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“Interesting and unputdownable. This
novel is spiced with cultural and village settings reminding one of
Chinua Achebe’s epic book Things Fall
Apart.”

Henry Ekpe, Editor-in-Chief,
Trumpeter Newspaper

 


“This writer plumbs the depths of his craft
with an uncanny maturity—a rare mastery of storytelling. I bear
testimony to the rumblings of even more definitive offerings from
his belly. True to fact; Ibe Darlington Ifeanyi is a
‘sculptor’!”

Olawale Obadeyi, Editor and
Principal Consultant, Maximargins Communications

 


“A thrilling, insightful and suspenseful
narrative, mirroring the rich cultural heritage of Ndigbo of the
South-Eastern Nigeria in such a lucid and compelling language and
style that are uncommon to a first-time author. It is indeed an
audacious intellectual dash!”

Kenneth Bienose, Feature Editor, The
Pointer Newspaper, Delta State, Nigeria.

 


“Based on a typical African setting
of Iboland in Eastern Nigeria, this book is of such lucid prose
holding the reader captive with the author's generous use of
suspense, African proverbs and idioms, making it easy for all to
see and feel their peculiar environment enunciated. It is
reminiscent of the time-tested classic Things Fall Apart by the
legendary Prof. Chinua Achebe. It holds appeal internationally
because, even with the world becoming a global village due to
technological advancement and use of the Worldwide Web, in-depth
knowledge as gleaned from this book can hardly be sourced via the
web. I therefore commend the author for this masterpiece, and
recommend it for people of all ages and races, for information,
education and relaxation....”

Lady (Barr) Kate Mudiaga-Erhueh,
Politician and Executive Secretary, The Moses Oru Menorah
Foundation

 


“This is a well-articulated and
packaged piece of writing. The author’s style of writing makes the
novel easy to read and comprehend. The novel exposes the evil
machination embedded in humans, and it illuminates how this
machination is responsible for human vices that plague our human
society. Such vices lead to hatred, envy and jealousy, greed and
unnecessary accumulation of material wealth, which are main sources
of modern-day corruption, crime and violence. Indeed, this is a
thriller that must be read by everyone who truly enjoys creative
writing.”

Christian C. Onwudiwe, Ph.D, Dept.
of Criminal Justice and Forensic Science, Youngstown State
University
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Stephen Barr, Literary
Agent
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1820-1910

Dikeogu was a man of great strength. He reeked
of massive energy that could be perceived from miles away. He was
apparently one of the few locals blessed with such rare athletic
structure that stood him out in any crowd; a body hewn out of
granite with muscles looping around his chiseled frame, like
climbers plant around Iroko trees.

He was charcoal black and a seven-foot
giant built to perfection, with matching high cheekbones. His small
eyes on a small head contrasting sharply with his huge muscular
frame were sharp, alert and penetrating. He sent fumes through his
nostrils while he breathed. And although his physical presence
offered a compelling picture of what he could accomplish when he
was enraged, Dikeogu hardly got into superfluous brawls. There were
other important things to be done with his immense strength than
flexing muscles with natives.

Dikeogu was an oddity. He was the
mythical good and evil that must be in existence; a regular sight
in a king’s palace. It required no telling, everybody knew that to
take up arms against Dikeogu was akin to writing everybody’s death
warrant. Nobody could afford to draw his devastating wrath either.
His was a dangerous path nobody wanted to tread and thus he was
avoided as though he was ‘diseased’ and respected as if he was a
god.

Incidentally, Dikeogu was neither a
saint nor a martyr. Behind the threshold of his intimidating
structure, he was also a rogue, an adulterer, a veteran and a
mercenary all rolled into one.

In Umualaike, his daring acts in the
various communal clashes and inter-town wars were historic and
legendary. Only the senile would forget the unusual role he played
against Umualanta just of recent. How he wiped out a whole army
singlehandedly, was still fresh on one and all.

That heroic deed was one tale freshly
recycled and spiced with the storyteller adding various spins to
keep it fresh and more palatable to the ears around town squares
over kegs of topnotch palm wines.

 

 

Umualanta was a neighbouring town of
less than five thousand inhabitants who, out of sheer greed,
smeared themselves in the humiliating mud of defeat. It was in
their desperate effort to acquire a piece of land that stood as
boundary between themselves and Umualaike. The quest for who owned
the land had been a source of the dispute; a dispute that spanned
five generations.

Hours before the war commenced,
Umualaike, whose soldiers were worn out but still celebrating their
victory over Umuezeala two days before, were almost taken by
surprise, no thanks to guards that stood watch at strategic points
of entries into the town. The people were not prepared for such
sudden invasion, as they never envisaged Umualanta could go to war
over a twenty acre impoverished piece of land that served as a
dumping ground for evil men and twin babies. It also came as a huge
surprise that Umualanta could have the courage to look Umualaike in
the eyes, let alone challenge them to a war. It was inconceivable;
it was unthinkable. What could have stimulated them, what could
have given them the guts, were some of the questions begging for
answers.

To avert what could have gone down as
unprecedented defeat, Osuagwu, the great trumpeter, went to work.
It would have been another sad story told by lazy men around
harmattan fires. Using his mystical flute, he alerted the town as
soon as the ploy got to him through the town’s ‘private eyes’ who
stood watch atop tree tops.

Warriors, who could interpret veiled
messages embedded in sounds sent by trumpets, received it,
deciphered it and quickly knew the steps to be taken at such a
distress signal. The cryptic message in particular could only come
at a certain event and under a certain circumstance. And that
circumstance was a call to war. Although Osuagwu’s trumpet was
mysterious, his prowess was known to be instinctual. It was an
instrument he had come to share some rapport with. And no matter
how he treasured his trumpet, a gift that had survived generations
after generations, he also knew the consequences of toying with the
messages he sent! People who have mouth odour knew best not to open
their mouths anyhow in public! Time had taught him well.

Without waiting to be instructed, all
merriment was shelved. Warriors and villagers dispersed to their
huts. Seizing their war shields, cutlasses, arrows here and amulets
there, they broke into run. All roads naturally led to the town
square where similar cases where decided. Trouble was in the offing
and the whiff could be perceived from afar!

Not quite long, elders and warriors
assembled under the shade of the huge Iroko tree, which also
doubled as the mouth of Ekeshi shrine. The warriors were barefooted
and garbed in their animal hides. For some, the loins around their
waists barely covered their buttocks and manhood. Warriors should
exude some aura from a mere glance at how their body pellets heaved
with life. For a few others also, their naked chests radiated sweat
beads trickling down their leathery skins. Minutes felt like hours
and hours, days. Everyone eagerly waited for the only man who had
the symbol of authority.

After what seemed like
eternity, Eze Oha-Ukwu, in his stately gait, emerged with his
phalanx of bodyguards. In spite of the odds before Umualaike, Eze
Oha-Ukwu the first wouldn’t deny himself the pomp and circumstance
that followed his position as the paramount ruler of
Umualaike. The fame of a king lays on how
firm he manages his fame, he would remind
himself, a line he weaved together to act as his check. And Eze
Oha-Ukwu knew he had not fared badly in this regard.

Without wasting time for protocols and
its attendant circumlocutions, he summoned Osuagwu to repeat his
message formally before everyone, even though Ossuagwu’s trumpet
had communicated his point and was aptly interpreted by elders and
warriors alike.

The reaction that followed Osuagwu’s
words was one of exaggerated surprise as the crowd began to hubbub,
showing there was divided opinion from what was happening. Hot
debates ensued amongst the crowd. There was uneasy quiet within
their rowdy murmur; they were overtaken by a moment of motionless
panic. Infighting became their sorry lot!

Their dissenting voices could be
understood. Possibility of victory at such short notice nibbled at
them. Some would vote for a truce, even though it was degrading, a
slim spear-wielding few wanted the war, come what may. To them, it
would send the wrong signal if Umualaike should back down.
Umualaike was never known to go begging in matters as condescending
as wars and not Umualanta at that. Being fidgety in the face of
strife wasn’t an ingredient a kingdom known for its domineering
strength was made of. Umualaike had stood up to any challenge even
at the shortest of notices. The ugly trend won’t start with
Umualanta, some soldiers argued amongst themselves. And even though
it was very true that soldiers from Umualanta had advanced beyond
the boundary and were ready to attack, something could still be
done to save Umualaike from the impending shame of defeat, they
reasoned. Speakers after speakers addressed the gathering. Among
those who spoke were the octogenarian Nze Olugbue and a host of
others.

Orjiako rose, ambled his way to the
front. He was a high chief who prided himself for his oratorical
skills. Chances were that he could talk himself out of any
situation, even with or without adequate knowledge of what was
being discussed. In every circumstance, he believed that his people
looked up to some people to speak!

“Cha cha cha gbruuu kwenu,”
he began, by way of greeting.

“Ho!” The crowd
responded.

“Rienu,” he continued the greeting, cutting through and pushing the
breeze with the back of his broad hand fan, to the left then to the
right on each occasion, incensed by the earth-shaking
response.

“Ho! Nuonu. Ho! Nwuonu.
Ho!”

“My father used to say
that . . . ahu akaghi
na-egbu okenye mana akaa anughi na-egbu nwata. Yes, elders perish
when they fail to educate the youths.”

Every word he uttered, he had
embellished with elaborate emphasis. Ojiako would have killed to
talk today, even though he may not have anything worthy to add to
his proverbs. To him vestiges of honour went to those who stood up
to speak at such an all-important occasion; they got the best of
the palm wines. And let it be on record too that Orjiako,
Atakwuruaja, spoke today of no other days!

Now having used his first
lifeline, the proverb, which usually helped to orient him and clear his head,
Orjiako was still at loss when no further idea came to his rescue
as he battled to think on his feet. Clearing his throat the
umpteenth time and muttering incoherently under his breath to show
he wasn’t done yet, stubbornly he continued.

“Well,
emmmmm . . . Ejiaga
nwata na ogu, ahapu ya ka obara zuo ya ahu! A man who fails to hear should be
made to feel. My people, I hope I am in
line?” he asked rhetorically, looking around to see he was in
sync.

“Atakwuruaja, carry on,” his fellow
chiefs murmured.

That wasn’t an encouraging
response; it didn’t come with the usual punch that followed his
many historic speeches. And bad enough, his second lifeline,
a second proverb, had gone
and wasted! On a normal day, the response usually gave him the
thrust he needed to carry on, paving his path to a perfect
delivery. And he could perceive indications that his messages were
acknowledged even when he did not say much. Today appeared to be
different. Is it the war?
However, it would be ruinous if nothing was done
to salvage him and allow him gain time.

And luckily, Adefenelu, a
fellow chief who was known for his chronic belatedness at meetings,
walked into the arena in his usual hurried gait.The gods have rescued me yet again,
Orjiako thought, and he seized the opportunity by the
throat.

“Adefefe,
I’m still talking please,” another attempt at
deflecting attention crudely employed. Adefenelu, in a flash of
surprise—giving way to a blank defensiveness, threw back almost
immediately.

“Atakwuruaja, please go on,” he
replied as he crouched low and hurried to a seat.

What a
day! Orjiako fumed, distraught. He was
beyond salvage now. It was time to pack bag and baggage! His last
lifeline, a clever ruse painstakingly
engaged to cash in on distraction, didn’t
yield much results. Before he smeared the mud, time had come to
run. No need to worry though, his proverbs had conveyed the message
after all.

“Thank you, Adefefe,” he
said, pulling at his armband and adjusting his wrapper.
“. . . well, having critically considered the points
raised by Nze Olugbue, I think I totally agree with him.
Cha cha cha gbruuun, kwenu, rienu ,
nounu!”

“Atakwuruaja!” was chorused to high
heavens. Happy and feeling accomplished, Orjiako swayed to his seat
fanning himself with his broad locally-made hand fan. He had
consolidated his toga as orator of repute yet again, even though
within him it was much ado about nothing!

The people were becoming restive and
agitated now. Atakwuruaja’s speech, as usual, did little to
dissipate the tension. Orisakwe, Eze Oha-Ukwu’s spokesman calmed
the crowd and went on to field suggestions, but regrettably
comments and responses boiled down to the humiliating idea of a
truce as those who pushed for war were so few. Their voices did not
stand any chance. Majority stubbornly maintained that the soldiers
were not properly prepared, having just returned from a bloody war
a week ago and losing a lot of fine soldiers. They reasoned that
they would be fighting on the defensive if they should go on to
confront Umualanta instead of rightly being on the offensive and
chances were that it may not bode well eventually. There should be
a well-laid plan before wars were fought and won!

Eze Oha-Ukwu raised his
ceremonial Odu—a
mystical elephant trunk and the symbol of his kingship—and the
arena became calm. The atmosphere was charged and electrifying;
bodies twitched only to gallivanting flies. Clad in his ceremonial
leopard skin and its scary head thrown over his left shoulder
distinguishing him from the rest of the high chiefs, eyes bulging
from their sockets and bloodshot like they were dipped in
akpuruachia:
locally made dry gin, Eze
Oha-Ukwu never uttered a word as if it was not expected. He was no
spend-thrift with words; his statements were his bond. He was
visibly displeased with what he considered a show of shame. He
watched the shameful tableau of events before him
angst-ridden. What is there to be said when
my warriors are about to rub excreta on my face,
he reconsidered, have
things gone this bad that I need to send my soldiers to wars
subject to a number of silly provisos again? Have I lost my grip?
During my days, when men were men and warriors walked tall, things
wouldn’t have taken this disgraceful turn . . . he muttered under his breath,
dropping his hand dismissively while gnashing his teeth a tad too
noisily, he shook his head sadly and waited. It would be too soon to conclude, he
assured himself.

It was an intransigent situation the
king couldn’t afford to wish away. It looked as if he was in a
hopeless jam. His cabinet and aids knew his anger was boiling up
and they had their hearts in their mouths. His silence in such
situation was never golden; they knew it like the backs of their
dehydrated palms.

