm just as he is about to 

scale the gutter, pulls him back and delivers 

three slaps in rapid succession across his 

face. He is slow to react and when he does, 

he emits a screech so loud I nearly cover my 

ears with my hands.  
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        We leave the car and Bayo accompanies 

me, hovering protectively as I scan the row 

of houses on our right for number twenty-

three. It is one of the few gated compounds 

on the street. The gate is open.  

        A young girl of about eighteen walks 

towards us. I tell her who I am looking for, 

ask if he is home. I do not act as though I am 

not sure if this is even the right place.  

        She nods, ‚I see am o, e never tay wey e 

comot,‛ she says.  

        ‚As you see am, e be like say e go tay?‛ I 

ask. 

        ‚No o, e wear house shoe with one kain 

shirt like that." She nods , ‚e no go tay. Make 

una wait.‛ 

        I look around. I see a small building 

detached from the main house, and guess 

that this would be his apartment. We start 

to walk towards it and she does not stop us, 

so I know I am right. 

        I pay Bayo for my fare and thank him. As 

he turns to leave, I say, ‚one more thing.‛  

        He looks at me like he can guess what I 

want to say. 

        ‚Nneka doesn’t know I am in town. 

Please don’t say anything to her.‛ I say. 

        The building wears a cream coloured 

paint with brown smudges; a balcony that 

runs across the front is raised above ground 

level by the height of a step. I blow on a 

spot to dust it, sit down, place my duffel 

beside me, lean against one of the columns 

of the building and wait. 

 

 

I feel relief. Relief that I am here at last; that 

after weeks of long phone calls, filled with 

pregnant pauses where we just listened to 

each other breathe, text messages that 

struggled to convey a wealth of longing, 

shared pictures and voice notes, an eternity 

of chat whose transcript, if printed out 

would stretch across two turns on third 

mainland bridge, amateur poetry that went 

something like when first our eyes they 

meet/will they with fires lit – I am here.  

        Relief is the word that euphonizes, but 

does not capture what I truly feel – 

trepidation, and a tingling uneasiness. I do 

not know what I will find. But he kept 

procrastinating, and one of us had to do 

something about our meeting. 

        I reach for my bag again and this time, I 

find my compact powder. I flip it open, 

survey my face in the mirror. Sweat has 

beaded my upper lip and the rest of it is 

shiny. I dab all over with some tissue then 

swipe the sponge across my face. I apply 

gloss and spray some perfume. 

        I see him before I hear him. He comes 

from the other end of the house. I lift my 

head, and there he is, frowning at me, one 

hand braced against the column, the other 

resting on his hip. He stares at me, calmly. 

        I stand up, my head reaching only to his 

shoulder, dust my backside and smile, 

looking at him through my lashes. 

        ‚Hi,‛ I say. He is still staring at me, 

unsmiling.  

        ‚I am. . .‛ I begin, but my voice is hoarse. 

I clear my throat, start again. ‚I am Toke.‛ 

        ‚Toke? Like the Toke I just spoke with 

on the phone?‛ His face is changing before 

my eyes. His full black brows that nearly 

meet at the middle, lower; his eyes slit.  

        ‚Yes,‛ I say and struggle to smile. I have 

to remember to be casual. I haven’t done 

anything wrong. What is a surprise visit 

between friends?  

        There is a tense moment, and then just 

as if I imagined it, his expression changes 

again. In a move that seems deliberate, 

coaxed, he relaxes his shoulders, smiles, and 

pulls me towards him. We hug.  

          ‚Toke,‛ he whispers.  

        There is something missing.  
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        He is hugging me, holding me close, but 

it is not exactly the kind of first hug I 

expected. There is a slackness, a lack of 

urgency where I had expected ardour.  

     ‚But how did you know where I live?‛ he 

asks 

An impish smile: I had kept my ears open. 

        He unlocks the door and as we enter, a 

chill envelops us. We stand in the centre of 

a small living room, done in art deco style: 

shades of beige and mauve in bold patterns 

manage to look effortlessly artistic. A pink 

sofa with a comforter flung across half its 

length and one arm, taking up most of the 

floor space is the only provision for sitting. 

Lamps with pale pink shades stand on two 

side stools, and the dim, yellow light they 

emit creates a halo around the stools. Art 

pieces dot the walls directly opposite the 

front door. On the left is a 42 inch LCD TV, 

the kind with 160 degree angle viewing 

point that makes it possible to see perfectly 

from an 80 degree angle on either side of 

the screen. The wall behind the TV is 

painted mulberry, but does not disturb the 

harmonious effect; it rather seems to 

absorb any excess light. The rest of the 

room, eclipsed by thick damask curtains is 

obscure. Someone had put a lot of thought 

into creating this ambience.  

        There is an air of mystery and brooding 

silence, and I feel the need to tread softly, 

even though the thick pile carpet would 

swallow any sounds I might make. When the 

automatic air freshener atomizer hisses as it 

sprays, I jump.  

        He chuckles as he strides over to the 

window, sweeps the curtains where they 

meet in the middle, to either side, and 

secures them with the whipcords hanging 

on the wall. The room is flooded with light, 

the graveyard mood is lifted. Then he turns 

to me where I stand bolted on the centre 

rug, stretches out his hand, says, ‚Let’s start 

over. I am Enoh.‛ I notice he has a lisp. I 

hadn’t picked that up from our phone calls. 

        I take his hand, solemnly and look up at 

him. His palms are soft and moist. With my 

eyes, I try to apologize for this surprise 

which I somehow sense is unwelcome. I try 

to convey my hope that all is not lost, I try to 

superimpose the image of the man who had 

me tossing in my bed, grinding my crotch 

into my pillow, stroking myself as he 

whispered urgently in my ear, suggestions 

of what he would like to do with me, on this 

man who stood before me, a benign smile 

on his face; who seemed different, distant, 

unknowing.  

        ‚I am Adetoke,‛ I say, trying to recall all I 

know about coquettishness. I open my eyes 

wide and blink slowly; I lick my lower lip and 

hope my pout is not too obvious.  

        He looks at me with curiosity, like I have 

just grown an extra eye in the middle of my 

forehead, then drops my hand, turns 

around and says, ‚Let’s get you settled in.‛ 

        I stare at him. What is wrong with this 

man? I am twenty-four to his thirty-eight 

years old, he should be flattered. Then I get 

it. He is nervous. I have to remember that I 

have upset any plans he may have made. I 

make my way to where I can hear him 

banging around.  

        The kitchen is as big as the sitting room; 

and has got everything my little heart could 

desire. I like to cook but I am more than 

willing to hand the reins over in the 

presence of someone who looks like they 

knew what they were doing, and this man 

looks like he rules here. And it smells good, 

like rich aromas are just coming off the wall, 

ghosts of countless cordon bleu cooking; 

my mouth waters.  

Pointing down the hall with the knife in his 

hand, he indicates a door. ‚Settle in,‛ He 

says and continues doing something I 

cannot see. 



21 

 

I go to the room he pointed me to. A quick 

inspection tells me that this is his bedroom. 

It is then I realise that I had been afraid he 

would banish me to the guest room, which I 

can see further down the hall. This room is 

done in green and yellow patterns, bursts of 

sunflowers.  

        I notice that everything is in place. I am 

a little scared, perturbed by his finickiness. 

At that moment, I remember my mother’s 

sister, Aunty Tinu, describing her ex-

boyfriend, Festus, a man she could not 

marry because his neatness drove her 

insane. She made us laugh as she regaled us 

with stories of how she would clean the 

bathtub carefully after a bath, and then he 

would come and ask her if she was done 

with the bathroom. That question, his tone 

made her know right off that he had found 

something, maybe a strand of hair in the 

drain. She would lie and say she was not 

done, go over the bathroom with a careful 

eye. He would return a few minutes later, 

again asking her in that weary tone if she 

was ‚all finished.‛ The day she left him, she 

yelled, ‚I am finished. As are we!‛ I hope I 

don’t have a Festus on my hands. 

        I change into beige shorts and a pink 

tank top and sneak up behind Enoh as he 

stands at the sink dicing carrots. I wrap my 

hands around his waist, circling it to link 

them in front, just above his belt buckle. I 

rest my head against his back. My face is 

hidden (as is his), and I have the boldness to 

say what is on my mind. 

        ‚Um, Enoh? I’m sorry I showed up like 

this. I wanted to surprise you. If you are 

expecting someone, or you have other 

plans, I have somewhere I can go. . . ‛ I say 

everything in a rush. 

        ‚Hey, what’s that about?‛ He turns 

around to face me, wipes his hands on a 

dish rag hanging from a hook the shape of a 

flower, and pulls me close to him. ‚I am 

happy you are here,‛ he says, nudging my 

head with his chin to lie against his chest, 

and runs his hands through my weave. I look 

up at him and smile. He smiles back. The 

smile is affable. 

        I keep my head upturned, stare deep 

into his eyes, move my hips forward. He 

looks at me, looks amused, takes a step 

back. ‚Food will soon be ready honey.‛ 

        A short time later, we are eating – white 

rice with lots of carrots boiled in it, goat 

meat stew, sipping freshly squeezed juice 

from tall sweaty glasses. Enoh sits on the 

sofa, a napkin spread on his laps, and I sit on 

the floor. We are watching The Oprah 

Winfrey show. I push my tray to the side 

when I finish and stretch out on the carpet, 

belly-up, like a cat. He says I will soon grow a 

fat ass, too big to carry around. I feel like 

the old Enoh is coming back. So I say, ‚but 

it’s already fat,‛ and turning to the side, I 

wobble my buttocks and wink. ‚You want 

this.‛ 

        ‚Do I?‛ Silence.  

I don’t even know what to make of that.  

        You are getting fat. You  know I don’t like 

fat women.  A voice from the past, 

unbidden. I squelch it and send it back 

where memory belongs. In the memory. 