And just on cue, Dikeogu, who never
stirred all along, edged his way through the crowd and marched to
the centre. From the expression on his face, he wasn’t happy with
the turn-out of events. The silence he left on his wake was
unnerving. Everyone retracted into their shells. The tiger’s tail
may have been prickled and the consequences may not be so
pleasant.

Dikeogu cleared his throat as he was
wont. The sound he made was like rumbling of thunder and he did
little to ease the tension that welled in the already fear-stricken
crowd.

He started his short speech by first
recognizing the Eze Oha-Ukwu and every constituted authority
present. He quickly delved in to give instances of the numerous
occasions he had rescued Umualaike from similar
calamity . . . how he had paid his dues on
several occasions and was still doing so to make sure Umualaike’s
name resounded on the waters. Coming to the grave matter before
them, he breathed deeply and looking the maximum ruler and the
crowd straight in the eyes. Mounds of flesh around his breasts
twitching and bubbling back and forth in a steady rhythmic
movement, he paused for emphasis. There was that pervading sense of
subdued outburst about him and even the maximum ruler shifted
uneasily. Everyone clutched their spears, retreated involuntarily,
braced themselves up and waited for the worst. Dikeogu could spring
surprises. He was the proverbial spirit that humans should share a
meal with an abnormally long spoon.

“Umualaike!” he continued. “I,
Dikeogu, am ready to take on Umualanta alone, since warriors of
this land can no longer live up to their roles,” he thundered, his
eyes fiercely sweeping the arena.

The crowd was thrown into confusion,
though a number of men were agog with excitement.

“Ohama Dike,” they chanted his titled
name.

A great number of the soldiers
entertained some level of skepticism over what they considered a
foolhardy venture, yet their relief overrode their discretion. His
weird strength not-with-standing, some still believed he could have
made a mistake of his life by such a hasty decision.

Umualanta couldn’t have
woken up to challenge Umualaike without fortifying themselves with
the highest juju on the land. Words had it they even consulted
Mmirishi from Okwe seven rivers away, the
people murmured among themselves.

The arena was still embroiled in the
euphoria of Dikeogu’s patriotic action when, moments later, another
dark staunch bull of a man emerged. This diminutive and heavyset
man was bare-chested exposing a live tortoise that passed for a
pendant, only locals knew what it portended. He had a set of
bulging eyeballs that constantly dripped with vitreous humour.
There were blemishes in form of scars all over his body, showing he
had been in a number of knife fights in the past, making his skin
look much like crocodile scales.

He walked straight to Dikeogu. Placing
his right hand on his broad shoulder, he declared that he too would
be willing to team up with him in the fight.

This man whose name was Odunga was
equally a warrior of repute in his own right. He and Dikeogu were
allies in all ramifications. They grew up and did things together.
They were hardly seen together in a fight and nobody dare
questioned. The result of their partnership in any chosen adventure
was always flawless.

Immediately the people saw and heard
the declaration from Odunga, they heaved a sigh of relief. Someone
from the crowd raised a war song to serve as a morale booster and
the crowd responded with mad ululation:

Kwenu ogu
abiana . . . !

Mmere dike agbana
oso

Ogu abiana

Mmere dike agbana
oso

Mmere dike agbana
oso

Ogu
abiana . . . .

Many soldiers also volunteered to join
the duo, bringing them to a sizeable number.

Eze Oha-Ukwu, happy with the outcome
as evidenced by how his dimple dimpled, dismissed the crowd.
Everyone retired quietly to his hut and waited in bated breath.
Dikeogu took over. It was a war he brought on himself so it
behooved him to plan it through. His fellow warriors and the high
priests converged after Dikeogu debriefed them. It wasn’t his call
but circumstance forced his hands. Plans were laid down and hatched
in hushed voices. Medicine men from the five villages making up
Umualaike were summoned, each with his best amulet for protection,
together libation was made. Rituals were horridly performed to
appease the gods. The gods were further invoked to aid the warriors
to victory. It was another cheering moment for the chief priest of
Ezeala deity whose shrine was at the centre of it all. He smiled
home with a live he-goat and a number of ‘befitting’ cocks meant
for the gods, making it another round in just three Eke days yet!
Amulets and charms of various functions were distributed amongst
the soldiers. Soldiers tied them around the waists and arms. Others
were either swallowed or embedded into the skin by striking three
marks on the biceps.

On the other side of the divide,
Umualanta was on the ready with their hands on their legendary
bows. They were famous for their parade of high profile archers.
Most of their men were bow hunters, so their mastery of the art,
both for hunting and warfare, was second nature. Their quivers were
filled to the brim with poisoned arrows; nobody stood a chance with
them. Death was usually instantaneous! Umualaike had always been a
sizable pain and steps had been taken to bring that to an end. The
order was to shoot to kill, raise Umualaike to the ground and let
Eze Oha-Ukwu bite the dust!

Taking the war beyond
Umualaike’s border would be asking for too much so the soldiers had
stood sentry some meters after the boundary on the other side of
the border. That is enough humiliation
already. More of such unworthy treatment awaits them,
the soldiers joked. Their confidence was
phenomenal.

To their chagrin, eventually, the
mastery of archery was employed to work against their assured
victory. Were most of their soldiers still alive, they would still
be wondering what hit them till date? It was still a mystery
because Umualanta had a clear-cut line of fire. Their arrows could
take a man a mile away. And so it was a done deal when they saw
Umualaike’s fighters file out within the perimeter of their line of
fire. Within seconds, a number of charging soldiers fell to the
flying arrows. There was blood everywhere. Cries of anguish rent
the air as soldiers plummeted towards the earth writhing in pain.
Umualanta sustained the tempo, not leaving anything to chance. But
it bothered them that one of the enemy soldiers still stood before
them like a statue, taking the arrows as though he was a bag of
sand.

The soldier was no other person than
Odunga. Having emerged right in front of the array of archers and
turning his broad back on them, he made no effort to hide from
their line of fire. Umualanta seized the opportunity since they
felt that the war could be one of the coolest wars ever fought and
won, they engaged him.

Odunga used his broad back as bait for
the soldiers who perforated him with poisoned arrows. He showed no
sign of pain and wouldn’t drop to the ground either. To Umualanta,
their confusion was total. To be sure, they repeatedly dipped the
tip of their arrows in the jar of liquid poison they brought with
them to make sure the arrows were not compromised and continued
firing.

They were so immersed in this singular
objective doing all they could to see him drop; it never occurred
to them that Odunga was luring them to their graves. To the
soldiers nothing else mattered. They had just one task standing
between them and the coveted victory. Bring the man before them to
his knees and their joy would be complete. They fired and fired,
fear wouldn’t let them approach him with their cutlasses or spears,
nevertheless. They believed and trusted their arrows and truly they
had never failed them.

Perhaps if Umualanta had taken the
rumour they heard about Odunga, they would have known they were not
dealing with a mere mortal. Odunga could not be felled by mere
poisoned arrows made from toads’ parotids.

Like a meteor crisscrossing the high
heavens, Dikeogu appeared behind the opponent’s back and with his
razor-sharp cutlass, he hacked the heads of soldiers who formed a
wall in front in almost one fell swoop. His action was so fast and
swift that it caught the soldiers offguard. Others who were lucky
and saw what happened dropped their bows and arrows and took to
their heels.

Dikeogu didn’t stop there. He gave the
rest a hot chase, fuming smoke from his nostrils. The last of the
soldiers were not lucky enough. Dikeogu, who also fought with
clubs, hauled one at a fleeing soldier who only escaped by the
whiskers. Still a huge mystery, the club penetrated and cut through
the biggest of mounds, projecting the soldier over the deep trench
to the other side of the boundary. It was a huge astonishment for
his colleagues; it was also incomprehensible to the few fleeing
soldiers. It was one feat only spirits could achieve, everyone
noted.

Odunga, who had lost so much blood
already, was carried home. Even with the blood oozing out like a
cluster of fountains from his macerated body, he still responded to
greetings from villagers who echoed his titled name in different
tongues.

Okpu Isi
Eringo, they chanted.

The arrows were removed and
the injuries were treated with Ogiri: a stale smelling seasoning for
making local soup. And that was all!

 

 

To a casual observer, both Dikeogu and
Odunga were just ordinary humans with water and blood running
through their veins. They were locals whose origins could easily be
traced with little or no effort. But there was a lot more to the
iceberg than just the tip.

These two men had their personal
deities responsible for their innumerable strength. Dikeogu for one
could carry lorry-loads of stolen items and still moved as if there
was nothing on his head. Small wonder he could steal from other
communities and despite the encumbrances occasioned by the load on
his head, still outran his pursuers.

Nothing ever stood on the way to
acquiring whatever they desired. The duo became so notorious to
Umualaike that the people could not afford to keep silence anymore.
But who would bell the cat? It was better to lose their valuables
than to contend with Dikeogu or even Odunga. The enslavement
continued for many more years until the town hit at a
plan.

Five high-ranking chiefs were picked
from each of the five villages making up Umualaike to meet and
discuss with them. Gifts befitting a king were also presented to
them before the emissaries were granted audience. Eventually a pact
was struck among the three parties: Dikeogu, Odunga and Umualaike.
Respite and normalcy returned to the town.

That pact gave the both full backing
to do whatever they wished but only outside Umualaike.

Dikeogu didn’t have a wife to call his
own, but he had mistresses, some of which bore him children. He was
a denizen of the local pub and every woman wanted to have a taste
of his pudding. Many did and insatiably yearned for
more.

Agbomma was among such women who
partook in the manna that dropped from Dikeogu’s aphrodisiac tree.
Even while still traditionally married to Agujiegbe, a wealthy man
whose sudden blindness could not be fathomed, she still frolicked
with Dikeogu right under Agujiegbe’s nose. Her level of infidelity
was immense.

Agujiegbe died before he clocked fifty
years from heart attack. People suspected and were convinced
Agbomma must have begot her only surviving son from Dikeogu because
Elemuo came one year after Agujiegbe was dead and
buried!
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Searing shafts of fear stung him. He
woke up with a start; not knowing where he was exactly; he shot
squinting, darting, probing looks all around him. Flurried, utterly
disoriented. His breathing was fast and erratic. Sweat poured out
in torrents from every pore. It was still dark and there was an
unusual quiet all around him. Involuntarily he ran his hand across
the non-existent headrest, trying to locate a non-existent bed
switch, but only ended up clutching empty air. It didn’t make sense! Eagerly he felt
for the bedcover like a blind man groping for his walking stick.
Pulling furiously when he grabbed it, he covered his nakedness.
Going to bed naked had been his age-long habit; it offered him some
convenience, some freedom. There was a feeling of palpable
nervousness about him occasioned by the strong feeling that he was
being peeped at through one of the many slits on the mud wall,
leaving him susceptible, vulnerable to his imaginary assailant! It
took him a couple of minutes to re-orient himself and suddenly
realized, with a sense of deep relief, where he was—the
village.

He sighed and shuddered. His
experience in Lagos was beginning to take its toll on him. It
would, no doubt, take him long to adjust to the quiet life outside
the city and shed what had become ingrained in his
psyche.

He had arrived at the village the
evening before after four years of sojourn ‘abroad’. The air in the
room felt fresh and appealing, even though the smallness of the
room could not allow for a more comprehensive comparison with the
outside world. As against what he had back in Lagos, the atmosphere
was natural and unpolluted. It filled his lungs and made breathing
easier.

He quickly steered his thoughts to his
present predicament since he felt it was rather too soon to start
reminiscing over the bizarre happenings back in Lagos. Besides the
not-so-comfortable thoughts he battled to relieve his mind from,
the brief moment of reflection nevertheless afforded him some five
minutes to adjust to the darkness that enveloped him.

The night was hellish and the dark
crescent under his eyes was indication to that. It was during the
early hours of the morning that he was able to grab some sleep.
Mosquitoes never allowed him a wink despite the tiredness he felt
after a long boring journey from Lagos; they attacked and feasted
on him, sucking him, biting him as though he was a special species
hauled by fate into their tiny laps.

I wouldn’t blame them for it
has been long they tasted such fresh blood from the big
city, he thought with an effort at
consoling himself.

Be that as it may, he stood up and
edged his way staggeringly towards the position of the small wooden
table. It would be too early to wake his mother, he considered. The
room was lit only by a small flicker of light that found its way
through the many cracks on the mud wall; the flicker signifying the
breaking of dawn. That didn’t help out much anyway. He followed the
outline of the short gangway leading to the table. Extending both
hands and waving like a tired conductor forced to lead a cantata,
he gestured from side to side slowly, trying to make out and reach
out to objects that stood to impede his movement, he fumbled
through the semi-blackness of the short distance towards the table.
Suddenly, his big left toe struck against one of the legs,
immediately he bumped on it, knocking over the table
accidentally.

Despite the pain that permeated
through him, he quickly grabbed the plummeting table as he
remembered it was the piece of wooden material that he had used to
support the table, which had a wonky leg, on his return yesterday
evening that was the culprit. Objects and ornaments clattered to
the mud floor, sending out muted sounds.

Luckily, he was able to pick up the
matchbox that had caused him so much trouble, before the impact,
which sounded like cannon gun in a rather quiet neighbourhood.
Pushing the box open, he first brushed through the almost empty
casing, trying to have a feel of how many sticks were still
remaining with the tip of his index finger. He noticed, to his
dismay, that there were just two dampened matchsticks left. After
four strikes against the muggy sulphureted box which was beginning
to peel off with each strike, it flared and the room was slightly
illuminated. It took him a glance to take in the spot where the
lantern laden with soot was kept at the other corner of the room by
the door before the lighted matchstick was snuffed by moisture.
With three long calculated strides, he propelled himself to the
spot and using the remaining match, the dingy, drab room came
aglow.

He stretched and gave out a belch that
shook the walls. It was another way to celebrate his victory.
Looking around, that nostalgic feeling swept through him as he
recognized objects and personal possessions: his old clothes, now
hanging like pieces of artworks, with dust patches adorning the
seams, straightening them as though they were starched and fine
nets of cobwebs linking them collar to collar, his exercise books
stacked at the corner, on the floor, covered in dust as if they
were wrapped in a fine brown material, and even the poster of Rambo
pinned to the mud wall, holding his monstrous machine gun with
chains of bullets around his neck like a broad ascot, were all
still there. The poster had accumulated some slivers of dust,
making Rambo look like he had a skin disease. Mark missed this once
treasured abode so much that he felt like he could just reach out
and hug it.

“Unaa,” the mother’s voice boomed all
of a sudden from the adjoining room startling him, rattling him.
The noises must have woken her, he thought. She was fond of
addressing him by his second name—Unachukwu.

“Is it okay with you?” she asked in
her usual soothing voice.

“Good morning, Ma. It’s all right with
me and did you sleep well?”

“Oh, I’ve never had it so good,” the
mother replied, meaning every word.

 

 

Akadie had looked forward to
dawn so that she could hold her son once again after what seemed
like ages. Akadie, a sixty-three year old widow, had tasted her
share of turbulent times. After giving birth and losing her nine
children in mysterious circumstances, she now took solace in
Unachukwu who, according to her, was sent by the gods to put a stop
to the gruesome myth. Unaa,
meaning three-leaf yam, and Chukwu, God.

Unachukwu came to wipe my
tears, she had admitted.

Her husband, Uwakwe, who was
very popular in his chosen trade of palm wine tapping, fell off the
palm tree and died instantly as soon as Mark clocked a year. Akadie
was devastated. Her world shattered before her very eyes. But
within her, she was convinced Uwakwe’s death was not ordinary. The
signs were there. They couldn’t get her
Unachukwu like they did the others and so they ended up destroying
the father, she had adjudged. What would a
poor widow do? She had accepted her fate and decided to forge ahead
no matter what. Life had not been fair.

Uwakwe’s immediate brother, Ahamba,
was not in her good books. They were always at each other’s necks.
They never agreed on anything, however trivial. According to her,
there was nothing Ahamba had not put her through, but she was
determined to live and with sheer willpower, had ridden the
storm.

She needed no reminding what the man,
who by tradition should have taken the place of her husband, could
do. No wonder she had never ceased praying for the safety of her
only child. Through him, she could still breathe again. And so her
happiness knew no bounds at seeing Unachukwu back from Lagos. She
felt some couple of years younger.

Life would have been much better had
fate not treated her most unfairly. Had she not lost those
beautiful kids, the fear of old age wouldn’t be nibbling at her
mind. Her home would have been home to so many and would have swum
with lives. Had the gods not decided to turn deaf ears on her hues
and cries, she could have been the envy of her
detractors.

Had
I . . . .

Her thoughts would usually trail off.
She was always engulfed in the vortex of ‘hads’ and ‘ifs’ ever
since the sad events had first befallen her. At first she felt she
could outlive the recurring nightmares, but even after these years,
they kept coming back!

 

 

“Unaa,” she called again from within.
Her voice was calm and unruffled.

“Yes, Mama,” Mark answered rather
distantly, preoccupied with reuniting with his ambience.

“I don’t know if you are fully awake I
would have loved us to talk?” she implored.

“Aah! Mama, I cannot be too tired not
to have a word with you,” Mark chipped in defense.

He remembered how it was
back then, how his mum would come over to his room before the break
of dawn for a chat. Same question he had heard over and over
again—I don’t know if you are fully awake I
would have loved us to talk. Mama and her
foibles! It brought back memories in a rush. She had not
changed.

“Well then, let me prepare and come
over.”

“Okay, Mama” Mark agreed.

Mark heard an intermittent scuffling
sound in the background as his mother slowly did her wrapper and
sauntered from the adjoining door. It took her what looked like
forever to come through.

She appeared at the connecting door,
eventually leaning against the door post for some minutes to survey
the room. Her movement was with a marked stoop, ever slowly, at a
snail’s pace. She held a locally made wick that sent black smoke up
in the air, like chimney, with her right hand. The second hand
clutched a staff too long for her height and served as support for
her aging and arthritis-ravaged joints.

Who would ever believe that at her
decrepit and well-worn outlook, she had a son who was just
twenty-four? Her appearance totally belied her son’s youthful age.
Her misfortunes stared her in the face at every turn. She feared
they would forever haunt her to her grave, even though she had
borne them bravely. She had long taken the situation in stride and
hence considered her misfortune a twist of fate aimed at
disorienting her strong resolve.

With her staff pinned firmly to the
floor right in front of her for support, she slowly lowered her
bulk to the bed, edging close to Mark. A creaking sound was heard
as the wooden bed cried out at the combined weights. She adjusted
her wrapper and cleared her throat several times. A tentative
toothy smile creased her face as she settled. Placing her right
hand on Mark’s shoulder, she began.

“How was Lagos when you left her?” she
asked brightening up, sizing Mark up, and looking him over as she
was wont.

“Lagos was all right, just that there
were too many people there and as such troubles break out every
once in a while. In all, we survived,” Mark answered. He was
momentarily shy. He tried not to venture into the intricacies and
convoluted side of his stay in Lagos yet. He considered the mother
too frail to take such a heartrending story.

“Unaa, it has been long I read from
you and I must tell you I almost died from fear and worries. You
stopped writing all of a sudden, eh? With all the stories of
killings we hear every day, my heart was on edge all through. I
hope you won’t be going back so soon, because before you do, I
would want you to get a wife first. I would love to see my
grandchildren. I’m not getting any younger, see?”

Mark recoiled at hearing her refer to
mails, but stifled his surprise and concentrated on the volatile
issue of marriage the mother raised. He had already seen it coming
and was prepared for it. He had learned that getting married always
featured prominently in every discussion between young men and
their mother as soon as they come of age. And his case as an only
child was special. He had also learned to approach related topics
whenever they rear their ugly heads with the tactfulness they
deserved, knowing full well the implication and consequence of not
tagging along. Any slip or a hint of recalcitrance on his part
could be devastating.

“Actually, Mama, I’ve come to stay
with you for some time. As for mails, I admittedly did not send one
for some time now, for obvious reasons,” he started, not wanting to
betray his surprise yet. “First, there was no one to give the
letters to at some point and NIPOST was not reliable. You must
attest to the fact that I’ve always kept you posted all along,” he
said while trying to buy time and hoping his mum would soft-pedal
on the issue of marriage for the time being. At the same time, he
couldn’t put his finger on where the mail part fit in.

“That’s true, my son. That is to say,
I should start looking around for a wife, eh?” she probed
stubbornly, not letting go as a coquettish smile began to play
around her sagged cheeks.

“Not actually, Mama. When the time is
ripe, we shall sit and work it out. But for now, I’ve got some
other much more important things to straighten out. Once I’m done
and rested, I bet you, we would give marriage a shot,” he insisted
stubbornly.

Akadie relapsed into quiet. She had
known the son to be hardheaded on matters of far-reaching
importance. She had often wondered where he got the traits. There
had never been a time when simple family matters sailed through
effortlessly without a fight. Uwakwe, his father, had never been
known to be insistent; he knew when to give in and accept what
should be accepted and let go of those that ought to. May his soul
rest in peace, she muttered under her breath.

Her son lived in his own world, not
saying much, so closed and often like an emotional gypsy,
unattached. Unaa had always maintained a taciturn formality;
leaving her always at a spellbound suspense. She dabbed her eyes
with her wrapper to mop the tears she had been fighting. She
quickly changed the subject.

They spent the rest of the morning
chatting mostly about the village, Umudim, and Umualaike at large.
She told him about the changes that had taken place ever since he
left not forgetting the number of people who had died some of whom
he may know. She recited the names, hoping Mark would remember.
Mark chose to tag along, nevertheless encouraging her with a
sympathetic ear and gestures.

“God forbid,” he would add at some
point to urge her on, inflaming her further.

Their discussion became much
more engrossed and he appeared taken with the stories now. The
world was at a standstill. Mark was beginning to enjoy the tales.
He had relaxed and became less tensed. He saw he had truly had
missed a lot. Things had happened so fast, he had forgotten even
his army of a peer group. His trusted pals back in the days:
Uchenna, whom he and his friends dubbed ‘Surplus’ and even Chidi
who would kill if anyone called him ‘Akakpara’. Where would he
begin? How time flies, he thought.

Without warning and quite all of a
sudden, a loud jarring and persistent knocking was heard in the
general direction of the entrance door. It was so disturbing that
it rattled the entire building. The sound sent shock waves which
resonated, sending clouds of dust from the many cracks on the
walls. Both mother and son were startled beyond words. Their relief
was tinged with fear when the guttural voice of Ahamba, Mark’s
uncle, thundered.

They were steered to reality of the
morning as they discovered they had been so absorbed in the
discussion that they never realized the many hours that had gone
by.

“Is there no living soul in this
house?” Ahamba queried, hitting his walking stick repeatedly on the
thick wooden door.

Upon hearing his voice, Mark bolted to
his feet and rushed to the front door with his mother in
tow.

“Good morning, Papa,” Mark greeted
him. No response came; none was expected. He remembered his uncle
very well. Akadie joined him, emerging slowly from the background.
She found her voice after a disconcerting countenance with
Ahamba.

“Oh! Nwakpaji, my husband, sorry we
didn’t hear you,” she pleaded from behind, trying hard to conceal
every form of detest she harboured for him.

“I trust you slept
well, Papa?”
Mark continued.
“I came around the house immediately, I dropped my
bag, but was told you were yet to return from the rounds,” Mark
quickly explained, knowing his uncle’s mercurial temperament and
quick anger threshold. The fear on his face was
palpable.

“I came around and was told
you went out . . . .”
Ahamba repeated, twisting his neck and mouth to one side in a
caricature as he mimicked him, imitating his cadence. “Why didn’t
you check back this morning if you really have any respect for me,
eh?” he fired.

“No, Papa, I was hoping to do just that
once it was dawn,” Mark defended poorly, seeing that the Rubicon
had been crossed and the futility of his flimsy excuses was
glaring.

“What is this, afternoon?” Ahamba
asked, pointing towards the sky to show the brightness of the day,
totally putting him off. “Has every up-and-doing palm wine tapper
not gone about his business before now?” he insisted, while
adjusting his wrapper a million times, an out-of-proportion chewing
stick stuck out of his mouth, contributing in distorting his gaunt
outlook. Mark was utterly flustered and lost for words. He opened
his mouth but nothing came out.

“Calm down my husband. Calm down, he
truly promised me he would be coming over this morning and the
effort he put in yesterday as soon as he dropped his bag was there
for all to—” Akadie came in to the rescue, but didn’t bargain for
what she got.

“Akadie, will you shut up your mouth
and allow your useless son to explain himself. His behaviour is a
blatant show of disrespect . . .” turning around to
face the short drive and guessing at the surrounding bushes, he
continued, “I don’t think I have time to exchange words with you.
Nonsense!” he fired and hissing with revulsion, he stormed out of
the house.

Mark was dumb with surprise
and couldn’t contain himself as tears came rushing, streaming down
both of his cheeks. His body shook hysterically, like one
performing an Igbamma dance, as he tried to stifle the sound.

“This is the way it has been with your
mother, my son.” The mother cooed, gesturing helplessly, seizing
the rare opportunity to drill home her fears. “I’ve survived it all
because I firmly believe that you will grow up someday to take over
where your father stopped. I’m still breathing today, because I
want to hang in and see that hope materialize. It rejuvenates my
spirit when I remember you are still there and alive too,” she said
amidst sobs. “I have waited these years for your return,” she
continued. “I have waited for you to come of age so that you can
appreciate things, know your enemies and face your responsibilities
squarely.”

Now she couldn’t control herself, much
as she tried. Her body shook, tears rolled. She fought without
success. Tapping Mark gently on the shoulder and dabbing her eyes
with one end of her wrapper, she led him into the house.

Their mood was one of somberness.
Every tear was well worth. Weaver birds chirped happily at the
acacia tree close by, goats bleated distantly. It was going to be a
busy day ahead. The sky looked overcast and humid, rainfall was
imminent. It was the type of weather that lazy men would fervently
pray to wake up to. Such mornings were neither here nor there and
it would take spirits to discern what the day would hold, according
to them. The best course of action would be to sit in the confines
of their huts, make small talk with their kind and watch as the day
wore off. After all, to what good would it come to rushing to the
farm first thing in the morning, only to come back drenched by the
rain?
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Young Anagbogu Uneze, who later
metamorphosed to ‘Dibia Ishimkpi,’ had the nod of the gods. Unlike
his colleagues scattered around other towns and villages, his
calling was a spectacular one. One thing remained very clear; such
a trade never ran in his lineage, nobody in his bloodline was
remotely known to have practiced divination. Uneze was simply
picked, dusted and mounted on a silver horse, by the gods. His
exploits had left no one in doubt of his capabilities ever since
and no wonder he was addressed as Okara
Mmadu, Okara Mmuo, half human and half spirit.

At a tender age of eleven, when his
age mates were still running around naked, hunting rats, Uneze met
his fate in a rather bizarre circumstance.

The incident leading to his
transformation would always remain fresh. It had become more like a
legend, but incidentally, very true and real. It aroused curiosity,
fueling his reputation to high heavens.

And so it came to pass that dreadful
morning, parents and the neighbours woke up to discover that the
young Uneze had disappeared. They accepted the hard reality that he
had vanished into thin air without a trace and every effort to
track him down around the surrounding area of the house and beyond
proved abortive. The community was alerted, intense search ensued.
The villagers had set out very determined and buoyed by
optimism.