        When he finishes, he takes our plates to 

the kitchen and stays to wash up, and I doze 

lightly. As I hear him return to the sitting 

room, I turn to pick up the remote and my 

top rides up above my belly, exposing skin. I 

pat the space beside me. ‚Come and lie 

here,‛ I say, trying to make my voice throaty. 

I am not feeling particularly amorous – his 

apathy is  getting to me – it’s there in the 

way I catch my eyes squint, my mouth 

tighten on the end note of the teasing – and 

I am working now by instinct. I am 

determined to recapture the connection we 

had, I know I did not imagine it.  
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        He goes to the couch, stretches out and 

continues to watch TV.    

        I pick up the remote and rudely change 

channels to MTV Base. It’s perfect, I think, as 

the idea forms. He is looking at me as I knew 

he would be, with mild annoyance. I begin a 

slow dance, not in tune, and yet not out of 

tune with the song playing. Instead of 

moving to the beat, I catch every other beat 

and my hips undulate in time. I twist my 

waist from side to side – my version of a 

hula. I hold his eyes. 

        He laughs, stands up, joins me in the 

centre of the room – our makeshift dance 

floor, and we hula away. He does it better, 

twisting his waist like it’s boneless. Actually, 

I would have preferred if he sat and 

watched. I am trying to seduce, and the 

miming gestures in this dance don’t allow 

for much intimacy, so there is not much 

pleasure in dancing together. 

        The song ends and as he resumes his 

slouch on the sofa, I glimpse a stack of 

magazines on the floor. I really don’t want 

to see any magazines but I crawl all the way 

across the room, and when I reach the stack, 

I bend forward still on my knees, aware that 

I cut a provocative picture. I look behind me, 

and Enoh is looking at me. Finally, I think 

and smile. There is no answering smile. I 

look at him again and realise that he is 

actually looking past me, at the magazines.  

         It begins to rain, a light patter on the 

aluminium roof. Thunder rumbles like an 

angry god, grumbling; lightning streaks 

across the darkening sky. I have dreamt of 

making love with Enoh in the rain.  

        The way it plays out, I am standing at 

the window looking out, against the 

backdrop of a dark room, the strains of slow 

music and the sound of rain. Enoh comes 

behind me and I pretend that I don’t know 

he is there. He whispers my name and I 

ignore him, the haughty lady and her 

besotted lover. He kisses my neck, runs his 

hands down my arms, cups my breasts and 

skims his palms across them. He unclasps 

my bra, frees my breasts. I feel his erection 

resting heavy on the small of my back, 

poking. With one hand he unbuckles his 

jeans and with the other, lifts my dress, 

pushes me forward. . . . 

        My reverie is interrupted by the gentle 

snores coming from behind me. Enoh is 

sleeping. I stand over him and watch him 

sleep.  

Something deep in my gut is telling me 

that I am wading in deep waters; that I am 

standing in unfamiliar territory. But men are 

familiar territory and this man is a puzzle I 

am finding increasingly incomprehensible 

and it is driving me crazy. I have to make him 

want me again. The irony of the situation 

has not eluded me. 

        I walk into the room and not knowing 

what to expect, climb into bed, and await 

the night. 

 

 

I wake up around midnight and pad on bare 

feet to the en suite bathroom. Light enters 

the room from the streetlamps across the 

street, and in the dimness, I can see that I 

am alone. Enoh’s side of the bed is 

untouched. I walk slowly to the living room. 

At the archway between the living area and 

the hallway, I pause and allow my eyes 

adjust to the gloom. Enoh talks on the 

phone in heated whispers. His voice is 

husky, his right hand making frenzied 

motions beneath the comforter. I watch 

him, fascinated and appalled. I watch him as 

the dam of dread I have boarded up all day 

bursts over me, my anger a febrifuge, 

wiping away the fever of my desire, dousing 

the flames as surely as lite water. 

        I stand over him. He looks up, his eyes 

unfocused. Then he pulls his hand away 
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from under the coverlet and stands. His 

phone slides off the comforter, bounces off 

the arm of the chair as he stands, and 

skitters across the floor to land a few feet 

away. In one unthinking motion, I whirl on 

the ball of my foot, crouch, pick up the 

phone and put it to my ear.  

        Enoh is moving faster than I have ever 

seen a grown man move, but he is a little 

late. On the other end of the line, a voice is 

saying, ‚Enoh? Honey? Are you there?‛ It is 

gruff, deep. Male. 

        I look at him with frank surprise, then I 

start laughing. I do not mean to but gales of 

laughter come burbling forth, wringing all 

the uncertainty and insecurity and pain like 

water from wet laundry. 

        I stop as suddenly as I started. Enoh is 

looking at me with anger, malice and 

chagrin, a defensive glint like Bayo’s in his 

eyes.  

        ‚Why?‛ I ask. I need to know. I am not 

Nneka I think, near hysteria. I believe in 

people. I need to keep believing in people. 

Surely, there is a reason. . .  

        ‚I wanted to know if I could,‛ he says, 

the defensiveness lacing his voice like the 

bourbon my father liked to sneak in his 

coffee.  

        ‚Could what?‛ I ask. ‚Seduce a woman?”  

        He just looks at me with the world in his 

eyes. 
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9 PHOTOGRAPHS  
BY SOKARI EKINE  

 
 

Ways of Dying – Death as History 

 

 

 
Taken during the 2011 Fet Gede [feast of the dead] - 

Cemetery at Port-au-Prince. 

 

The January 2010 earthquake destroyed many of the 

tombs leaving the remains of the old dead scattered 

amongst those who died on the day.   250,000 people lost 

their lives making the city itself a giant cemetery.  Those 

who were found were cremated in mass funeral 

pyres.  The rest lie under the rubble of thousands of 

homes, schools and public spaces, haunting the living who 

knows their loved ones lie crushed beneath the stones.    

 

The Grand Cimetière Port-au-Prince lies at the edge of 

Champ de Mars about 10 minutes’ walk from the 

Presidential Palace and the monument to hero of the 

Haitian revolution, Henri Christophe.  It is a proud imposing 

place and on weekends and holidays filled with 

visitors.  On this day some had come to pay their respects 

to family.  Others, celebrating the Fete Gede (31st October 

- 7th November) came to present offerings to Baron 

Samedi – the ‘gadyen’ of all cemeteries and the Voudou 

Lwa of life and therefore of death.  Baron Samedi’s tomb 

together with his wife Brijit lies at the entrance to every 

cemetery in Haiti, there to protect the dead and the living 

who pass through.  At the center there is a large tree 

which stands alone.  Here worshippers of Mdm 

Mapinm  Ezili place dolls, pictures and symbols of those 

who are believed to be harmful. 

 

The mix of Christianity and Voudou is evident through the 

symbols and rituals which along with worshippers have a 

shared history.    

 

Symbols and followers of Vodou lie side by side with 

symbols and followers.   The tombs are above ground each 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VwE7wxgaROc
http://www.ezilikonnen.com/society/fet-gede-2006.html
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with its own design, colour and size. Because many of the 

tombs are large they offer a quiet place to sit or rest away 

from the noise and traffic outside.  It is a liberating space 

and though there is a sense of respect, there’s also the 

belief that death as a part of life needs to shared rather 

than shunned and hidden.  

 

The Grand Cimetière represents layers of Haitian history 

from the arrival of the first enslaved Africans to the 2010 

earthquake. The Africans brought with them their religions 

and their gods who were incorporated into Haitian Vodou. 

Nearby are the monuments to Haitian 

revolutionary heroes, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, and Henri 

Christoff. 15 minutes away is the grand ‘pink’ 

the Cathedral of Our Lady of the Assumption which 

collapsed on January 10th. Here an untold number of dead 

remain buried under the rubble. For a moment in history 

Port-au-Prince became a monument of death but remains 

a monument to life, it’s a cycle.  
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ECHEZONACHUKWU NDUKA 

 

For This Kindhearted Night  
 
 
I 

To you kindhearted Night, I come with clean hands 

And lyrics of praise. My guitar is tuned. My voice is cheerful. 

I sing not the praise of kings who on battlefields become shadows; 

Theirs is nothing but a reign of no rains. I have felt their breath of fresh air. 

I died twice in its neglect and lonesomeness. Their freshness is seeing but blind. 

I chant no songs of freedom amidst warfare. Freedom is vague, its songs are consolations. 

 

II 

Seers are not the ones with wide open eyes. 

Even when their eyes are closed, pictures become clearer. 

Night, you bear gifts of comfort in your palms. 

Your calmness is Tee-Mac’s flute melodies. 

I play with words as stars twinkle in your presence. 

You send the moon to illuminate my tunes and I. 

I am bereft when the moon sleeps in your chambers. 

 

III 

But Night, are you the same as darkness?  

Do you stretch your arms against the poor? 

Do you shut your ears to laments? 

Are you the home of death or the bringer of strife? 

Do you delight in dirges? 

 

IV 

I am not your stranger. No one is. 

You know all songs before their birth. 

Your ears have consumed the sweetest melodies. 

Night, you are poetry. No Muse lives in your absence. 

In your presence, words are not the sole properties of those 

Who utter them. Your serenity gives life to every word. 

You give birth to new mornings and keep hopes alive. 

 

V 

Night, you are the lovers’ haven. 

To you, I come with the love of my life. 

Take us. 
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JIMOH OLAWALE  

 

Time  
 
 
Time is a bird 

Flying into the wilderness 

Of a blurry past 

Hinged on a balance 

Of light 

And darkness 

 

Whispers 

Of ancient wishes 

Hanging on its 

Short wings 

Ponders 

Whether to rise 

With the howling wind 

 

Or break free 

Like dusts of 

Crumbling clouds 

Riding 

With the emissary 

Lulls the flower 

Into bloom 

And lures them to wilt 
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FAMOUS ISAACS 

 

When Night Comes 
TO OSWALD MBUYISENI MTSHALI 
 
 
 
When night comes 

I feel a dread in my body, a dread in my soul, 

A dread in my person, raping me, 

Tearing the hymen of my heart beyond repair. 