But it wasn’t long before it
began to dawn on everyone. It was an effort in futility, after all.
Friends and relatives gave up, believing the boy was gone for good,
probably taken by ndi nto,
kidnappers, who were on the prowl for
youngsters to be used for ritual-related sacrifices. The Anagbogus
were devastated. It was one loss too many, but life must go
on.

After eight gruesome years,
incidentally, Uneze had emerged mysteriously from the evil forest,
looking wacky. He was twenty years when this happened and the
number ‘twenty’ was very instructive, as it signified age of
manhood in Ogbakiri town. He was garbed in rags; his hair and
moustache were twisted and mangled into ropes like a Rastafarian.
The nails on his limbs were like oyster shells and he reeked of
miasma. His countenance was laced in vagueness; the air about him
weird.

Both his disappearance and appearance
were fraught with mysteries. Only that this time, the young warlock
came with a sordid tale of how he was trapped in an evil forest,
fed and fended by spirits. Very few persons believed him; others
embraced him after being witnesses to the events his transformation
spawned.

Only a few weeks and he was already
steeped in the rarefied of the art. Only a few weeks and he had
begun to perform unimaginable feats. Only a few weeks and his
exploits had come home to roost. His teeming devotees believed he
was equipped to the teeth and rode with the best of
them!

His rise to fame was
meteoric. He became one of the most celebrated dibias, juju men, to emerge from the
east afterwards. His pedigree could only match the indefatigable
“Mmirishi,”
a revered juju man who held sway back in the
days. He chose to be addressed as
Dibia Ishimkpi, the name
that perfectly suited his weirdness and also sent shivers, just as
his devotees agreed the trade demanded. Dibia Ishimkpi had made a
name for himself within the shortest of times. He needed no
introduction as his reputation preceded him.

His home was at the outskirts of
Ogbakiri town. A rough road that cut through farmlands wide enough
to take two vehicles at a time, noted by a track of two parallel,
clear hard-pan lines made by vehicle tyres and a median of green
grasses. The patch that fell under the vehicle in between the tyres
and human feet would take you through the underbelly of several
bamboo trees that stretched their arms from both sides of the road
to interlock and create a canopy, shielding you from the sky like
an eclipse.

Some metres to his home there was a
narrow strait, a rickety creaking bridge made locally with timber
and Indian bamboo. No vehicle was allowed to pass beyond this point
for the fear of the bridge collapsing.

People came from different walks of
life to seek him. To him any task that had the propensity to set
food on the table was worth taking on. Dibia Ishimkpi had no such
thing as an odd job; he was famous in this respect. However dirty,
diabolical and dehumanizing a job may be, Dibia Ishimkpi never
turned them down. He was known not to ask questions, unlike his
colleagues in the same revered business. Give Dibia Ishimkpi a very
plausible reason for embarking on a project and he was yours for
the asking. He was simply a good man who delivered promptly
according to his enthusiasts’ requests.

His ramshackle home; as
ramshackle and as run-of-a-mill as they come, was always a beehive
of activity. Was it not rather ironic that Dibia Ishimkpi gave
wealth to millions, yet had no shelter to put his head?
Udumoyoyo directs my actions, he once told people.

The atmosphere around his home was
bound to transport fear to a newcomer however daring he was.
Vultures and Albatrosses hovered around and made the tour of the
vicinity with self-abandon. Nests of weaver birds littered the
trees and their droppings left the compound with patches of
coloured faeces. Every one of the birds played a specific role and
got their rewards also. Their presence wasn’t by
accident.

The sounds emanating from his
forest-like backyard were eerie. It was still pitch dark beyond
Dibia Ishimkpi’s shrine, even though the brightness of the day was
evident on the horizon.

 

 


 

Among the few callers that woke him up
this morning was a black man of about sixty-five years of age, he
was five feet tall, with a slender physique and looked tough. He
had tapered cheeks and a clean-shaven appearance. He could pass for
a civilized and educated man, or better still, he possibly had a
white collar job, judging from the way he was dressed and carried
himself with grace. Not many locals tuck in their shirts, Dibia
Ishimkpi had noted from his shrine, before recognition dawned on
him. His shrine gave him a vantage position to access his visitors
before they reach him. It was designed to enable him to size them
up from afar; after all, he was in a business!

There was that air of marked urgency
about this visitor as he literally ran toward the shrine, breaking
strict protocols. His breathing was like that of someone gasping
for air in a crowded room. He was bathed with his own sweat as he
rode on a bicycle the whole length of the journey from Umualaike
and Ogbakiri towns.

Dibia Ishimkpi wouldn’t need
to consult Udomoyoyo to fathom that something was terribly wrong
with his guest. The rabbit never ran about during the day for
nothing. It wasn’t the first time the visitor was coming and Dibia
Ishimkpi also recalled his entrance had always taken a peculiar
pattern. They always did. Their discreetness has also been to
my advantage, he agreed.

To the non-initiated, it
would have taken helluva nerves to pay Okara Mmadu Okara Mmuo a visit at such
small hours of the morning, when spirits were known to be rounding
off their ill-intentioned assignments. From the way his visitor
passed one “ward” after another, one was not left in doubt he was a
regular. The man knew every inch of the compound and so needed no
guide.

Amidst the hooting of the owl and the
constant bleats of sheep in a pen around the corner, the weather
was very angry. It was not at its happiest moment and no wonder the
visitor hurried, breaking into a run, having parked his bicycle
against the trunk of a cherry tree just after the huge wooden
entrance door that served as the gate into Dibia Ishimkpi’s
abode.

The compound was barricaded with a
very thick impenetrable hedge constructed from the combination of
callipher plant and royal palm. At the entrance, a thick palm frond
folded and wrapped to form a huge pipe with cock feathers adorning
every inch of it, positioned strategically above the ‘gate' and
serving to destabilize evil projections from the outside. The
presence of this object gave the vicinity a fetish air.

Right under the folded object, from
one part of the gate to the other, it was smeared with a crude
residue left after oil was separated during oil palm processing.
This served to neutralize spells brought by a visitor into the
compound and render them ineffective. It was a ritual to sprinkle
this liquid substance once the old one showed signs of fading. This
duty fell on Ugboaku, Dibia Ishimkpi’s fifth wife!

At the left side of the compound, some
twelve strides into it would bring the visitor to a small
make-shift shack housing the mentally-snapped persons. It was
filled to overflowing and some of the mad men were tethered to
stakes, glowering and gaping. Others were equally chained and
bound, but that never debarred them from letting out unsightly
sounds that greeted visitors.

The smell that hit the tall man as he
gumshoed his way past this section of the compound was nauseating.
He crinkled his nose obliquely. He wasn’t surprised with the
increasing number of the mad by the day; Dibia Ishimkpi was famous
for curing them within a fortnight!

At the eastern side of the compound
lay the ward that housed the sickly. It had one large entrance door
with beddings at each side of the gangway. The tall man pushed his
way, trying not to be spotted. No wonder he chose to come so very
early. The mere sight of him in such a heathen environment will
ultimately smear his image at the church. He was, incidentally, a
source of inspiration to a great number of new converts. His
position was the type such that he was expected to lead and set a
laudable example for others. His life had been under close scrutiny
in recent years! It wasn’t as if it bothered him. It had its
benefits. Although he had never for once nursed any fear of being
ousted from that enviable position, Dibia Ishimkpi had assured him
a million times. Provided he kept his own end of the bargain, Dibia
Ishimkpi had told him he would be fine. He had resolved not to
allow anything to vilify that saintly status; the benefits
outweighed the drawbacks!

Passing through this part of the
compound presented some difficulty for the visitor because of the
number of patients and their relatives milling about. He was
conscious of this and wouldn’t leave anything to chance—a
painstaking and carefree tearing off at a non-existent rash around
the right cheek as he walked briskly past the building proved a
sufficient cover for him.

Before the shrine proper, a
small open-walled Obi was located at the centre of the compound. It was primarily
structured as a waiting room, but served other purposes like a
consultation room. No problem here; the shrine was just beyond the
façade.

And no sooner did the visitor get
closer to the shrine than he started yelling greetings like always,
although careful enough not to attract attention. He eulogized and
poured encomiums on Dibia Ishimkpi; the one who had the coveted
gift of seeing into the future, tested and trusted by his
increasing devotees.

“Dibia Ishimkpi,” he began, shaking
his head reverentially for emphasis.

“The greatest there has ever
been, the ocean
current that sweeps stumps!” he continued
dragging his feet in a slow but steady cadence like a
surugede dancer towards
the shrine.

“Who knows me?” Dibia Ishimkpi, who
had been savouring the praises and clutching himself, with both
hands holding each side of his shoulders as if he was cold, fired
from within. All his hair had stood on end. He enfolded his body
further and embraced himself spasmodically.

“Dibia Ishimkpi, the one
whose dogs guard his meat!” the man
continued stubbornly.

Such stream of salutation
had a way, they awoke the dibia
in Dibia Ishimkpi and appeared to charge him to go
to work. Now it felt as though he should throw some steps around to
revel them, but thought better of it.

He was holed right inside the dark
shrine, which reeked seriously of rotten carcasses. A number of
indecipherable heads of different reptiles, birds and other animals
hung on the wall of the shrine, giving it a grotesque and weird
appearance. Red and white coloured cloths were tied around the
necks of six giant clay pots sitting around the disorderly
shrine.

Dibia Ishimkpi was seated
yoga-like, deep in meditation. Seven cowries, shells, haphazardly sprayed before him, the
pattern only he could decipher; inaudible incantations he alone
could crack. Wrapper around the waist, a live tortoise hung on his
bare chest, and white chalk smeared around the left eye giving him
the look of a masquerade follower during Ikeji Festival. An
extraordinarily large chewing stick stuck out menacingly from his
mouth, distorting his face, as he munched furiously

There was that pervading
atmosphere of rapt concentration about him as he tried to make out
meanings from the pattern formed by the cowries. When he looked up, he could
literarily see through the man before him.

“Your child beater is back!" he spat
out, not flinching one bit.

“Exactly, Dibia Ishimkpi! The goat has
given birth while still fastened to the tether on my watch.
Ezemmuo, the child-beater is back to unleash mayhem on me and my
household. You assured me he was gone for good?” The visitor
questioned, almost in tears admitting Dibia Ishimkpi’s
pronouncement. His appearance was a pitiable sight to say the
least.

“Did you do what I asked you to do the
way I instructed?” Dibia Ishimkpi demanded hesitantly. It was very
clear he could not remember what it was he instructed. It was a
long time, whatever it was, since it had happened and he saw
similar cases on daily basis.

“. . . to the letter,
Dibia Ishimkpi, to the letter!” the visitor defended, looking him
eyeball to eyeball now.

Dibia Ishimkpi relapsed into
deep thought. The slip couldn’t have come from him.
They never did! Udumoyoyo,
the oracle he served, had never failed him. The efficacy of his
spell had never been questioned either. And if perchance such
happened, which usually was the case every once in a while, Dibia
Ishimkpi had always had a way of leaving a clean slate. He knew
just how to make it go away. Years of experience in the job had
equipped him with, among other things, so many ways to transfer
blames. His name alone should inspire fear. His calling should
absolve him of all guilt. The spirits, but humans did not concoct
amulets!

Udumoyoyo does not concoct
amulet!

“Then hold your peace, mortal one, and
don’t worry. Hang on while I consult Udumoyoyo for further insights
and directives.”

He went into a
pseudo-silence again. Cowries were thrown and incantations recited
like litany. The tall man couldn’t wait to hear why his nephew
came, or was able to make it home for that matter, after all the
steps he took and the money he paid Dibia Ishimkpi three years ago
to put that into motion. This is a
breach!he thought with anger, sweating
profusely in spite of the crisp and cool weather of the humid
morning.

“It is no problem beyond Udumoyoyo.
You only have to be more careful this time,” Dibia Ishimkpi
cautioned, leaving no room for blame. “As for fixing him, his fate
has been decided,” he said with air of finality.

Turning to the right, he dug
his right hand into the crimson-black clay pot by his side and
brought out a powdery substance wrapped in knotted green
leaves. Solutions to problems were always
around the corner, always in one of his clay pots!
Untying it, he took a small quantity from it and
beckoned the tall man to extend his palm.

“Put that in your mouth and run home.
Do not look back or talk to anyone on your way, not even a word
until the task is accomplished. Go and welcome your
child-beater . . . run!”

The visitor couldn’t wait. He was in
such a hurry he had already emptied the powdery substance into his
waiting mouth and dashed off even before Dibia Ishimkpi finished
the terse instructions that followed.

“Remember to give Udumoyoyo a He-goat
this time when you come back in seven days to tell me how it went,”
Dibia ishimkpi called after him. “A big one too!” he
added.

By this time it had started
drizzling slowly just like the visitor had feared. He needed to get
home in time for Second Mass. His absence
at the First Mass could be explained: Married Catechists were beset
with their share of family issues also and not just being locked
behind the Sacristy making preparations for mass day
in, day out. Father
Desmond should know this, he reasoned as he
hurried towards the exit hauling himself atop the white
Raleigh-type bicycle.
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In Umualaike, the number of wives in a man’s
kitty was one of the measures of wealth. Men of affluence and
riches were known to take up to three or four of this precious
possession, since they were regarded as a status symbol.

Ekwebelam, the only
surviving son of Elemuo, was not an exception in this lifelong
ritual. But on the contrary, his case was a circumstantial one. He
never planned for more than one wife. Where
did I get the money to take up more than one wife? Fate forced my
hands!he once told his
colleagues.

It would be a thing to frown at should
he die without leaving a name behind, his friends advised him. They
joked that if they could control conception; they would get a
sizeable number of males first then would consider the female
counterparts later. The news of wives giving birth to females, to
them, was received with mixed feelings.

Wake up, they urged him.

For impatient villagers and their
promiscuous colleagues, they could wait but after the third female
issue. By then, their patience must have begun to wear off! Some of
them pretended all was well and hoodwinked the wives into believing
they were civilized enough to overlook their shortcoming only to
spring surprises when the wives were far gone into the rough road
of menopause.