 

There is murder in the street, 

Murder in the valleys, murder in the caves; 

Death sniffs like a hyena lurking, laughing. 

 

It is not dying that scares me, 

But to die without my head on my neck 

And without my legs on my waist: 

Bombs have no respect for authorities. 

 

Yesterday, I saw a VIP buried without 

Her body. Her head wore her coat. 

Who is who in a grave for hundreds? 

I saw her buried with a body, somebody’s body, 

I knew, we knew: the body wasn’t hers 

But the gods are not to blame. 

It was a bomb at night that quenched her, 

One bomb had changed her destiny. 
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HYGINUS EKWUAZI 

 
Next year, I’ll be home for Christmas 
 
 
  
 
I 

The season and its ambience… 

 

every which way I turn 

the ambience of the season 

tugs at my heart – 

 

carols from every corner 

meeting and colliding and 

exploding in every direction 

 

the sun 

wearing a muffler 

 

and the moon 

a festive  veil of clouds – 

 

the season and its ambience 

they’re all here 

tugging at my heart… 

 

II 

The sights and sounds and scents 

of this season – 

 

they’re like a hot coin 

pressed unto my forearms: 

 

on the one arm 

the picture of an aged mother 

decorating an empty nest – 

 

on her brows, creases that’ve kept 

the anxious nights awake pondering why 

everything no longer fits nicely into place 
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and on the other arm 

unblinking geckos watching 

an old lady eat her lonely dinner – 

 

beside a silent Christmas tree carrying 

giant greeting cards that hint at 

distances and absences… 

 

Mother! 

this time, there’ll be no stopping me 

this time, there’ll be no delay: 

 

next year, come next year 

I’ll be home for Christmas. 
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HYGINUS EKWUAZI 

 
When home is no longer where you want to be  
FOR GRACE 

 
 
 

I 

Nothing seems to have changed 

 

the same spider on the same wall 

weaving the same pattern of cobwebs 

 

the same tell-tale marks on the furniture – 

footprints of long gone nestlings no longer 

awed by the eagle’s spread-out wings 

 

the same defiant fly still walking 

upside down on the same ceiling 

 

and, yes, the very same rooms – emptied out 

aviaries stocked with remembered birdsongs… 

 

indeed, nothing seems to have changed 

 

but there’s cold ash where the fire used to burn. 

 

 

II 

Now there’s cold ash 

cold ash where the fire used to burn – 

 

there’s nothing, absolutely nothing 

to transform this arrival into a homecoming 

 

for when a mother’s no longer there 

home is no longer home 

 

when a mother’s no longer there 

home is no longer where you want to be 
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DELE MEIJI  

 

The Ravished Circle 
 
 
 
 
PART ONE 

 

A picture, taken at a funeral, made Lara fling 

her important possessions into a sports bag, 

leave her studies in Scotland, and fly back to 

London. Not that what she had seen in the 

picture – or some idea of it had not been 

haunting her since she left home in such a 

hurry. But the picture confirmed it. 

 

She held it close to her, away from her and 

then closer to her eyes again. 

 

In the picture, people lingered by a grave in 

the distance; and in the foreground, her 

people, Mama, R-s, and Wura, formed one 

rising, falling song - Mama’s tall figure and 

sorrowful eyes beginning it and then it 

dipped down to Wura’s plump figure, a 

deep depression in the centre, and it ended 

with the glinting eyes of R –s staring out, 

from his great height, at her. They were all 

in black, but there was a quality of joy in 

Wura and R-‘s faces - despite the 

gloominess of the clouds, the dark, 

mournful tint of the cars and the epic 

stones of death behind them – like they 

reeked of joyful fucking. She’d read the 

letter her mother sent before she saw the 

picture, every line, like a small cut, seeping 

blood; her sister, Wura was on every second 

line, and the concern for Lara shallow. So 

when she looked at the picture, Wura 

standing so stupidly close to R-s, so close 

and happy, Mama embracing them both, 

she decided she wanted her mother back 

from both of them. She looked long and 

hard at Mama’s eyes in the picture, those 

brown eyes where she could see a blue 

circle when she was close enough, and then 

into Wura’s, forcing away the sneer that 

came to her face at the thought or sight of 

her sister. She tried, always, to find that 

sameness she saw in herself and Mama, but 

it was not in Wura’s face, but there was 

something she could feel, and she clutched 

at that feeling – after all, Wura was her 

sister. In the end, she pitied Wura in the 

picture, standing so close, too close to R-s, 

waiting to be gobbled up in his grin like a 

child in a lion’s den. 

 

It was noon when she picked up the 

envelope and just after four o’ clock when 

she threw clothes into her bag, with the 

knowledge that she was going back home. 

 

Walking the path to the quiet street their 

house occupies Lara’s feet burn underneath 

her flimsy green shoes. She is slow to get 

there – slow to knock on the door, its 

blackness as solid as a man. She pushes the 

bell and it doesn’t ring. She bangs the door, 

pressing her free hand to her waist, 

throwing her head back and cursing each 

time. Then, the quiet hotness of the street 

enters her and the sun, like a furnace, bakes 

her anger into stillness. Inside the coolness 

of the house, she thinks, they are probably 

touching like children. Or running butt 

naked – and sure enough she hears her 

sister laugh. A free, but guarded kind of 

laugh, the kind of laugh you laughed at a 

lover and then followed with a silent, 
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acquiescent question in your eyes. That’s 

the way she laughed. 

 

But before Lara could think on how exactly 

to deal with someone who laughed like that 

for a man who wasn’t even hers – the owner 

of the laugh, her big-boned baby sister – 

Wura - was in front of her. 

 

Wura filled the open doorway with her body 

– a dark space over her head, a dark space 

and, the promise of the cool kitchen, visible 

to Lara just between her legs. She took in 

Lara’s tired, slender form and drawing up to 

her full height, she raised her head and 

kissed her teeth – ‚Oh, it’s you‛ – she said, 

turning, sashaying back into the dark space 

she’d come through, swinging her backside 

like a horse flicking its tail. Lara threw her 

bag at that impudent behind; Wura’s upper 

body fell forwards, her behind held its 

proud stance, but her shocked legs and 

upper body gave way as her head turned, 

and she fell onto all fours with an orgasmic 

sound. It had never been good between 

them.  

 

Lara was born to her parents like a promise 

of god and raised in his image; loved by her 

mother because she saw herself in her. 

Later, with no father to provide the 

counterproof, sometimes Lara thought that 

the frail looking woman, whose veins 

stretched on her fingers and feet when she 

moved - had birthed her and more 

unbelievably, her fat-assed sister, 

singlehandedly. Lara saw her own beautiful 

thinness reflected in her mother’s. As a 

child, her hand locked and disappeared 

elegantly into her mother’s and when Lara 

grew older, their hands always met in 

mirthful unison as they sat and laughed at 

the same point in a film or fixed the same 

quizzical look at something Wura said or 

did. Always she saw the same hand as she 

saw the same mind. But her mother had not 

birthed them single-handedly. 

 

For two years Lara was the only thing her 

parents knew to love outside themselves – 

and then Wura came. She exploded into the 

world bringing disaster and misfortune like 

a shadow from that other place. Speeding 

to reach his pregnant wife, their father had 

run and run, his lungs giving in as he 

reached the doors of the hospital. As his 

second daughter was coming into the 

world, their father’s face contorted in 

paroxysms of pain and surprise as he 

realized he was dying. Everybody said it 

wasn’t Wura’s fault – you could not blame 

her for Daddy’s acute asthma, but for Lara 

her sister’s presence had the stench of 

death and thievery, someone who took and 

took; watching her fat fingers handle food, 

Lara was revolted – and she knew Mama 

secretly felt the same. She’d seen the 

distance that danced between Wura and 

Mama always threatening to explode into a 

litany of curses and recriminations a 

‘because of you…’ list of accusations never 

completed, and the anguished look of a girl 

who knew she was guilty but had no 

knowledge of how she committed the 

crime. She had stolen a thing she herself did 

not have. It was in her plump body, in her 

sad eyes, and the joy she took in food. She 

had stolen her father’s soul from his 

wheezing lungs. 

 

Now, entering the house, Lara looked 

properly at her sister splayed out on the 

floor. She was different in ways the picture 

had not told her; time had been kind to her, 

she had shed weight, and nature had carved 

out a beautiful form for her; transformed 

her from a fat waddling duck into a plump 

beauty; her hair was tied back in a knot, and 
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she wore one of Mama’s yellow summer 

dresses spottled with flowers, and gathered 

at the breast. Lara’s heart jumped with 

envy. She lifted the feather light cloth from 

Wura’s buttocks and made a breathless 

‘ahn’ in surprise at the fact that Wura wore 

no underwear - she parted Wura’s thighs 

with her palm, her fingers searching for 

some proof of her suspicion, the redeeming 

cruelty that would banish R-s and turn her 

contempt for her sister into permanent pity. 

She needed something weighty to offer for 

her mother’s love, and what better than the 

truth that the stray dog she’d invited into 

her house had burrowed his way into the 

fruits of her womb. Her fingers had not yet 

found their proof when Mama darkened the 

doorway, whilst Wura struggled away from 

her. 

 

When she was growing up, the mark of the 

great love that brought Lara into the world 

still littered the house like bullet holes in 

war-torn cities; in the smell and feel of 

sweaters worn in bars by a smoker – in 

elegant shirts and well-thumbed books in 

the mysterious letters of Geez and Amharic, 

which both had understood, and in the 

haunting pictures of the sad-eyed, long-

limbed Yoruba man who made love to her 

mother and died before Mama knew 

enough to overcome her need of him; or 

something like him.  A need that remained 

after surviving his death, and becoming the 

world around which one daughter revolved, 

and the other effaced herself; a need that 

remained so strong she took up the 

affections of a gold toothed philanderer; 

who seemed to Lara like a vat of tar, noisy, 

noxious, but seemed to her mother like a 

glittering mound of coal, ready to be 

formed into a new permanent thing whose 

embers would burn and warm her up, 

brightly. 

 

Lara had hoped he was an ornament. It had 

been clear at first, because her mother’s 

mind was her own, that it was a game. The 

ring he gave her and his initial presence in 

their house, only a more elaborate form of 

play- even his history confirmed he could 

not be, as they said, serious. Her mother 

told his story, laughing at the ridiculousness 

of him. But after a while, Lara could not tell 

if the shine in her mother’s eyes was 

mockery or wariness softening into white 

pools of love. 

 

He had a doggy, gold-toothed smile - the 

smile of a dog shitting with delight into his 

own food bowl.  Soon, her mother told Lara 

his story in hushed whispers of veneration. 

‚He slept with his best friend’s wife…he 

married her. But she died‛ She said, when 

he was young he was like a puppy in the 

face of life, he couldn’t resist lust or any 

affectation in the body that looked like love, 

a glint of curiosity in the eye, a shy smile or 

even the dismissive shrug of a shoulder 

were signals he sought out – and then gave 

the touch of his body to the owner of that 

affection, like a dutiful dog retrieving a 

stick. But he’d changed, she said.  The way 

Mama said it, he was to be pitied, like she’d 

taken in a stray animal, not a man of flesh 

and blood with a gold tooth, who slept with, 

fucked and married his best friend’s wife. 

But they had both experienced loss, and in 

that Mama found a soothing.  

 

Even still, she had not been so easy to coax. 

 

It took three years before his coat hanging 

on the rack, became his coat living on the 

sofa by the time Lara was seventeen. 

 

He moved in slowly, and started taking over; 

not just the house, but Mama’s mind as 
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well. Stealing things - memories, and times, 

and spaces, till the place was full of him. 

 

In him, like Wura, Lara found another thief. 

Wura stole her father’s wheezing soul. And 

now she and R-s had stolen Mama; Mama, 

whose hands fitted into Lara’s like it was the 

same hand. R-s brought Mama and Wura 

together like previously dissonant 

instruments, playing the rhythm of his 

promises. The rheum of lovemaking still in 

her eyes one night, their mother said to 

them. ‚He’s loyal to me. And we’re going to 

be a family‛.  

 

Now, this same mother stood in the 

doorway, asking her, ‚Lara, what are you 

doing? Why are you back?‛ Behind her, Lara 

saw the baby blue blanket of sky, and cars 

zipping by like seconds in a life. The stillness 

in the room was firm and pregnant with 

surprise and suspicion; her mother’s 

question made the certainty she had of her 

love seem, suddenly ridiculous. Her 

thoughts ran riot like racing cars, and 

slammed bloodily against the roof of her 

mouth. She felt stupid, like she’d answered 

five to two plus two; but she wasn’t the one 

who brought R-s into this house; she wasn’t 

the one who laughed with him like he 

owned her private laugh, she wasn’t the one 

who had decided to turn into a wet blanket 

and let Wura have her…she wasn’t the one 

who let her daughter go loose and 

pantyless. She wasn’t the one with no 

panties. 

 

‚Why are you screaming at me?‛ 

She’s the one you should be screaming 

at….‛ 

She’s the one messing with your husband!‛ 

And there, she’d said it before she meant 

to. 

 

Wura sat upright, and rose like a Lazarus to 

face Lara.  

‚Liar!‛ 

 

Their mother’s face creased up into a 

question, her thoughts a rushing stream. 

Lara sounded like a grieving mother 

haranguing God, while Wura, Wura, her 

unassuming daughter, Wura, her podgy girl, 

whom everyone knew had not even lost her 

baby fat – though yes, her breasts had 

grown – and her womanhood come down – 

but still, but still – this one who was still a 

kid was now speaking like a common wife 

aggrieved?  

‚Me? It’s you, you’ve been with him behind 

her back; and she’s supposed to believe 

your skinny ass? Ask her…ask her, 

Mummy…ask her why she’s back?‛ 

‚I came here to stop him having his way with 

you‛  

‚Well, you can go back; we don’t need your 

help‛  

 

All three heard him before they saw him 

enter their threnody of voices, his voice, 

heavy, sleepy, dripping with lust and 

satisfied masculinity, and trapped, when he 

saw them, in the ‚Wu-baby…‛ his lips were 

pursed to make. 

 

He’d stepped out naked.  

 

‚Look! You see he’s fucking her‛ Lara hurls 

her words, she repeats them, until Wura is 

on her; hatred in her eyes, her arms 

swinging and landing blows, while R-s is 

watching, an expression like amusement, 

but different, in his eyes, till their mother, 

hoarse, like a wounded bird, the veins of her 

neck stretched like a strained instrument, 

speaks, and the quiet in her voice is as 

treacherous as quicksand. And Lara knows 
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the voice. It comes out of her childhood. It 

doesn’t put the blame equally on both of 

them, Lara and Wura, her two children, her 

two naughty girls, eking out her love in a 

play of punishment.  No. Mama says to her. 

‚Lara leave.‛ She says it like ‚Lara leave and 

never come back.‛ Because of this Lara 

laughs, but then Mama says again. ‚Lara, 

leave, this nonsense is now enough…did 

you think, I don’t know what goes on in my 

own house?‛ 

 

And she knows – the smell of rutting flesh – 

she wasn’t stupid, she’d seen his hands on 

her, had known when the touching ended, 

and when it began again. This time with the 

second girl, and this time, she saw from R-

s’s looks and speech, that it was Wura who 

kept him here – like a diver plunging deeper 

depths, each day, he sought out more from 

her – but she thought, it was, after all, just a 

phase, and this girl, her strange plumpness, 

her fertile, infantile body, would soon be 

gone, and she would have her man again. 

But Lara’s sin she could not forgive – this 

gift of knowledge she thought she’d bring – 

revealing what should not be revealed, 

making a mockery of her innocence and 

morality. Lara whose hands remembered 

her of hers, who should know her ways, and 

the things that should be left unsaid. Lara 

committed this treachery. 

 

PART TWO 

 

Her mother’s voice is a faraway sound, and 

Lara is remembering, a memory from her 

childhood, of when she was so in love with 

her mother even though she was angry with 

her, over some trivial thing she now can’t 

recall, but she was still in love with her, she 

remembers her own anger, melting, and the 

fear - that her love for her mother was 

melting and filling up her heart, like water 

overflowing in a cup – that her love would 

spill over from her lips and she wouldn’t get 

it back. This was the fear she had today, but 

she ignored it. Let it dry up in the sun, 

because even this truth had not been 

enough to keep Mama - to break their circle 

of lies. Mama covered in lies, R-s naked like 

a dog, and Wura shameless, half 

unburdened by the truth and half-drunk 

with it. Lara held down her love, and her 

tongue, because though it quivered in 

disbelief, something shimmered 

underneath her love for her mother – past 

her love for her mother. A remembrance of 

a need that nestled in her still - she was still 

curious about the space between his teeth, 

and the birthmark that curved like a 

scimitar’s blade over his right eye; was it this 

curiosity that had shattered the song Mama 

and her had made in unison? 

 

At first, she’d guarded against it. The 

promises he held out in his looks and his 

stories, guarding against it, without ever 

naming it; till it became too much and she 

had to know what it was. She began to 

speak to him, and let her eyes unsquint and 

her back relax when he talked to her. She 

laughed with him, guardedly swaying to 

match the dance of his words and stories – 

her own eyes dancing, glinting, with that 

thing - Was it curiosity? His eyes, intent, 

reminded her of her father smiling at her 

mother in those photographs. And the smile 

worked on her, like a sharpened blade in 

readiness for a lamb’s throat, until the space 

between them was filled with his hands. She 

was warm and wet with surprise the first 

time he did it. She was with him in the 

silence of the house with only the drone of 

the television. How did it happen? Was it 

this memory? That hand, rough like 

sandpaper, stroking inside her thigh? 

Then…did she reach out her hand to trace 
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his scar, the delicate crescent moon against 

the skin of his sleeping face? Tracing the 

scar, just tracing the scar, till he grabbed 

that hand, and moved on her in one 

practiced sweep, his breath on her neck, 

one hand cupping her back. After he 

finished, her sodden smiles shifted to a 

frown, she sprang up and held her stomach 

like he’d sliced it with a blade. He grinned. 

‚Relax; it’s just some fun –nobody’s home‛. 

He gloried in his nakedness, his dark arms 

like soft loam, threatening to engulf her. 

 

Later, she named his actions in her room. 

Her mouth dry and silently making syllables, 

but when she heard of these things, did 

those abused; did…their thighs…shake 

with…pleasure? Did their lips soften and 

sink into him like hers did? Yield willingly like 

soap to wetness, and earth to seed? And the 

feeling, it moved, transformed itself. She 

grinned despite herself, a feeling of triumph 

in her, like a diver with a great pearl.  She’d 

caught this ornament her mother had 

picked. It was hers.  She buzzed about for 

days. She argued with Mama. She listened 

to R-s - they entered a pattern. She would 

listen to a story, he would reach a hand to 

stroke something, a thigh, her neck, or that 

space between her ears; his hands silently 

running, running across her like water; up 

the light summer dresses she wore, past the 

fear in her back, till he grabbed her neck, 

joined the excitement in her eyes to the 

triumph in his. And they would rock – back 

and forth, rutting and rutting.  Not having a 

name for it, her body felt light, her eyes 

danced like mirrors catching in sunlight; but 

sometimes, she seemed to be watching 

from above, like it wasn’t her at all, trapped 

and following the path of his back, the two 

moving hills of his raised shoulders; 

watching herself like someone else. A hot 

shame then rose in her - heavier than the 

weight of his body, hotter than the heat of 

his sex. She’s not sure anymore in which 

order it happened that final day, whether 

she found herself crying, ‚Stop‛ before or 

after the surprise exploded in her eyes. 