When Ekwebelam married Nwanyinganga,
he never envisaged that infertility would pose a herculean task for
the promising union. Their married life was a happy and blissful
one the first two years. It took a deadly twist that rocked it to a
near-ruin after many years of futile search for the fruit of the
womb. He was left with no alternative than to go for a second wife.
That was how Ngonadi, the daughter of Agordi Okoro, came into the
picture. The day he made that decision was the day he invited
dilemma to dinner!

As fruitful as Ngonadi could be, to
the delight of the eager husband, she got pregnant almost
immediately after the marriage rites were completed. That pregnancy
brought Uwakwe, a male child into the world.

Ngonadi, a ‘small girl’ of yesterday,
had succeeded in giving Ekwebelam a male child before Nwanyinganga!
The matter was past flippancy! Nwanyinganga was crushed with
bitterness. The bell for anarchy had tolled…

To add insult to injury, the ugly
scenario repeated itself and Ngonadi bore yet another male child!
That was more than enough for Nwanyinganga who was by now beside
herself with jealousy. Her mood became too vile for comfort. She
barred her fangs in a bold-faced manner. She started fretting over
trifles, throwing tantrums and hissy fits at the slightest of
provocations.

Her fears soared. She feared she would
be relegated to the background soon, and no more the woman behind
Ekwebelam’s heart, no doting on her any longer or taking the centre
stage at every decision making. She would soon be treated like a
babysitter in her own house. A barren woman in a man’s home was
like a piece of blunt table knife without handle; it was only time
before it went to where it belonged: the trash can!

Her husband tried to appease her, but
she was past caring. She misread meanings into whatever he did or
said. Her husband’s voice to her ears was abhorrent. She picked
quarrels with everyone around her and every action couldn’t sail
through without a deadly flaw. She was transformed from a hitherto
amiable house wife to a cantankerous bugger and became
irritable.

Months later, when everything seemed
to have quietened down, she felt Ekwebelam had left her alone in
her peril and so resolved to go to any length to reverse the trend.
She wouldn’t give a hoot if it came to selling her soul to the
devil. Achieving the sole objective of having a son was what
mattered to her now. Caution could as well wait!

She knew, like the back of
her palm, that even if she should succeed in giving Ekwebelam a
son, the die had been cast. Her son could not be projected to the
enviable position of Diokpara-
first son-
in Ekwebelam’s household. That was very true and
crystal clear to all concerned, but then she was ready to prove to
the world that the daughter of Egbenebu could be fruitful after
all. Her luck could still shine given one more little effort.
Ngonadi, she believed, was just fortunate the gods treated her
fairly and assuaged her desires early enough.

Hers simply skewed to the
left, she thought deviously. She was poised
to redirect and re-engineer the shortcomings if
necessary.

With this avalanche of ill-conceived
notions crowding and beclouding her thinking, Nwanyinganga set out
in search of this one last remedy. She had her ears to the ground
all along and before long words got to her—a certain spiritualist
of repute at the bank of River Niger could turn around her
misfortune! Such piece of news usually brought smiles to her
face.

Although she had been to
scores of such places, this one sounded quite different.
They always did! People
with similar fates attested to the spiritualist’s reputation,
having gone to him for solutions to their problems.

What will I lose? I have
been to worse places, done worse things,unprintable things just to break this
yoke but all to no avail. Wouldn’t it rather be better to stay on
the move than to die in anguish in Ekwebelam’s home?
She reasoned, alone and submerged in the darkness
of her hut.

How she loathed the cries of those
children! They tended to remind her of her condition and seemed to
mock her; they pricked her heart like needles at every turn. Would
she continue to endure such punishment the rest of her miserable
life?

 


 


 


It was Orie, the big market day. Men
and women were preparing for the day’s buying and selling at the
market.

Nwanyinganga too also busied herself
getting ready to go out. Asking for her destination would be like
asking the obvious. All roads naturally led to the market and no
one was left out. Orie day was a day everyone looked forward to. It
gave the villagers an opportunity not only to buy and sell, but to
unwind.

Nwanyinganga had learnt to
keep to herself and so nobody interfered. As an afterthought, she
had told the husband that she may be stopping by briefly at her
father’s place on her way back from the market when she stepped out
of the house rather too early that morning, with a small
abo, a local weaved
basket, that
couldn’t hold much on her head.

Owerenta, which bordered the river,
was two towns away. There were no means of transportation and hence
she took off early. She trekked through farmlands and passed two
locally made bridges. The roads themselves were only tracks that
ran through thick forests and could barely contain two people at
the same time. She needed not to be reminded she was in a dangerous
adventure, travelling on Orie day. The paths were dead deserted to
the point that she was only kept company by the sounds birds made.
Buoyed by the success of the journey, she pushed on. Her wrapper
made rustling sounds as her bare feet pattered on the spoor-like
paths sending weaver birds scampering for safety.

The sun had taken a trip to the west
and was beginning to turn pale. By the time she got to her
destination twelve hours later, it was dead evening. She was so
fagged out that she was merely dragging herself, trudging wearily
till she reached the home of her contact.

Her name was Agbachi, a small woman in
her early thirties. She welcomed and promised to take Nwanyinganga
to the spiritualist the next morning. According to her, the prophet
would be happy to have them around the river before sunup, as that
was the best time to plead Nwanyinganga’s course. Besides, the
river itself should be on the ebb at that time of the
morning.

Before the first cock crowed, they
were closing in on the river with Agbachi leading the way,
Nwanyinganga’s buxom buttocks dancing Alleluia as they tread along
the rocky path leading to the river. The fresh air made breathing
very free, showing they were nearing the river.

Getting close to the banks
of the river, Nwanyinganga could hear voices some three hundred
yards away. She could also pick the sound of flowing water and
truly the rocky paths were actually becoming steep and gradually
undulating. The earth around her feet was increasingly becoming
dampened by moisture. Ribbit
and croaking sounds of frogs were becoming louder
and louder as their songs took up an endless loop that resonated
beyond the horizon. She was engulfed in excitement and expectation.
It thrilled her to know she could probably have come to the source
of solution to her problem after many years of futile search. The
fear of having gone through the same road and nothing positive
coming out of it began to well inside her, but she quickly waved it
away. Such unwelcomed thoughts sent goose pimples all over her
black leathery skin and only discouraged her.

Having rounded off the embankment some
two poles away, quite suddenly there emerged the glistening River
Niger in its horrifying majesty. Candles were lit to form a circle
by the river bank and threw off rays that sparkled on the flowing
river. Nwanyinganga could make out a pattern of a man right inside
the circle of lighted candles. Getting closer, she saw that the man
was clad in a flowing white robe, heavily bearded and clutched a
small wooden cross by his left hand. The bell in his right hand
sent a jarring sound once it was dangled. He was shaking in a
celestial ecstasy. He was gyrating and his Rastafarian hair was
falling apart all over him, flitting skywards as he bounced around
in a mental frenzy. It took him some time to pretend to register
their presence and with marked difficulty, calmed down.

“Jah Jehovah Emmanuel,” he repeated as
he quieted down, his whole body bobbling up and down in spasms as
he did so.

Quick introduction was made.
A knowing glance was exchanged between the prophet and Agbachi.
Nwanyinganga was the third in a week. Business was good, the prophet
thought. If Agbachi could continue like
this, everyone would go home just fine, he
agreed.

Having ascertained every
requisition was in place, this time in monetary equivalent of
course, the prophet swung into action. Nwanyinganga came prepared.
She was ordered to strip to her toes and step into the circle of
lighted candles. She had flinched when she heard this, as if she
was unaware of that part. She pretended she never saw it coming.
Within her, it wasn’t her first time of stripping stark naked
before a total stranger in her wanton search for spiritual
fulfillment. It would be over within a
minute, she assured herself.

The whole setting was unnerving, but
Nwanyinganga steeled herself. She assured herself it will be over
in five or ten minutes. After what seemed like a marathon of
invocation and prayer, Nwanyinganga was led to the river proper for
a Holy Bath. After that, an ointment was handed over to her and
strict instructions followed. She was reminded to always adhere to
the rigid directives the prophet carefully specified.

Something in her told her the
encounter would surely yield positive results, what with that look
of reasonableness and assurance in the prophet’s penetrating eyes
as he ran his hands all over her body. She remembered her stomach
gave a twitch after gulping down the liquid substance she was asked
to take. Her joy knew no bounds as she swayed merrily homeward
later.

 

 


 

The news of her pregnancy three months
later spread like wild fire during dry season. It threw the whole
town into so much excitement that Nwanyinganga needed to be
reminded she wasn’t dreaming. Ekwebelam, for one, could not be
contained. He simply went gaga with joy. To him, sanity would
eventually return to his household. That pregnancy was a balm to
his wife, who was at the brink of becoming maniacal.

Nwanyinganga, on her part, now walked
the streets with her head held high. She could now afford to look
people straight in the eyes and talk. Her completeness had been
restored and that was the ultimate thing. Her time had come to
shine; she wasn’t barren after all. And even though the pregnancy
had not actually protruded so much, she had already started
dragging herself as she moved. She now walked lamely with noisy
moans escaping her at every breath. The days of grief and gnashing
of teeth were over. What she lost during those trying periods; she
tried to recapture now. It was payback time!

Nine months came and went and nothing
happened. Her tummy still stood horrifyingly large, fragile and
busting. She could hardly move now. People’s excitement and
expectation were beginning to wane. The wait was
killing . . . an adrenaline rush! The suspense
was diabolical. Everyone hoped for the best and prayed.

Ekwebelam faced it with mixed
feelings, one was of excitement and the other was of fear and
trepidation. His excitement began to give way after the tenth month
came and went without result. He was alarmed. Something was
definitely wrong somewhere. His enemies were at it again. And so he
too set out in search for answers, for consultations. Such was wont
in Umualaike, a familiar trend.

The answers he got were
always on the affirmative: the gods were at peace with
Nwanyinganga, they told him. He was given
concoctions to give to the wife. Sacrifices were made at different
crossroads to appease the gods. He would relax some days after each
sacrifice and become apprehensive two weeks later as he waited in
bated breath.

Three Eke days into the eleventh month
brought the much anticipated good news. Nwanyinganga delivered
after a lot of pains and loss of so much blood. Her tears dried
immediately as she heard the cry of the child as aids shouted to
announce the sex—a boy!

That marked the beginning of her joy
and . . . dilemma. The child whose name was
Nwokedi, a name given to him to send a cryptic message to the world
that truly male issues were not non-existent, was bad news. He was
trouble personified. Though, Nwanyinganga reasoned it would be
quick and hasty to make conclusions coupled with the fact that the
boy couldn’t have been different from other boys his age, but
something kept telling her at the back of her mind that all was not
well. She could not put a finger on it per se and the fears
couldn’t just go. It just got stuck like glue. The last thing she
would do would be to confide in anybody, including Ekwebelam! It
was a challenge only she would have to sort out and she had decided
to wade through it with quiet diplomacy.

The child was a constant victim of one
ailment or the other. There were occasions when fever would almost
scotch him to death, his temperature would rise to an unbearable
peak. In their effort to arrest such situations, both Ekwebelam and
Nwanyinganga were known to become doctors. Anything within the
bounds of possibility was done to save such recurring situation.
Herbs of different forms were boiled and administered to the child
whose teeth had turned pitch-black by now. These feverish
conditions continued for a long time until the child clocked
three.

Unlike children of his age, he was
hyperactive. This was actually his saving grace, because each time
he wasn’t playing and causing havoc, something was wrong with his
health. The parents had come to know that when the child relapsed
into quiet like never before, then he must be sick and a quick
diagnosis was carried out to ascertain what could be wrong. They
became a regular presence at Apiti’s. Apiti Nwokedinammba was a
famous juju man at Umualaike. The locals were yet to understand the
ways of the hospitals whilst it recorded very low
patronage.

In all, two things were distinctively
clear about the boy, once he was not breaking things and getting
himself into trouble, then he was sick or some form of malfunction
was growing within him. He was so troublesome that he could not be
with other kids without exhibiting one of his deadly pranks that
had left even the kids his age crying out for help.

Nwanyinganga loved and
encouraged this part. It was enough sign that her son could hold
his own in a competitive family like theirs. Sometimes when she
watched the kid from the cover of her hut pummeling other kids, she
felt like celebrating his heroics. Such is
the magic of having a man as son, she would
say with glee.

At the boy’s tender age, Nwanyinganga
discovered, to her chagrin, how precocious he was; doing and saying
things far above his age. Parents around the neighbourhood had come
to know the kid for what he was and tried to bar their wards from
making contact with him, much less playing with him further. His
development had suffered in this area.

At first, Ekwebelam felt that the
child would outgrow the way he was going, a behaviour that he had
come to be associated with. No amount of beating could help the
ugly situation either. Nwanyinganga would rather prefer the child
to remain the way he was than to be killed by constant beatings. It
broke her heart to hear her son cry for any reason. There were
times when she was engaged in a hot war of words with Ekwebelam for
raising a hand against him.

Nwanyinganga, from her actions, gave
Nwokedi the impression that he was so special that she could not do
without him. She made him to understand that he could do just
anything and get away scot free. This ill-orchestrated notion got
stuck in the boy’s psyche and he displayed it in every action. An
evil child had been fed with evil counsel; the hawker who sold
soured broth had met a ready buyer!

Beside the circumstances that ushered
him into the world, Nwokedi was indoctrinated and brainwashed from
day one to believe that his step-brothers were his rivals in all
facets. That they were enemies planted around him to devour his
father’s properties which were rightly his. Thus, he was always at
daggers-drawn with them. The trio of Ahamba, Nwokedi and Uwakwe
never agreed on anything whatsoever even though they were years
ahead of him. This had continued unabated. A cold war was being
fought right under Ekwebelam’s nose. Days became months and months
jumped into years. The seed of disharmony had found a fertile and
veritable ground and it thrived. A masochist had discovered a
sadistic man and their mutual compatibility was second to none. A
macabre stage was being set, the type where only the strong could
survive.