‚What?‛ His eyes glowered at her from 

above. The impatience in his voice was a 

ready fist, ‚What – you can’t do this?‛ He 

thrust his body, his sex and his breath into 

her like a knife, further, and further into 

her; jolting her body, tearing her, until it 

seemed she was only made of shreds.  Her 

eyes slid into darkness - outside a child was 

screaming. When he was finished, he left 

her there, in the silence of his absence, with 

someone that was her but who had other 

eyes; another girl who walked around the 

house for three years, stunned - avoiding 

songs, and stories, and little ditties by the 

kitchen sink - then went to university.  Now 

that girl was here, with the same eyes, 

listening to her mother asking her to leave. 

She wondered if her sister wanted it, and if 

her mother knew the violence of him, or the 

secrets she was done knowing. She 

wondered these things, but didn’t say them 

as she walked away – into the clear blue sky 

and the suffocating heat of the day. 
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SANYA OSHA 
 

Lyrical Birthcries: A review of Birthcry 
 

Birthcry  

Obi Nwakanma 

Press Alliance Books, Lagos, 2013  

pp.81 

 

For many years Obi Nwakanma was engaged 

with research and writing connected with 

the biography of Christopher Okigbo, 

arguably Nigeria’s greatest poet. The 

biography eventually published by James 

Currey in 2010, reveals much of the future 

trajectory of Nwakanma’s own work. 

Fortunately, his engrossing preoccupations 

with the legendary life and work of Okigbo 

have not subsumed his creative voice as 

could very easily have happened. Okigbo’s 

poetry embodies an unstinting sublimity that 

is able to remain ensconced in the 

stratosphere even when solemnly reflecting 

messy and entangled earthly turmoil. This 

grants Okigbo’s work an epic range that is 

constantly maintained in those often 

mysterious and intriguing lines of his. 

 

Nwakanma’s poetry, on the other hand, has 

an unmistakable lyrical quality mostly 

stripped of an unearthly grandeur. This 

makes it unbloated and readily approachable 

by the everyday sensibility. In other words, 

his work is not merely intended as poetry for 

poets, as is so often the case with Okigbo, 

but poetry which is frequently imbued with a 

directness that is able to incorporate the 

mundane and the sublime in the same 

breath. 

 

The first poem in the collection, ‘The Story of 

a Donkey’, has a child protagonist very much 

like Okigbo’s protagonist contemplating the 

illustrious ambience of Idoto. But here, the 

similarities end even as it is clear that there is 

a quest to achieve some as yet elusive – and 

also slightly intimidating – poetic 

undertaking. A measured restraint – which 

isn’t to say an inarticulacy – that bears a 

civilised imprimatur is evident in the first few 

poems of Nwakanma’s collection, ‘This night 

as I muse your coming/Counting the named 

constellations,/Crossing the imaginary lines 

where stars cluster’ (p.3). In spite of the 

elevated subject matter, the tone is still 

warm and inviting. This warmth increases 

when Nwakanma recalls the memory of his 

great grand-mother who led the women of 

her village against British colonialists in 1929. 

An almost forgotten event in history, as a 

result, is excavated and relived. Even within 

the context of these rather rude 

circumstances, the theme of birth is still 

discernible in the not distant background. In 

a poem, ‘The Harsh Wind Orchestra’, 

Nwakanma evokes disparate images within 

the span of a few lines, images associated 

with degeneracy and free love: ‘Exhausted 

now by carousing,/Ascended the spiraling 

tower,/Towards Babylon,/To the crack of 

bitter voices,/And there,/They die of free 

love’ (p.7). Here, the protagonist assumes 

the stance of a voyeur rather than a 

participant which somewhat occludes the 

ethical character of the scene. 

 

‘Birthcry’, which provides the collection with 

its title, is expectedly awash with birth cries, 

foetal matter and lyrical beginnings. For 

instance: ‘And you see with your/ Foetal eyes 

how the cloud lifted, revealing the sun,/Each 
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time the face of the earth darkened/With 

tears?’(p.11). In this poem, the subject 

matter literally explodes with meaning. But 

in the next poem, ‘Saturday Morning’, the 

mundane is granted an almost celestial 

weight in which a scene dealing with the 

apparently simple pleasures of coffee 

drinking by luxuriant flower vases 

punctuates the most definitely forbidding 

largeness of existence. Nonetheless, love 

manages to triumph as the ultimate meaning 

or reason for life. Here, Nwakanma is quite 

clear as to where he stands. In ‘Orpheus at 

the Gates’, the mundane and the sublime are 

again conjoined to reveal the epiphanic 

phenomenon of birth. In ‘In the Steps of 

Manuel Sendero’, the child is fortified with 

empathy, ‘A glimpse of the threshold 

startled him/The running waters rattled 

him/The load argument of war frightened 

him!’ (p.18). In ‘Ingress’, Nwakanma displays 

his skill in handling sensuality and sexuality: 

‘The bare pubes refreshed,/The womb is now 

in quickening […] It is the ornate bottle with 

liquid densities/ It is the cup overflowing 

with viscera/It is the cupola and minaret of 

desires’(p.25). The sexual motif becomes 

even more vivid in ‘Eri an Amaku’, ‘My own 

hands bathed in the clitoral lips of a lover’ 

(p.27). Not much can be said to be left to the 

imagination in this instance. However, the 

motif of birth is often dominant even when 

Nwakanma obviously has other thoughts in 

mind: ‘So the old fables lead to the rock –/ 

Where we must bury your umbilical cord./To 

the night, in which you and I/Crossed in 

lifeline, and bonded’ (p.29). 

 

Nwakanma is often able to infuse explicit 

political material with the leitmotif of birth in 

a convincing manner. As such, the tragedies 

of Biafra, Kigali and the 2002 bomb 

explosions in Lagos are all linked in various 

ways to the ever present cycle of birth. It is 

difficult to forget the searing imagery of the 

lines from ‘Black Sunday’ which deals with 

the unfortunate Lagos incident: ‘He blazed 

through the feathered circuit/ Potent-/ He 

came disguised as a child/And entered the 

camp of warriors’ (p.37). 

 

Another tragic incident that captures 

Nwakanma’s imagination is the memory of 

Leonard Gakinya who was hanged in 

Springfield, Missouri, in 2002. Race, sex and 

death are conjoined in a way that radically 

questions the validity and ultimately, the 

feasibility of the supposedly all-inclusive 

American dream: ‘And I remember the 

smouldering heat –/ The unsurveyed 

pudenda – the unvisited hacienda/ Echoing 

to itself ventriloquizing, the wind./ Melanin is 

under my skin, and that is nothing new 

either’ (p.39). 

 

In ‘A Brief Memoir of Time’, Nwakanma 

furthers his exploration of explicit political 

subject matter. The event of the Belgian 

colonisation of the Congo and Nelson 

Mandela’s incarceration at Robben Island are 

given due attention without the customary 

lapse into poetry-cum-politics poor taste. 

 

When all is said and done, Nwakanma’s 

collection is consistently even and he is 

clearly a poet who has discovered his métier, 

one who is equally at home handling themes 

pertaining to the awesomeness of nature 

and the tragic events of African history 

within the span of a few lyrical couplets. 
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PETER AKINLABI 

 

Lumumba serenades the Congo  
 
 
I 

Light without its lid of green 

comes through the dark relics  

of ancient sins, we travel on skulls 

an untidy couple, small shapes 

of darkness dragged by the guts 

 

I have shed my skin  

into this skein, into your presence,      

a violence of many ghosts, slung 

on lust in Brussels, fear in Kinshasa, 

in a river of changing names, I have counted 

my own fall in an aggregate 

of morbid desires 

 

Through the ruins of your face 

I have seen my own ghost emerge, 

Broken, wizened, courting 

great defeats like victuals 

 

I have wept my turn too 

at the loss of the salvation’s 

seeding and might have forgotten the courage 

which I had prepared in search  

of the black box 

 

II       

It’s mysterious how  

we both try to stalk memory, but always 

that dimmest light collapses at our feet    

nastily Congolese, feeding shuttered 

solitude that pledges your own  soul 

to a vicious change in the 

wind’s direction 

 

Paths have merged into  

a knowledge, turbulences woven into 

the stance of growth, I wonder 

which weight of want conjoins us 

in knowledge of a disappearing sun 
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Yet dirt-dug, our failures 

follow us as if an event, as if a goad, 

cast against all devotion 

speaking in tongues of bent  

shadows, as if a gorge of casual 

drowning 

 

III 

I have seen moon-beamed 

epiphanies cling to the green 

of youth, from Kinshasa to Kisangani, 

yet not even hope escapes our peculiar 

bequest of constant accidents 

 

Let me read out my own process 

mute as I debate consecration 

with doubt; ah we crawl as wasps 

swooping sinews, roving 

or crowding shapes 

of thirst wanting people 

 

Wanting a place shadows locked 

in a duel with lights and noise  

and the landscape; I am your withering 

shadow, a tragic doppelganger 

pursuing your image in whirlwinds 

like a fey-frosted flag 

 

IV 

Do we still savour  

the dregs of sorrows 

which our fathers have drunk, 

do we bask still in the vengeful  

whirlwind now basting the skirts 

of our mothers 

 

This swab is not for this memory  

the webbed night trickles still 

from my gossamered face, scattered  

to  your wanton winds 

 

 

And you,     

having not learnt how to read these 
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thrusts more as a trick in stitching 

interventions, grope in sadness 

as I grope in this gale, for the moment 

when your broken ghost regathers 

 

and walks back into the darkness  

of my own head 
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PETER AKINLABI 

 

The Last Winter of Pa Cudjo Lewis 
 
 
 
I imagine you walk down 

the riverbank in your last winter, 

perhaps to watch the ghosts rejuvenate  

or again, to smell the pasture of courage. 