 

 


 

Call it a twist of fate and you may
not be wrong. But contrary to all expectations, Nwokedi who was
considered a black leg and a non-conformist had grown to become the
darling of everyone. It was still hard to believe, but it came to
pass. The table had turned and the result left everybody gaping in
a moronic stare.

Growing up, Ahamba had shown
meek and amiable traits. Although his volatility had always been a
part of him ab initio that was as far as he could go. Aside his constant whining and
frequent outbursts, he was a good kid. Both Ahamba and his elder
brother, Uwakwe, were very bright kids. They were inseparable too.
Nwokedi, who was a step-brother, was alienated from their clique
naturally, due to his constant violent behaviours and dangerous
pranks.

The real men behind them began to
manifest themselves as soon as Uwakwe reached puberty with Ahamba
equally displaying some encouraging characteristics. By the time
they became adults, volumes could be said about their
personalities. There was no such thing as exhibiting a sudden
upsurge of trait that was not already known and could easily be
associated with each of them as individuals.

Uwakwe, for one, never tolerated any
rubbish. He was not the type to beat about the bush; no window
dressing. He was not cut out for small talks, thus he was known to
move in straight and let out a piece of his mind, irrespective of
whose ox was gored. He was, to say the least,
straitlaced.

Of course, he and Nwokedi, naturally,
never got along fine. They were always diametrically opposed in
their different views and saw things in their own ways. Uwakwe was
not the quarrelsome type though he took his time, accessed a
situation and knew when to strike.

Ahamba was a direct opposite
of his elder brother. He was grouchy and ill-tempered. He had a bad
sense of humour because of his volatile nature. But in spite of
that, his memory was second to none. He had the solution to every
problem that required the use of intellect. To top it all, he was
president of many peer group associations like the
Okpu and he held
sway.

Nwokedi befriended him. They
became pals and sailed. That was rather baffling because at first
it was like they were going to remain incongruous
perpetually. Life is like that; people
switch lanes sometimes!

They were seen at social functions
together. None went to farms without the other trotting behind.
That alone united the mothers who were at each other’s throat at
the smallest of provocations.

Ekwebelam couldn’t believe his lot.
His household, that used to be an arena for intertribal wars, had
witnessed a great turn around by the recent pool of friendly
gestures between his wives.

And so when Ekwebelam died at the ripe
age of seventy-four from a protracted illness, resources were
pooled amongst his sons, who were by now full-fledged men. The
burial ceremony was most peaceful to the consternation of rival
families.

Few weeks after Ekwebelam’s death,
Ahamba began to exhibit a change of attitude. He was no more the
agile and sharp Ahamba of old who could make decisions by his own
volition. It was nothing unbecoming at first. The slight alteration
of compunction was largely attributed to his father’s demise. Him
and his father were very close and connected somehow. The death
left him crestfallen, according to people and so it must have
affected his demeanour.

Ahamba’s situation worsened months
later. It was as if he had morphed himself into something else. A
hitherto dynamic man suddenly became docile and a near-moron. He
only retained his lifelong barks, fretting incessantly at every
trifle.

None of his own share of their
father’s landed properties bothered him one bit. He was contented
with whatever thing life offered, without complaining. He became
withdrawn. Another man in his shoes would have been worried he
married a barren woman, but not Ahamba. That was the least of his
problems. He carried on with the satisfactory look of a man who had
got it all. No frills!

His precarious state became clearer
after his brother’s painful exit. That was the last straw. He was
heartbroken and shattered. The fortresses around him had been
pulled down, leaving him vulnerable like never before. Nwokedi was
on hand to console him, giving him support at every
turn.

The mantle of leadership naturally
fell on Ahamba, but from all indications, he couldn’t deliver.
Nwokedi, in his usual magnanimity, stood in for him as well. In
fact, he saved the family a lot of troubles by his high level of
understanding. He was so humble and graceful at discharging his
duties that nobody outside the family was privy to the real
position of things. Visitors rather perceived him as one of the
sons who worked round the clock to make sure the burial ceremony of
their father went well, without hitches.

Ahamba was dragged occasionally to
perform his part as the tradition demanded; otherwise Nwokedi was
the iron first in the velvet glove that moved the ceremony to a
reasonable conclusion.

Nwokedi’s transformation was meteoric.
And as if that was not enough, he was also able to make it to the
post of the Catechist of the Local Church beside his job at the
Local Government as a typist. That alone endeared him like never
before to the people. That alone took his name to high
heavens.

Nobody could aptly tell how he
achieved that feat considering his pagan background, but what they
did know was that they woke up to the reality of it all. The
congregation at the local Church will rather remain grateful to him
for having had the courage to take up the position after the
mysterious death of the two former Catechists. He came in at a time
when it seemed all was lost. He stepped into a position that was
considered beyond salvage.

 

 


 

Uzoma, the first victim of
what could pass for a serial killing got to his office one morning
only to bump into a dead agama lizard that had its head chopped
off. A piece of red cloth was wrapped around its waist and was laid
carefully right on his table. Being a local man and a cradle
Catholic too, he felt it was one of the usual sights, trivial cases
he had handled times without number in the past. He muttered some
prayers and sprinkled some holy water around. Picking up the
‘filthy thing’ by the tail, he hauled it into the nearby
bush. The light had no business with
darkness, he muttered under his breath and
carried on with his task for the day as if nothing had
happened.

Shortly afterwards, his body started
swelling. Before he could ascertain what was wrong, he started
decaying from the inside. This was happening in a space of thirty
minutes and already the redolence was unbearable. Before four days
end, he was gone, leaving a wife and a gang of eight kids. His
death was a pitiable sight. Only close relatives would get close to
his corpse. Parishioners showed their heartfelt sympathy from a
safe distance!

John Ekwueme was next on the
hit list. His death, the faithful noticed, was just a step too far.
It distressed and ravaged the people whose faith was beginning to
find its footing with the recent posting of Reverend Desmond Asumnu
to the young Parish. To them, Ekwueme’s mysterious ailment was no
longer a probable happenstance; it was
premeditated and well-orchestrated to destabilize the children of
God!

Ekwueme, a young man of thirty years
of age, with a promising future ahead of him, was convinced by the
Parish priest to occupying the position for the time being. A
careful but painstaking search was being made for a successor.
Alas, it came to pass that Ekwueme only reigned for four days! His
death was also as agonizing as it was slow.

He assumed office three days
after the burial ceremony of late Uzoma. According to the
soft-spoken priest, life must go on. The church must accomplish its
sole aim of winning souls for Christ in spite of all and so the
late Uzoma merely came to function in the interim.
The job could still be yours, but due process must be followed to
the letter, the Priest had assured
him.

The coast looked very clear the first
two days of his assumption of office. There was nothing to trigger
off fear, however remote. Every member of the community expressed
their joy for having him around. He never showed any sign of pain
or illness. He was boisterous; he remained lively to his newfound
work.

His fourth day in office was his swan
song. The day took off to a much better start, like every other day
in the Lord’s vineyard. By the close of the day he discovered his
buttocks itched. Gradually it snowballed into a huge source of
nuisance. Before close of the day’s business, it had gotten so bad
that he had to throw caution to the wind and literally bite at the
damn thing with marked self-abandon.

Before anything could be done to
arrest the situation, his whole body was filled with mass of
piled-up flesh. It degenerated so badly that he was carried home
unconscious. By midnight, he was suppurated and had become pale,
like he lacked blood. A look at him would suggest he needed a
miracle to survive the next hour and true to people’s presumption,
he gave up the ghost before the first cock crowed.

The entire town was thrown
into inestimable trepidation. Fear held the people in a vise-like
grip. To even go to morning Mass became a huge problem. Who could
possibly be next? Gardeners, butlers and cooks attached to the
priest fled the next morning. Fear was palpable and hung like a
dark cloud around the church. Father Desmond was very political in
his escape tactic; his sabbatical was long overdue and couldn’t
wait! News of war made known to the public
never claimed the physically challenged.
People withdrew into shells and only watched events from the
sidelines.

But Parishioners will always remember
Nwokedi for taking up the gauntlet. Who could forget such nerves,
such gallantry in a hurry? How he put his life on the line to
salvage the church was just fabulous. That action alone restored
the peoples’ confidence. Doubling as a Catechist and also Typist at
the local government office made it the more
interesting.

The people had not seen such
a man in recent times. It was hard to see
young men of this generation exhibiting such fearless
mien, they said in utter awe. And so
Nwokedi became a household name. And to ask if he was alive to his
avowed responsibilities as the new Catechist would be asking the
obvious; he was simply compatible with his roles.
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Mark’s secondary education was a banal,
mind-numbingly dull and uninteresting one. His progress appeared to
be almost static, even lethargic, but he was moving, though it was
laborious. Bottom-line was that he could be counted. From a new
term into a fresh class and a year hauling him to another one, he
kept moving. His only motivation was the burning desire in him.
Even though he lacked the niceties an average student should have
as a scholar, his mother’s support propelled him! The textbooks his
contemporaries displayed like they were fences to literary
properties were never there, but that won’t deter him. To some of
his classmates, you must be doing just well at school when you have
all the recommended texts in your stash.

The teachers never forgot
him for this—the naïve boy that was wont to
sit at the back of the class. A boy, they
noted, who had made it a habit to come to school well after the
morning assembly and rarely uttered a word or answered questions in
class unless at the point when shoves became pushes. His uniform
was next to rags with patches of varied colours adorning his
threadbare shorts, a sorry sight! He was made jest of, but looking
around him, he could also see he wasn’t the only one in the
woods.

Despite all this, Mark was rated very
high in class for his eidetic memory and analytical mind. He had
always scaled through the exams, to the surprise of everybody. His
words were his constitution; he guarded them jealously. However his
shabby outlook undermined his personality, it never stood in his
way academically.

Teachers took him for a perpetual
truant as he was known to leave the school before dismissal time
and hardly sustained the term. Every effort to get him to reveal
what was keeping him out of school proved difficult.

When this non-worthy attitude towards
studies was noticed at first by the teachers, they thought by
flogging him it could be nipped in the bud. But they later
discovered that there was no sign of improvement. He was headstrong
and his stubbornness belied his calm mien!

There goes your boy,
teachers would tease each other once they caught
sight of him coming or leaving the school at his unusual hours.
They would laugh as the boy tried to sneak out of the school,
thinking nobody saw him. He was so innocent at this that everyone
decided to let him be.

Nevertheless, Mark gained ground with
time, became popular among his peers and the staff at what he did.
Teachers loved him for how he managed the little he had, but that
didn’t erase their aversion for his frequent
malingering.

Mrs. Beatrice Agbasogu, the principal,
a lady in her late forties, black, average height and a
not-so-great-looking product of the Teachers Training College would
take other offences besides truancy. Her first year in Umualaike
Community Secondary School had not yielded many results. But she
had not relented in her efforts to introduce measures that would
bring sanity to the school. Immediate decision was taken and Mark
was summoned to her office and sternly instructed to come to school
in company of his parents on an agreed date.

Summoning one’s parents was a bigger
punishment in itself. Students at Umualaike Community School would
recoil at hearing that. Sufficed it to say that their secrets were
about to be laid bare in the open!

The D-day came, a Tuesday, so to say.
The normal day’s business was gathering momentum like every other
day. Beatrice was in her office as usual, sorting out things and
getting busy with paperwork, when an old, frail-looking woman that
walked with a pronounced stoop was ushered into her office by the
janitor. She stood up and strode quickly to help her to a seat
opposite hers. The woman moaned with pain and clutched her waist
with one hand as she lowered herself into the seat Beatrice
offered.

“This waist pain won’t kill me,” she
painfully sat in the chair.

“Good morning, madam. How may I help
you please?” the principal asked, flustered.

“Good morning, my daughter, you sent
for me,” Akadie reminded her with some effort at humour. She
displayed a set of tobacco-stained teeth in what looked like a
smile. The principal was lost totally.

“Well, could you please remind me who
you are again, ma? I may have forgotten,” Beatrice earnestly
pleaded.

“That’s all right. The name is Akadie.
Akadie Onunaka Elemuo. I’m the mother of Mark Unachukwu Elemuo,
your student,” she answered, cuddling her walking stick which was
polished from frequent use to her chest as if her life depended on
it.

Beatrice was knocked off by this
discovery. She was overtaken by pity. In order to avoid betraying
herself, code of conduct and work ethics entwined, she decided to
cast her dragnet in the direction of the visitor’s husband,
possibly whom she believed could be stellar enough to take what was
in store. The appearance of the woman before her wasn’t
appreciable, as it radiated abject poverty and frailty.

“I’m so sorry, madam, but I remember I
requested for both you and your husband,” Beatrice reminded
her.

“Uwakwe, my husband, died fifteen
years ago, my daughter,” she answered solemnly.

So much for one
morning! Beatrice muttered under her
breath. From her academic judgment, Beatrice figured Mark’s age to
be fifteen and that sufficed to mean the poor boy lost the dad at
age one. How pitiable!

“It’s a pity, madam, and I truly
sympathize with you,” Beatrice cooed. Her lifelong emotional
outburst threatened within, but she fought desperately to keep it
in check.

Goddamn, she breathed, she dug all her fingers into her hair and pulled
furiously, disheveling her costly wig. She had the predilection to
pull at her hair each time she was faced with a difficult
situation. Her entire mood abruptly changed from one of
confrontation to that of fellow-feeling.

“I know it hasn’t been easy, but how
on earth do you manage to pay Mark’s school fees and other sundry
expenses?” she enquired.