 

You bear the almanac of the world, 

invisible as you are on the recreated 

fringes of history, counting tomb-heads 

as milestones of love. 

 

But you have always walked in masks and 

moments greater than you,  

greater than the annihilation of a single soul.  

 

A coldest cloud caresses 

that soul today,  the weight of an errant 

vision, the depth of mythologies that eyes 

must rein in, in dark corners.  

 

The winter waltzes with you 

as you turn to stations with mildewed signs 

webbing the gnawing silence of modernity. 

 

Certainly,  

there will be somewhere here, 

a possible tableau, in the memory of  the sea, 

upon which a receding retaining wall 

can be glimpsed once more longer. 

 

You stand alone now in the cold 

of sand and memory, scanning the exact spot 

where the bugle first sounded, where  

 

you had imagined the homeward flight  

of a nomad bird, the ancestral postman 

bearing a silent correspondence of loss. 
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You no longer wonder why your body  

seems to find its altitude, extending towards rivers.   

the heavy rumble of shores violates you more. 

  

I Imagine you dream always  

of departure of the natural state, climbing                   

the anguish of receding faces, and sometimes, 

the terminus of descent, onto the path 

of stranger birds, fluttering away the heaviness 

of their foregone flights. 

 

You still remember the eerie odour of the sea, 

at night, when it was invisible, and looming  

omens of other twined faces on the deck – the crew’s, 

 

young, strangered, perhaps as frightened – 

drawn tight in their own private patina  

of pestilence. 

 

You will remember the surge  

of elephants passing Alabama’s mirage, 

like a taunting dream, a god’s prank 

in bad taste; 

 

you will remember that first day  

you walked into the undergrounds  

of darkness, the intangible pergola of 

the soul’s death; 

 

you will remember what you saw  

beneath the coldest skin of fear, 

which still lies feverish under the frozen image 

of a truncated love-game in  

a grove in Bante. 

 

Stranger mages flood in like death 

swaddling memory, like a vengeful lover… 

 

But today you have searched beyond 

the formality of pain to stalk love 

like a perspective, carrying the grains  

 

of history in an invisible urn,  

beyond borders of reproof. Beyond  

the scarifications of invisibility. 
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Today you have arrived home, dragging  

your own ship on the skin of deviance; you 

have taken the procedure of your echo to the darkness 

of Mississippi, forging time 

 

from translations and contrived silences 

of other’s jubilant adventures. Today, you recall 

your name as others an eclipse – Kossola, 

a mere adjective for something  

that has remained of the language of the tribe, 

tending its stealth in the vault  

of three centuries. 

             

So you stay content, today, with the incisions  

your echo makes in the replicating  

vernaculars of fiction you have come to inhabit, 

 

seeking no miracle higher than a replicating 

magic of secrecy, to return to Clotilda 

its own double spell of limbo. 
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TUNJI OLALERE  
 

Vagaries 
 
 
Your foot grazed the brake pedal when the 

traffic light‛s red eye met with yours, then 

you remembered it was past midnight and 

the road was all yours. 

‚Baby please give me tonight. I‛m going 

crazy tonight. Let me be your Maga 

tonight...‛ The lilt of your voice matched 

KCee’s plea on the radio, octave for octave. 

This song. How it spun you in Fola’s arms, in 

the umbra of sequined hugs, when she 

would say, hoarse and slit-eyed: 

‚Your fingers, where are they... What are 

they up to?‛ 

You shivered the image away and 

steered your thoughts to the city and the 

times it had lived through. It was hard to 

love Jos again. It was a space that had sat 

calmly in its place on the map without 

betraying the atrocities it beheld. It did not 

dislodge in primordial rage to drown in the 

Niger River. Jos was sprawled in the face of 

the moon, ashamed to meet her gaze. 

Perhaps it was languid from constant blood-

letting. Perhaps it was bloated from 

crimson tributaries that meandered from 

adjacent villages where the Fulanis still 

severed heads in vengeance of cattle 

rustled or Prophets profaned.   

But these are saner times, you thought, 

as you glimpsed at the silhouettes of two 

soldiers shining their torches in absent-

minded oscillations.  

‚Lafia kalau.‛ you returned greetings. 

‚Dis cold na season film.‛ His voice was 

hoarse. He reeked of the usual― volatile 

petitions in slim sachets, devoured to steel 

the heart and warm the chest. 

‚Anything for my morale?‛ 

 ‚Make I find something for you.‛ You 

slapped a fifty naira note into his hand. He 

slipped the hand into his pocket as he said, 

‚Oya, carry on.‛ 

It was often like this. Calm like an 

intermittent fever in remission, only to 

break out with ruthless vigour. The carnage. 

It had claimed good friends. Jos-crisis was 

what everyone called it, with a smile that 

twisted at the corners of the lips under the 

strain of memories.  

False alarms and stray bullets had killed 

more than the bombs planted at the feet of 

Christ. Suicide bombing is now a familiar 

word. You remembered the first time you 

heard the word, how you thought it 

referred to death by a self-addressed letter 

bomb. Now everyone knows what happens 

when someone around them shouts ‚Allahu 

Akbar!‛ in a church, anywhere, and makes to 

rip his shirt.  

When you were fifteen, some Muslims 

said a woman had crossed their line of sight 

as they looked in prayer to the Holy City. Jos 

went up in flames. Christians were fodder. 

They killed non-Hausa Muslims too, for they 

were only fairer complexioned pagans who 

stood to urinate though they celebrated 

Sallah. There were reprisals. A smoldering 

calm was then foisted on the Plateau by a 

trigger-happy-barrack-bored Special Task 

Force. Curfew. More curfews. Until hunger 

won. 

There was collateral damage, one of 

which was your first love. Maimuna: the 

diffident lisp of English, cadences to the 

twang of Hausa; the oddity of sublime logic 

delivered in a soprano. There was that quick 
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kiss, which you had plotted for a term, only 

a brush of lips behind the dining hall.  

After the kiss you had your first and last 

major argument. Whose God was God? 

Where was the Holy Place? Who was going 

to Paradise? Why? Who was the impostor? 

She said you were an infidel; you said if she 

didn’t give her life to Christ, she was 

doomed to burn forever. You did not speak 

to each other for a term. 

She got married before the certificate 

examinations results were released. Her 

age-mates were all nursing their second 

children. Her father said it was bad enough 

that she had seen her first menses in his 

house. 

 

 

Yakubu Gowon Way reminded you of the 

reason your parents had wanted you to 

study on The Plateau in the first instance. 

The young teetotaler Head of State had 

made a lasting impression on their then 

young mind. So you were sent to a fine 

boarding school in Pankshin, his hometown, 

where Indians and Caucasians tutored you 

and laboured to beat your intellect into 

shape.  

You always knew you had no head for 

books. You are a child of the market. 

Haggling is the poetry that commands your 

hair to its feet. Market makes ethereal 

music; their worms would nest in the sole of 

your feet, breeding and feeling their ways 

around. You wanted to buy and sell. For 

anything you would find a buyer, or make 

anyone into one. 

Then you saw the red-and-white 

buildings of Nasco Food, the company that 

rid you of your pocket money but ensured 

you never ran out of friends. Friends who 

during exams answered their Multiple 

Choice Questions loudly, calling out 

alphabets as they shaded the boxes, so you 

wouldn’t shade from streams of 

consciousness. They also allowed your not-

too-short-a-neck good view of their essays. 

When in SS3 you were introduced to Lamark 

and his giraffes, you all had exchanged 

furtive glances. The neck is now a robust 

monument to eclectic eating; you knew you 

had the genes but many of the deep dishes 

you encountered on your journeys held 

higher logic. 

By Bukuru, the speed was good. You 

found yourself looking into the distance at 

notions of rocky formations that littered 

the table-land. Rocks hugging like infants on 

their mothers‛ backs; like sweaty, gasping 

lovers sprawled on their backs, 

contemplating in exhaustion the mystery of 

rods and waters: nameless majesties of 

beauty and tranquility. 

Your phone rang, D’Banj’s Scape Goat. 

‚Hello Fola.‛ 

‚Have you left Jos?‛ 

‚Yes, I‛m already in Kaduna.‛ 

She prayed for journey mercies, for 

favour, for salvation. 

‚At the end, may we make heaven.‛ 

‚Amen.‛  

Then she blew you a kiss 

 As you turned in the direction of Abuja, 

you glanced misty-eyed at the road to your 

left that took off as a tangent from 

Marabajama roundabout for Mangu, and to 

your Pankshin. You remembered the range 

of hills that besieged the road and made 

you feel like you were sleepwalking in a 

walled city. 

 

 

You are headed to Abuja to pursue a link. 

The meeting is scheduled for 8 am. You 

prefer travelling at night, despite Fola‛s 

protestations. Nigeria is not what it used to 

be, but the fecundity of darkness on a 
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deserted road is too strong a lure. Night 

yields some of your best business ideas.  

You make a left turn into Angwa Ayaba, 

in Kaduna State, and see the familiar maze 

of sandbags ahead with a naked lamp 

flaming on it. The light of a giant torch 

directed at you from the distance 

oscillating, you slow to a near stop.  

‚Good evening Oga.‛ you say when the 

soldier is at your window. 

‚Oga, it is already morning, you no check 

your time.‛ 

You laugh. 

‚From where?‛ 

‚Jos.‛ 

He leaves your side to the front of the 

car; looks at your number plate and returns.  

‚Park there, and stay in the car.‛ You do.  

He makes a circle with the light of his 

torch to a spot in the night; a soldier and 

two men in mufti emerge. You do not hear 

what he tells them. 

‚Good evening Oga.‛ One of the men in 

mufti speaks. 

‚Good evening Sir‛ 

‚To where?‛ 

‚Abuja‛ 

‚You get emergency for there?‛ 

You tell them your mission. 

‚What’s your name?‛ 

You choose your Christian name, 

‚Thomson.‛   

‚Can we see your boot?‛ 

You make to unlock your seat belt and 

suddenly two gun barrels are thrust in your 

face.  

‚Stop there. If you move, I fire you!‛ One 

of the soldiers says. 

You want to say that it is your seat belt 

you were about to unfasten, but your 

tongue feels like a ton of steel. They speak 

rapid Hausa, a tongue whose inflection, to a 

stranger, has no accommodation for the 

subtle. There is always a hint of aggression, 

even with a simple confession of love: Ina 

sonki. You remain in your seat awaiting the 

worst. Two huge torches bleach your sight 

into a blur. 

‚Remove your seatbelt!‛ 

With their torches trained on you, you 

unbuckle your seat belt. They open the door 

and take two steps backwards, their guns 

still pointing at you. 

‚Put ya hands on top ya head. Come out. 

Bend down!‛ 

You respond like an automaton. 

The guns are lowered after you step out 

and crouch. The men in mufti have no part 

in the proceedings so far. They just stare at 

you in silence.    

‚Do you have anything in your car you 

think we should know about before we start 

searching?‛ One of those in mufti asks. 

You remember you are carrying cash, 

two hundred thousand naira. You could not 

make it to the bank early enough. Since the 

crisis, banks in Jos close at 3pm. Law 

enforcement officers are known to have 

shot motorists for far less money. 

‚There’s nothing in the car, apart from 

my personal effects.‛ You manage to keep 

your voice. 

You open your car boot. It has a jack, a 

wheel spanner, caution triangles, a spare 

tire and a keg of engine oil. The big-headed 

torch takes them all in. The back seat is a 

clutter of books, magazines, and sky-blue-

bound lecture volumes from the Distance 

Learning Programme you enrolled for at the 

University of Ibadan. 

‚Oga wetin be dis!‛ The younger of the 

men in mufti bellows.  

 

 

You are sitting on a stack of sandbags in the 

tarpaulin shed that overlooks almost every 

checkpoint. Here the commander of a 

patrol team takes in the activities of his men 
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and sits in judgment on errant road users. 

Their sins could range from truck-overload 

to refusal to part with some money― notes 

that should be squeezed into a ball and 

slapped against the half-fist of the soldier, 

like a handshake between lepers. 

A soldier is seated across you. His 

oblong chiseled face statuesque in the 

dimness. Splaying from the angles of his 

mouth, like whiskers, are generous 

scarifications. His rifle lay smug by his side, 

pointing at you, a monocular menace which 

you continually regard from the corners of 

your eyes. The one who stopped your car is 

back on the road, with two others, awaiting 

the chance vehicle. Your car is where you 

parked it; your money is where you kept it. 

‚What do you do for a living?‛  

‚I’m a businessman, I deal in chemicals.‛ 

‚What type of chemicals? Explosives?‛ 

‚No Sir. Pesticides, fertilizers, and other 

agrochemicals.‛ 

Other questions follow. What brought 

you to the North? Where else did you go to 

during your trip? What is that white gourd in 

your car? 

‚It‛s a gift from my mother. I feel her 

prayers every time I look at it.‛ 

‚Really?‛ 

‚Sir, what exactly is this all about? The 

gourd is a gift from my mother. It used to 

hang from the reverse mirror but I removed 

it when my car was washed this afternoon. 

You may see for yourself, it contains 

nothing.‛  

No one is eager to see. 

They stare at you, silent.   

‚Can I speak to my lawyer?‛  

‚That won’t be necessary. It’s only a few 

questions; you’ll be out of here in no time.‛ 

‚How much time are we talking about?‛  

‚Once we receive the necessary security 

clearance.‛ 

‚OK.‛ 

The closest thing you have to a lawyer is 

the Nigerian constitution in your glove 

compartment. You plan to read it.  

There is a pair of handcuffs swinging 

from the hand of the older man in mufti. He 

had introduced himself as, ‚Mr. Yohanna, a 

personnel of the State Security Service‛. 

Your old toothache is back, and you chew 

your words with extra care. Querulous 

mosquitoes grate on your ears sending 

frissons through your body. You look 

around; everyone has their eyes fixed on 

you. 

 

 

Yohanna‛s phone rings.  

‚Yesar!‛ 

‚Yesar.‛ 

‚He is here sir.‛ 

‚No problem sir.‛ 

He turns to you, ‚Mr Thomson, you need 

to exercise some patience. There is no cause 

for alarm; you’ll stay a little while with us 

until further orders arrive.‛  

You want to protest, but change your 

mind. You want to appear co-operative. 

Your phone is with the other 

‚personnel‛. He seems to have his mind on 

distant thoughts.  

‚Please, I need to call my wife. She will 

be worried.‛  

He gives you a frosty look. You raise 

your voice, ‚I have to talk to my wife.‛   

‚You are not allowed to make calls. It’s 

standard procedure.‛ Yohanna intervenes. 

‚Am I under arrest or something?‛ 

‚No.‛ 

‚So why can’t I be allowed to 

communicate with my people?‛  

There is no response.  

In the distance, the silhouettes of the 

three soldiers leaning against sandbags and 

their laughter defy the cold. The occasional 

Night Bus slows down, the driver answers a 
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few questions, and one of the soldiers walks 

the driver’s side of the bus rousing 

passengers with his torch. He continues to 

the other side, asks a few passengers some 

questions at random, and attempts a joke 

before they are allowed passage. If anything 

in the boot piques his curiosity, he demands 

to see it and, at times, with the appropriate 

purchase receipt. Why is your case 

different? 

After every three or four buses, a bus 

parks a few hundreds of metres after the 

checkpoint. The passengers alight; each 

picks a convenient spot in the nearby bush, 

not far from the group, crouched or erect, 

to urinate. The fear of robbers makes this 

ritual expedient for night travellers.  

You follow this cycle till you lose all 

clues as to the passage of time. Then your 

phone rings, D’Banj’s ‚Scape Goat.‛ 

‚That’s my wife; I need to talk to her.‛ 

Frosty-face looks at it and it goes quiet, 

but you can still see the lights on. The 

phone rings again. You spring to your feet 

and approach him. The soldier cocks his rifle 

and levels it at your chest.  

‚If I am not under arrest, why are you 

keeping me, and what for?‛ 

‚Mr. Man, please respect yourself, and 

co-operate with us.‛ 

You feel the kiss of the muzzle through 

your flimsy shirt, like a bully‛s finger 

between your eyes, like a dare.  Cold 

droplets of sweat break loose from your 

armpit; your mind is amok with unfortunate 

images. You must not be seen to break; you 

remind yourself. 

‚I have my rights. I am yet to see what 

law I broke.‛ Your eyes do not leave the 

gun. 

‚You know the security situation in the 

country; you have to bear with us.‛ It is 

Yohanna again. ‚Private, please make him 

comfortable.‛ 

Whiskers allows for a few seconds to 

pass before suddenly stabbing you with the 

muzzle, throwing you off balance. You then 

walk slowly to your seat, trying to regain 

your self-dignity.  

Yohanna slips you a look, his mouth 

arched with pity. 

The night could end badly. It might not 

end. Anyone is expendable; he only has to 

be called a terrorist.  Your thoughts find 

Fola, dishevelled and bereaved. You shiver 

again. 

 

 

An hour or so passes; another phone rings, 

Oloomi by Tosin Martins. Frosty-face has a 

call. 

‚Hello dear, you are still awake?‛ His 

accent suddenly sounds familiar. 

‚Are you sure?‛ his voice rises. ‚You have 

seen water? Since when? Just now? Okay. 

Okay. Ehmm… ehmmm… Mama is awake? 

Good. I will call Dewale, he will come and 

take you to the hospital. Just exercise some 

patience… Be strong ehn… God is in 

control; he won‛t leave us nor forsake us. 

Oya give the phone to Mama.‛ 

‚Maami, good morning…. How is she 

doing... thank God, I will call Dewale now… 

no Ma, no way‛, he begins to pace, ‚she will 

deliver in the hospital… Ogun toti jani ri ko 

gbodo tun ni ja, once bitten… Maama… 

She‛s advanced! So why are you just calling 

now… Network is bad ke… Dewale will 

soon be on his way. I will call you back.‛ 

‚May God grant her a safe delivery.‛ 

Yohanna’s voice is stiff.  

Frosty-face does not respond. Not even 

to Whisker‛s assurance that Allah will 

preserve the mother and child during the 

dangerous journey of childbirth. His right 

ear is one with the phone. 

‚This network people are cursed o! How 

can Dewale’s number be unreachable?‛ He 
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tries again, this time the phone is put on 

speaker mode. 

‚The number you have dialed is not 

reachable at the moment, please try again 

later, thank you.‛ 

Yohanna offers his phone, ‚Sometimes 

it’s better to try with another network.‛ 

Several minutes pass; Dewale’s number 

could not be reached. You are staring at the 

ground, scratching shapes and tallies into 

the wet earth with a short stick. You do not 

want to be worried, or show concern. You 

feel several eyes bore into your skull, and 

raise your face. Frosty-face is kicking the 

sand bags around him, beginning each curse 

in Yoruba and finishing the sentence in 

Hausa. 

‚You can use my phone.‛ You say the 

expected. There follows a sigh from Frosty-

face, as his fingers work in a flurry before he 

realizes that your phone is locked. He hands 

it over to you. You type the password, and 

give it back to him. 

‚She lost the first pregnancy. I was out 

on an operation like this one.‛  He seems to 

be speaking to himself, as if he was replying 

a question no one had asked. ‚The baby 

came out cold and blue. I couldn’t look at it; 

they handed it over to me in a black 

polythene bag. I had to find a place that had 

no special feature to dig a shallow hole and 

forget about everything.‛  

No one knows what to say. The rifle’s 

muzzle is kissing the earth between 

Whisker’s legs, its butt lodged between his 

buttocks. You are now stabbing the ground 

with the stick, digging a hole.  