“Well, my daughter, it has not been
easy just like you rightly pointed out. Unachukwu has proved to be
a true son of his father and no doubt demonstrated his resolve and
desire to acquire western education against all odds. What would an
old woman do? You can see I’m not getting any younger and I only
encourage him as much as my energy permits. He is all I’m living
for and I subscribe totally to anything good for him,” Akadie
stated in what could pass for a very pathetic sermon. Beatrice was
enchanted, but tried to keep a straight face. What would follow may
not be friendly, but it had to be done.

“Just like I said before, I truly am
sorry for the death of your husband, but you see, Mark is young and
is always absent from school. This is not good for a growing child.
If he imbibes this as habit, I’m afraid he may end up living the
rest of his life with—”

“Tufiakwa! I reject it!” Akadie cut in, with an exclamation showing
revulsion. “Not my son. Unaa will outgrow it. He is only passing
through a phase, see? He is trying to absorb the punches life
throws. Once he is able to stand on his feet, he would have no
alternative but to let go,” Akadie opined, looking like she would
charge at the principal.

Beatrice was taken aback by the
woman’s intelligent train of thought. For such a woman to nurse
such wonderful views, such line of reasoning, means that there was
much more to her shabby appearance than met the eyes. And no wonder
the son was a high-flyer, a ball of fire. The woman before her
should be taken seriously!

“Well, I was hoping to meet you and
present things as they are. We had already concluded arrangements
to ask him to leave the school, but given the position and
circumstance here, I will only advise you to curtail the rate at
which he stays out of school or else stricter measures would be
taken against him,” Beatrice threatened half-heartedly.

“Please, my daughter, give him another
chance. I will try to make sure he is always around and in time,
but please don’t rusticate him,” Akadie broke down sobbing
silently. Tears streamed down her patched cheeks like
rivulets.

“It’s all right, Mama. Wipe your tears
and hold yourself, okay. We are here to make sure your son gets the
best, both in learning and in character. You are now free to go,
but always have what we discussed at the back of your
mind.”

Akadie stood up quietly and waltzed to
the door. Her movement was that of someone far-sighted trying to
make out the position of a nearby object. Beatrice’s pity for her
was immense. She escorted her and helped her cross the small
embankment just outside the building.

Back in her office, Beatrice
was moody and couldn’t focus well. Life
could be ludicrous. While most people live in affluence, others
wallow in abject poverty. She picked her
handkerchief from her large ornately designed handbag and dabbed
the tears building up around her eyes, very careful not to erase
her makeup, a touch of serious concern enveloping her.

While some people battled to achieve
academic excellence with all the resources at their disposal,
others who could hardly feed themselves had every endowment
entrusted on them to break even with reality, but were barred from
achieving their finer feelings by the constant barrier money posed.
Perhaps in her visitor’s bid to make ends meet, her only child had
probably assumed the role of a father and a son at the same time
and strove to reconcile his mother’s inadequacies occasioned by old
age. Beatrice pondered, still looking sour by the time the school’s
Mail Runner brought a pile of letters to her office.

 

 


 

During the staff meeting that Friday,
Mark’s case was first on the agenda. Teachers wondered why such an
issue should be found worthy of discussion in the first place, let
alone coming to the top of the list of things to be dealt with.
They could see that the ‘head’ took a special interest on the boy,
going by the way she presented his case. This was a boy everybody
had agreed should be shown the way out of the school because of the
negative impact his behaviour was beginning to have on other
students. This sudden upsurge of change of decision baffled
them.

Mrs. Beatrice delivered a long speech
on why the boy was always away from school, considering what she
gathered from the mother and urged the teachers to lay down arms
and help him out instead of treating him with disdain. Some of the
teachers who would have ordinarily reacted to such statement took
the insult lying down. They sulked in the corner; after all, she
was in charge. At the end of the meeting, having found it difficult
to shake off the ironclad interest the head had for the boy, the
teachers gave in.

That was how Mark came to
win the hearts of the teachers. He rose from being the despised to
the darling of the teachers. How
absurd, some still wondered.
But then whom the gods choose; no one
curses, others would add.

From then, the journey through
secondary school was no easy ride. Mark had Saturdays and holiday
periods, which were not enough, to contribute to the upkeep of the
family. There was no more going to the markets first thing every
morning before school. No more making the tour of the forests and
bushes around for windfalls immediately after school. He was
compelled to partake in virtually every school activity. Feeding
largely depended on his mother, as much as her energy allowed. Life
became more difficult than Akadie ever conjectured. The pang of
being a single parent hit her like a torpedo. She couldn’t thank
her ancestors enough for good health. Her rate of engagement in
things that fetched daily bread was tripled. Uwakwe’s share of his
father’s properties and the proceeds accrued therein helped to no
small measure here.

Akadie would always be
grateful to Nwokedi, Uwakwe’s half-brother, for his assistance and
male presence all the time. How wonderful a
man could be!

Life with Ahamba would be
hell. Nkeiru must be sitting on a red-hot coal. Iwuu! Nwanyi eriela ahuhu
na-onu! Oh, the woman has suffered! Imagine Ahamba, who is always
shouting and fretting like an ensnared dog? There is no doubt he
has a hand in Uwakwe’s death. There is no gainsaying it either. The facts are
there for the doubting Thomas to see. Ahamba never ceased to remind
me of Uwakwe’s death and what the future portends, given every
slightest opportunity? What could have been his motive if not to
make me die of anguish? I saw it and have suspected him from day
one. The scary look on his face the day Uwakwe came to pay my dowry
is still fresh on my mind. How could I forget that bloodshot look
that almost smoked the guts out of me and made me lose my carriage
when it was time to seek out my husband with a cup of palm wine?
The fear of hatred and rejection by a brother-in-law stuck with me all through the
Ihu Onu Aku ceremony, where the amount of my dowry was determined.
That day of no other days! I lost my confidence. That look utterly
showcased his stark hatred for me in its entirety. It was one
embarrassment I will never forget in a hurry. It is true that he
often assisted me in some little insignificant ways and his role
during my husband’s burial ceremony is a case in point, but that
did little to wipe the blood of my husband off his crusty hands.
Akadie will never be cowed! An old hen is never caught with mere
corns. I will never be hoodwinked with misguided love for what it
is worth . . . love he has shown with so much
underpinning, so much misgivings! I will drill what I know into
Unachukwu once he comes of age. I would make sure Unaa avoids him
and steers clear from his evil paths. What could he give and
possess that Nwokedi had not given and continue to give after all?
The gods planted Nwokedi and placed him strategically where I can
reach him. He is ever close where I can lean for support in times
of trouble. And has he not done his bit with every ounce of
vigour?

Those were the stream of endless
thoughts that always creased Akadie’s mind. With sheer hard work
and dedication, Mark made it eventually to the final year and it
took the assistance of the teachers to register him for WAEC
exams.

Just like everyone expected of him,
his result was not so bad for an average student who had no books
to prepare with. Given the opportunity and the advantage many
others had, he could have been among the best.

With that average
performance, some villagers who heard the news and misinterpreted
him to have passed in colours started laying claims to how they
assisted him through school. Some claimed to have paid his school
fees for some number of years. Others said they had sewn his
dresses, his uniforms,free
of charge a number of times.

Also for others, there was always a
thin line. Long buried quarrels were resuscitated and given life
again; dormant hostilities abruptly exhumed. The once
inconsequential Akadie suddenly became a serious
contender . . . the type to be subdued with
equal ferocity.

Out of no fault of hers, Akadie became
a public menace to her detractors, a threat to humankind. She
became a weed that should be uprooted before it reared its ugly
head. Meanings were read into everything she did; flaws followed
her every action. Before you could say ‘Alfred Izumeshie,’ land
disputes became a recurring decimal.

But in all, she resolved to fight with
the last drop of her blood. It was a taboo to turn deaf ears to
such a family matter. It was a dereliction of duty and the gods
never spared the culprit. Such negligence was always visited with
death. And so Akadie held tenaciously to what she believed was a
blatant invasion on her right—a trespass on Elemuo’s properties.
She fought and battled with all that she had, with every bit of her
strength.

Nwokedi was always on hand assisting
her where necessary, giving her the manly presence that motivated
her. He kept urging her on, pushing her from a distance. That was
just enough encouragement for her. She admitted to the miracles his
pushes did, even though he wasn’t ‘pushful.’ How it propelled her
otherwise, her efforts could have hit the rocks, especially at such
times when it looked she was about to lose it, could not be
overemphasized. When it appeared the enemies were beginning to gain
grounds, Nwokedi would come in to add new blood and renew her
strength.

Ahamba was always by the sideline
trying to make peace, even when evidence to the true ownership of
the parcels of land in contention was glaring. He would try not to
ruffle feathers . . . not wanting to incur the
wrath of the people who already despised the ground he
trod.

Such cowardice!

Akadie’s travails continued and Mark’s
plans for a possible future endeavour suffered a fatal blow.
Everyone seemed to have forgotten him. His cousins had all found
their footing in their various vocations. Ebere left for Kano and
Obinna got admission into the university to read
Medicine.

Friends of the same good old
Nwokedi suggested to Akadie that Mark be enlisted with Wuli, a
popular Bicycle Repairer at the village square. The reason they
gave was for him to stay around and assist her mother in the
village while he learnt and probably start off after some years.
Akadie wouldn’t approve of such demeaning handwork for her Unaa.
She turned it down very politely without showing her distaste.
Nwokedi tried to inveigle her into the idea, but met a wall.
It would have been a good reason to trap the boy
forever in the village but it appeared that won’t work out,
Nwokedi had thought with disappointment. He needed
to come up with a price Akadie won’t refuse.

The little money that could
have aided Mark and mother with feeding and their upkeep was used
to contract nwebe,
a seer who was all knowing and reputable
for cracking local disputes.

Elders of the village also
contributed to draining her from their constant demands for
abacha—cassava
noodles—and the accompanying kegs of palm
wine to be presented by a man before any of her cases was
considered worthy for hearing. Her battles were the prerogatives of
the men of the house and since her husband was the eldest and
Ahamba regrettably never showed the drive, the whole responsibility
fell on her frail shoulders. Nwokedi could be excused; his position
at the church wouldn’t tolerate any pagan-related practice, let
alone seeing him at anwebe. That would of course be an
overkill since he was known to have abjured anything
fetish!

It wouldn’t take much ado to figure
out where Mark’s academic future was headed. Every conjecture to
take his education beyond secondary level was ultimately dashed. No
miracle could make that happen, not with what he passed through
getting to where he was!

Every hope was lost. No relatives to
help out either. All Uwakwe’s friends took to their heels
immediately after he died. They rarely visited her again. She could
remember quite well how those men were always at each other’s necks
just to have a taste of Uwakwe’s palm wine.

Okpaekere, groundnut they called it, kenu bu
igba: this
is topnotch, and
would go on to praise it to the high heavens. According to
them, Uwakwe’s wine had a peculiar taste
that could only come from the finest brew. They would wait hours on end for his return from his numerous
rounds to assuage their thirsts. With Uwakwe’s exit, things had
grown quiet in her hitherto boisterous home. Sympathizers only gave
her the luxury of two weeks and her home became as quiet as a
graveyard . . . a church premise on a Monday
evening. She had Ahamba’s constant whines, the cries of her son and
the bleats of goats for company throughout the mourning
period.

With these dispiriting thoughts, her
appreciation for Nwokedi would come sweeping through her. Nwokedi
had had a hand in every good thing that had come her way. It was
the same Nwokedi who also brought Cyriacus from Ahiama town to
teach Unachukwu a trade in Lagos when all hopes seemed to have been
lost.

Cyriacus, who according to Nwokedi,
was doing marvelously well in his Timber Trade and from what Akadie
saw, that information was an understatement.

Cyriacus was a heavily
built, tall black man of about thirty-seven years of age who could
win any woman any day; an imposing presence that put him in control
anywhere. Akadie remembered how she cherished those costly clothes
he wore the very first day he visited. Even the type of car he came
in was enough to say it all. The perfume the man wore was another
thing; the aroma and fragrance hung in her hut even after
two Eke days. Money
was written all over him in bold letters. Such men were not easy to
come by.

Nwokedi, my husband, did all
this for me? she would say to herself,
thumping her chest with clenched fists.

Cyriacus exuded every inch the
trappings of the very rich and Akadie would chuckle inwardly at the
thought that formed in her mind each time she remembered what that
portended.

Unachukwu’s departure had left her
dejected. She was yet to survive the shock. The quick arrangement,
which saw Nwokedi at the helm of it all, was swiftly put in motion.
Mark had no choice but to gather his sparse personal effects. The
thought of leaving was killing. He felt disparagingly bad at the
idea and strongly believed that were he in the position to decide
for himself, he would have turned down the offer, preferring to
remain right where he was at the village with his
mother.

Something in him rebuffed the idea in
its entirety but there was nothing he could do. The home front was
bad news. It wouldn’t be bad to give the other side a try. Who knew
what the future had in store for him; he could only find out by
exploring it!

In all, the thought of seeing the big
city was thrilling in itself, but even at that, he had always been
around the village all his life and had come to be a part of it. He
braced the said journey with mixed feelings.

Often times, he would retire to a
corner to brood over the idea. At such a time he could even see
Lagos in his mind’s eyes—big buildings and costly cars he heard so
much about would stand magnificently before him. Excitement stole
his appetite and he could hardly sleep at nights, especially during
the small hours of the mornings. He would roll from one side of the
wooden bed to the other trying and forcing himself to sleep, but
all to no avail. The powerful hands of insomnia gripped him and
wouldn’t let go! Within days, black crystals began to form around
his eyes due to lack of sleep. To him, Lagos was just
it.

The week scheduled for his departure
was the busiest week he ever witnessed in his whole life. Friends
and well-wishers alike came and went and none left without his or
her own idea of what Lagos sufficed. They would pay particular
attention to the scourge they referred to as ‘women.’ The women,
according to them, could tear a man into shreds and make him forget
‘where he came from.’ Mark was severally reminded to avoid them and
whatever they represented if he planned to make it in
life.