‚Musa, let’s all keep trying his number, 

maybe one of us will get lucky.‛ Yohanna 

says, concerned. 

Your phone is returned to you. You send 

a message to Fola saying the journey is 

going smoothly, and that you are safe. Musa 

has wandered off to the road and lit a 

cigarette. The soldiers are asking 

passengers of the occasional Night Bus if 

any could make calls successfully. They must 

have said ‚no‛ because their buses are soon 

waved on. 

Your phone rings. Dewale’s number.  

‚Who am I speaking with?‛ 

‚I’m Musa‛s friend. He’s been trying to 

reach you‛ 

‚Why? Any problem?‛ 

‚Musa’s wife is in labour, he needs you 

to go over to his house, it’s quite urgent.‛ 

‚Oh! I’ll be on my way immediately.‛ 

Yohanna whistles a tune. Musa sprints 

to the shed. He looks trim in his denim 

trousers and body-hugging Tee-Shirt 

inscribed with the words, ‚Don’t Hate the 

Player.‛  

‚Thank you, Oga. Thank you.‛ He gasps. 

You give your phone to him. He collects 

it. There is reluctance. 

 
  



59 

 

SIHLE NTULI 
 

Dark Key Problems  
 
 
 
We shall most likely be fighting in the dark 

In the year 20 something 

The system used the souls of the 20 somethings 

To spin the wheel  

 

Burning coal is the fossil fuel  

Solar power the new  

God-given rays to bring about the pleasures of our laziness 

  

Birth of electricity 

Thank you  

Whoever you are I do not know your name 

 

We shall most likely be fighting in the dark 

In 20 something 

 

The talented tenth shall make it  

Then they shall turn their backs  

Du Bois’ prophecy unfulfilled 

 

Silver metallic objects we need them to 

Tap into our livelihood 

The coins are in the kitchen sink 

To wash dirty hands 

 Softest hand to let you go  

                                                     

Karl Marx’s manifesto ringing in our ears as we bore books 

To shoot knowledge 

NSFUS funds the revolution 

We want to BCom the living that is dangled in our faces 

A set up to fail 

 

As T.V. said 

Coins spoke 

Banks holding spaces  

We are to account for success  

Trial by Mandela’s eyes  

When Randela’s have no company  
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And from that shall come...  

 

Blood shed 

Tears becoming water 

Salt running into wounds 

As explosions lead the way 

To the guiding white light  

 

Thank you  

Whoever you are I still don’t know your name. 

 

 

 

 

  



61 

 

SIHLE NTULI 
 

Bus Stop Narratives 
 
 
 
I remember 
 
Hearing the sneezing sounds of the bus as the doors opened and closed 
And away their souls went… 
They got on the bus and they travelled to find all that they could, 
Willing to go as far as it took. 
 
They had solace to fill in the corners of their chests 
So that 
They could breathe easy 
Knowing 
They had tried their best to make a living. 
 
They went to earn their living and breathing didn’t count 
Some left to never return. 
 
It’s as if when the bus sneezed 
The doors opened 
Then 
People got lost in the air 
And wiped out of existence 
Leaving residue of memories loosely tied to the air 
For loved ones to find. 
 
And every time 
The bus comes past 
Their hope comes and goes 
With the sounds of its movement. 
 
Their children are then sent to find the living that they pursued. 
 
They stand at the bus stop silently hoping that they may reunite  
At a place where souls are made and broken.  
 
These are just simply bus stop narratives from outside my window.                                                                                             
Wheels moving just as much as the stories told  
While they wait. 
 
Not knowing if they’ll ever return. 
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DAVE AGBOOLA 

 

Awarding Winning Books: Changing the Perspective 
 
 
 

“Some people won’t buy your book 

unless they see that winner thing on 

the cover. I am not sure if it is all good 

– but that is the way the industry 

works.”  

 

This statement was made by award-winning 

author Helon Habila in an interview with 

African Writing Online. His comment speaks 

to the attitude of many readers who are 

anxious to know if a book has won an award 

before reading it as, presumably, the more 

famous the author the better the book.   

 

Since reading Habila’s interview, I have been 

thinking about the great books we miss and 

the writers we may have embraced but have 

neglected because their works have not 

received ‚official‛ recognition. We have 

missed out on a lot of enriching literature 

simply because of this understanding that 

‚award-winning equals good.‛ 

 

So many award-winning authors have at one 

time or the other failed to meet our 

expectations. While growing up, I 

remember falling in love with the works of 

writers like Stephen King, the renowned 

king of horror novels; John Grisham (the 

Peggy V. Helmerich Distinguished Author 

Award recipient), and Sidney Sheldon (an 

Academy Award-winning American writer). I 

knew them largely because their books won 

major literary awards.  But some of them 

have sometimes let me down – take, for 

instance, Grisham’s A Painted House. I want 

to believe that some of your favourite 

award-winning authors might have failed 

you at one time or the other too! 

 

I recently decided to read any book I come 

across – whether the writer has won an 

award or not – just based on its blurb 

description. You would be amazed if I tell 

you how much I had missed in neglecting 

some books because their authors are not 

award winners: from Femi Oguntuase’s 

Scoundrels in Uniform to Bartholomew Gill’s 

The Death of an Irish Tinker and a host of 

other foreign and Nigerian novels. 

 

Literary awards and prizes have come to 

assume much significance in the Nigerian 

writing industry and perhaps in other 

countries. For an author to be taken 

seriously, he or she has to have a string of 

prizes to their name. The value attached to 

awards is so great that many people often 

neglect the essence of a written work. 

Rather, their concentration is on how 

popular the author is. People who fall into 

this category cannot be blamed at times 

owing to some factors that inadvertently 

pushed them into it. Award winners are 

believed to have done excellently well in 

terms of the quality of their writing before 

being considered for any award. With the 

advent of self-publishing in recent times, 

many books are churned out like Nollywood 

films and the quality of these books has 

been particularly poor. Many readers 

apparently resort to some sort of standard-

making promotions before they spend their 

money and time on books. Literary awards 

provide many with a reasonable 

http://www.zodml.org/Nigeria/nigeria_the_diaspora_content_articles.php?article_id=Helon%20Habila
http://www.african-writing.com/four/helonhabila.htm
http://www.stephenking.com/awards.html
http://www.zodml.org/online-catalogue.php?catalogue=Author&search_word=Sheldon%2C+Sidney+
http://zodml.org/eachbook.php?id=3923
http://www.zodml.org/eachbook.php?id=34896
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promotional basis in their choice of books. 

Based on some of these factors, in the 

course of running away from poor quality 

writing as well as wanting to be associated 

with famous writers, some find themselves 

unable to do without award-winning books. 

Consequently, some pretty good writings 

suffer in the process, making both the 

writer and the reader the losers.  

 

The politics of literary awards must not go 

unacknowledged. Awards are often given to 

books that meet the ideological interests of 

the award sponsors – a factor that every 

sensitive reader should bear in mind when 

choosing books that bear the prestigious 

mark of awards. The point here is that the 

way the industry works, as noted by Habila, 

is problematic and needs immediate 

attention not only from the players in the 

industry but also from us, the readers or 

consumers of books.  

 

This view was once shared by Laura Miller, a 

senior writer for Salon in her article on what 

makes a book great. According to her, some 

so-called great books, otherwise known as 

award-winners, if well scrutinised, would 

come out not to be near winning an award 

at all! In another related article, Miller was 

of the opinion that prizes are ‚the means by 

which many people now decide which 

books to buy, when they bother to buy 

books at all‛. She expressed her disgust at 

the way awards are being churned out 

these days. In fact, Miller was so bothered 

about awards in the UK that she compared 

the National Best Books Awards as ‚vanity 

book awards – a new twist in the age-old 

practice of profiting off the dreams of 

aspiring writers‛.  

 

Apparently, we need to start embracing our 

writers, awards or no awards. Come to think 

of it, as prolific and entertaining as Cyprian 

Ekwensi was, he only received one award 

over the course of his sixty-year writing 

career. If we continue to read books based 

on the number of awards won by their 

authors, Ekwensi would be quickly 

forgotten – and how bad that would be. 

Similarly, with all the books Chinua Achebe 

wrote, many expected him to be awarded a 

Nobel Prize, but this expectation never 

materialised. Yet, Achebe was not detracted 

because he did not win the prestigious 

awards, and he produced such excellent 

books as Things Fall Apart, Chike and the 

River, Arrow of God, and Anthills of the 

Savannah. 

 

Kola Onadipe was another great writer 

known for his skills in putting engaging 

stories together for the reading pleasure of 

children. With over twenty-two books to his 

credit, including Koku Baboni, Sugar Girl and 

The Boy Slave, Onadipe never received any 

awards. But the quality of his work speaks 

for itself. If award-winning mind-set held 

sway in Onadipe’s time as it does today, 

maybe his work would never have been 

known. 

 

Aside from the money made from 

publishing books or the need to tell stories, 

a big reason behind writers finding 

themselves in the world of writing is the 

desire to be famous. And being famous 

these days seems to stem from the number 

of awards accrued during your career. 

Awards and recognition no doubt improve 

writers’ morale and motivate high 

performance. Nevertheless, we need to 

start encouraging unknown writers by 

giving their books a chance. The award-

winners of today did not start out as 

winners, but were encouraged to persevere 

http://www.salon.com/writer/laura_miller
http://www.salon.com/2011/10/19/what_makes_a_book_great
http://www.salon.com/2009/11/18/vanity_book_awards/article
http://www.nationalbook.org/
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by the people who read their works 

regardless.  

 

It is about time we stopped looking for 

‘award-winning’ on the cover of a book 

before reading it. Besides, you never can 

tell, such books might not be as good as you 

expect. We as readers should let the focus 

be on the joy of reading, not minding 

whether the author is famous or not. 
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