‘Remember where you came
from,’
they warned.

He was advised to always put his ears
to the ground and respect his master.

According to one: “Listen and listen
attentively, my son, Lagos is a very big city. You will only
survive there if you pay attention to your boss. Do whatever he
says and never be unnecessarily headstrong. You may want to take
him for your equal sometime, probably because you may have added
some weight and height, but that is not what we are emphasizing
here. He is your boss and anything he says goes. With regard to his
wife, always do her bidding. If she asks and orders you to sit
down, don’t you hesitate but sit as that is the test of manhood.
They may decide to test your credibility by maybe pretending to
leave their money carelessly around the house. Under such
circumstances, what do you do?” she asked rhetorically. “Pick up
the money and return it intact to whosever that is in the
house.”

Before she continued what
appeared as the second round of her sermon, she lowered her voice
all of a sudden, threw a quick look around her shoulders and drew
Mark closer! Her voice was muffled as she spoke. “One other thing
worthy of mention here, make sure you avoid Lagos girls. Never be
tempted or drawn to them by their young and dangling breasts. Of
course you must have heard about the deadly disease that has been
around the corner now. What is the name again? EIDI—Obiri na-aja ocha,” she exchanged
conspiratorial looks with Akadie, who responded by quickly placing
her thumb across her lips and gesturing to her to lower her voice.
They exchanged stifled quizzical grins that lasted for a few
seconds.

“Look, if you as much as
touch a woman who has EIDI, you are instantly infested.
Dibia Ishimkpi, the great medicine man, was honourably floored by
the disease. It must have been a way the gods have chosen to punish
humanity for the atrocities we commit. I have always believed you
will not let us down. Akadie, this is the much I have to say. A
child who would live doesn’t need long lectures,
alaa m, I’m gone,” she
concluded, dusting her buttocks to show she was done and was ready
to go.

Mark never stopped giggling inwardly
at such hilarious jokes about AIDS. He had heard the tales over and
over again; it had lost its steam. He was more surprised how these
women got to know so much about Lagos even when they had not as
much as had a glimpse of it, much less visit it.

Those were special times for
Akadie also. She would embellish her statements with innuendoes,
trying not to appear vulgar, avoiding lines that appealed to Mark’s
baser instincts. In one of such moments, she had said: “Life you
see is a learning process. You learn from me and me you. We learn
from both young and old alike. Wisdom comes with age. I for one
have experienced a lot and so in a better stead to teach you the
facts of life. A woman, they say, is never found wanting when it
comes to dancing to the songs of her specialty. Lerukwaa anya ala oo—be careful.” She
would conclude by pulling one of her ears with her hand for
emphasis.

Words could not lucidly describe the
solemn feeling that beclouded Mark and the mother the day he was to
be whisked away to Lagos. He was in a gloomy disposition. The
impact of the departure suddenly hit him like a punch from a
heavyweight boxer. Who would tend to his mother’s failing health
while he was away? Who would she run to for support in times of the
unexpected and the infinitesimal breaks that went with old age? It
was true she promised to look for a housemaid between the ages of
twelve and thirteen to stay with her, but what would be her fate if
she didn’t succeed at the end of the day? Mark doubted if the
mother would look for a maid in the first place. She was stubborn
with such things! He tried to be calm about his emotional surge
during this period, but the more he tried, the more he got himself
worked up and felt giddy about it all.

To add his voice also, Ahamba had
invited him over for a word or two. Akadie warned him to be careful
and not to taste anything from Ahamba. In his usual avuncular air,
Ahamba had bellowed his instructions. Mark understood them to be
threats rather than the advice he expected to hear. With his voice
rising to a feverish pitch, he reminded Mark to be careful and not
be carried away with life. That Mark should be strong at all times
no matter what situation he may find himself. He was very brief and
direct, always was. No time for dilly-dallying, even though he
forgot he was dealing with a young boy. His tone alone was enough
scare.

Mark knew his uncle did that
to fulfill all righteousness and that gave vent to his mother’s
warnings. Only God knew the evil he was planning at the back of his
diabolical mind. Mark was surprised he bothered at all to advise
him in the first place. He was nonetheless touched by his words,
though his young mind was made up. Cruelty couched in humble phrases, he
thought.

The day arrived, friends and
well-wishers assembled to wish him a safe journey. Mark festooned
himself in what looked like a prolonged warm embrace around the
mother. The mother couldn’t hide the dejected look of stifled
somberness on her face. The whiff of melancholy was in the air and
could be felt by the onlookers.

“Always remember what I told you and
be of good behaviour,” she reminded him amidst sobs. “May the gods
of our forefathers be with you,” she prayed as they disengaged.
Mark lifted one of the bags and dragged towards the car, his
friends helped with the heavier ones and they inched both bags
close to the boot of the car. The heavier bag contained
edibles—palm oil, yam, cocoyam, and etcetera. Those were things
Akadie could pick from the farm and around the house.

“You would need them,” she had told
Mark when he complained they were so many.

Relatives and few of Mark’s friends,
Chidi, Uchenna and others, all barricaded him in an effort to
create one lasting impression. All spoke at the same time, wishing
him every good thing they could muster. Nwokedi was busy at the
background trying to down a keg of foaming palm wine with Cyriacus.
They jittered and chatted absentmindedly like two close
pals.

Finally all was set, Cyriacus was
ready to hit the road. Nwokedi walked to the side door of the car
and spoke through the lowered glass.

“Let it be as we planned. I hope to
hear from you soon,” he reminded Cyriacus.

Cyriacus was cooling off behind the
steering wheel now. He savored the impression his presence was
making on the people. Leisurely he shook his head in agreement,
slotted the car key into the ignition and turned. The car jumped
into life. He allowed it to steam for a couple of minutes and
pushed the accelerator to the floor, revving the engine, a Benz
car. The effect of his actions was not lost on the faces of the
villagers as they admired his every movement.

Let them feed their hungry
eyes and dream dry dreams, he muttered
viciously. Such moments were never rushed. According to him,
he could count the number of vehicles the
villagers have seen in the last decade. Who knows what their
expression would be when they see my jeep, he thought boastfully.

With Mark securely seated at the back
of the car now, Cyriacus gunned the engine and released the gear
lever simultaneously. The car surged forward and zoomed off,
sending a cloud of dust in its wake.

For Akadie, it took some willpower to
restrain her from running after the car as it sped off towards the
road. The crowd now transferred what remained of their consolation
to her, their heartfelt goodwill and sympathy on
display.

“It will be all right, Akadie,” one
began. “The first day my son, John, travelled to Jos, I felt like
dying. I was inconsolable. But I discovered I had to hold myself,
lest die of hypertension,” a woman said in an effort to diffuse the
tension-soaked atmosphere.

“Aah! Lagos, just here! You are even
lucky your son is going to just Lagos. Before the war, we used to
trek to Kafanchan with a keg of palm oil on our heads. There is
nothing to worry about. Tochi, my son, had been in Kano for close
to eleven years and here I am. I have not died. We have a number of
our people there in Lagos who visit home very often. They would
bring news,” another added.

While they were about to
retire to their homes, Ahamba walked in. He had a wrapper around
his waist and wore a singlet that had torn leaving one of the
sleeves hanging down. The tap-tap
of his walking stick as it connected with the
earth could be heard from miles. He missed Mark’s departure because
no one bothered to tell him the day they would be leaving for
Lagos. He was not filled in on who was taking Mark either. It was
the sound of Cyriacus’ car that got his attention.

“What is happening here?” he demanded,
throwing a monstrous look around. The once noisy crowd relapsed
into tranquility. Nobody dared to meet his eyes. His reputation
wasn’t something new to the villagers.

“Unaa had just left for Lagos,” Akadie
yelled, throwing herself on the ground and hoping that Ahamba could
console her at last. But her wailing did not curry the sympathy she
craved; it rather infuriated him.

“Just that? Is it why nobody will hear
something again? So we should all pack out of this neighbourhood
because your son did what his mates had done long before now?
Nonsense! Go and hit your head against the wall if you are really
aggrieved,” he hissed noisily and stormed out of the compound. He
added some indecipherable curses as he walked.

The women who stealthily went into
hiding immediately as Ahamba walked in quietly emerged and found
their voices again well after he had gone beyond the small gate
some distance away from Akadie’s hut. Two minutes later saw them
taking to their heels and dispersed for the fear that Ahamba may
still decide to come back. Ahamba was the type of man no pregnant
woman would want to wake up to meet in the morning for his
saturnine reputation and everybody knew this, but would rather keep
it to themselves!
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Chinyere, a tall black beauty, met her
heartthrob while she was still a student at the secondary school in
Umualaike. She was just fourteen when it happened. It was love at
first sight for her. But then it was just that and nothing more.
Two years later, she had matured into a full-blown woman. She was
not only just tall and beautiful; she was also svelte and richly
endowed. She had rings of flesh around her long neck like that of
an antelope.

At her tender age, she was a sight to
behold and hence the retinue of suitors from far and near. The
pressure from suitors was so much for her young and inexperienced
mind that it resuscitated her feelings for her first love,
Nathaniel, who happened to be among them.

It was a popular belief in Umualaike
that there was a point in a woman’s life when suitors came in their
droves. Such a period was not to be taken for granted because the
moment of draught was much more dreaded than even barrenness in the
life of a woman. The floodgates opened at some point and closed at
some other point leaving a woman, who was once a rave of the
moment, looking for just any man to call her
own . . . any man to help her banish
spinsterhood!

By the dint of this belief
Nwokedi, Chinyere’s father, felt it would be wise if his daughter
availed herself of the many opportunities opened to her to
avoid ngakwamara—regrets.

Nathaniel was some years older than
Chinyere. They had a thing going with each other back in the days
even though it was a mere childhood crush. They were fond of each
other and looked forward to their meetings on the road to Ekeshi
stream. She remembered Nathaniel quite often. He, like every other
school leaver, graduated and vanished into thin air and every
thought of him was erased from her mind after a couple of
months.

Incidentally, Nathaniel was among the
men seeking her hand in marriage. His presence after many years had
reignited her feelings for him again. Lovers love again no doubt
and that was what played out between the once lovebirds.

Nathaniel’s quest to get married so
fast, considering his teenage age by the village standard, could be
understood. He was the only son of his parents, so it became
necessary and pertinent to get him a wife as soon as possible to
avoid excuses. In Umualaike, a man of twenty-one years of age was
still looked upon as a child and should be provided for by the
parents.

He had left the village for Onitsha to
learn a trade and was set up two years later by the father, Mbagwu.
To say he was doing well was to understate it. In fact, the boy was
doing so marvelously well that in two years he was able to acquire
a second shop in the popular Ochanja Market.

Already, Nathaniel knew at the back of
his mind that he would be getting married even before his peers
could perceive the idea. The idea was like a seed sown into him
from D-one. He had carried it, nursed it and tended it to fruition.
The big plan was to start making babies and raise a family as soon
as possible. That had been the wish of Ojiugo, the mother,
also.

With Nathaniel, a local person, it
saved the Elemuos the trouble of making enquiries to know if he was
from a good home, as tradition demanded. Every single detail about
everyone within the community was known by all—and Nathaniel was no
exception. He was the only son of Clement Mbagwu, the famous
rainmaker. It was a thing of joy that Chinyere should be married to
such a family where farmlands, palm trees and bread fruits were in
abundance.

She would never
lack, friends would tell Ojiugo, urging her
on.

Palm trees, arable plots of land and
bread fruits were the villagers’ yardstick for accessing wealth and
once you have those, you could take on any girl, be it a
princess.

Before a fortnight, the basic marriage
rites had been completed and Chinyere was ready to go. Nwokedi
could not contain his joy; his plans were beginning to unfold
gradually according to his expectations. Regrettably Chinyere
wouldn’t be finishing her secondary education, but Nathaniel gave
him his word. He had assured him Chinyere would resume her studies
as soon as she settled down. Bottom-line was that Nwokedi had
succeeded at being the first and only man in the family whose
daughter was given out for marriage. It felt like he had achieved a
set target. It was a fulfilled conquest for him.

 

 


 

At twenty-one, Nathaniel’s
young blood was still hot and roaring to go. His dad was always
sending words across to know how he and his wife fared. The father
would want to know what he planned to
do and how he
planned to do it at the same time shrouding
the reason for the barrage of his enquiries in mystery. At
Nathaniel’s age, the dad still felt he was too young to be exposed
to certain words that bordered on vulgarism. His father still felt
those words were injurious to his health and so treated him like a
kid at twenty-one. Mbagwu was a smart obscurantist.

Nathaniel knew his father
was referring to making babies, but would rather not say it
pointblank. The point the old man was trying to send across dawned
on him and became clearer when he sent a keg of palm wine all the
way from the village telling him jovially that it would help boost
his libido! Nathaniel was not disappointed with his lot
either. When a father encouraged the son to
steal, he did that with everything he had, even breaking down
doors. He took up the gauntlet and went to
work. The first month passed with great expectations.

His business suffered as he became
scarce and only put in appearances every once in a while. To him,
there was task before him and every other thing could wait. What he
was experiencing was very natural and normal for every newly
married man. Everyone around him understood. He had waited
patiently for this all his life and now that he had it within his
firm grasp, he wasn’t ready to trade the moment for a pot of
gold.

When Chinyere went for a medical
checkup two months later and was confirmed pregnant, Nathaniel’s
joy could only be imagined. The thought of being a father was in
itself thrilling to say the least. He relished it.

In his eagerness to know what to
expect, Nathaniel had requested for an ultrasound. The result
showed the fetus to be male. He breathed out with satisfaction and
directed all energies and preparations towards the
delivery.

He bought male clothes of various
sizes and designs, bought a cot and converted one of the rooms
meant for his boy to the baby’s room overnight. He was very happy
and treated the wife like an egg, with extreme care. He never slept
at night without singing to the baby, holding Chinyere’s protruding
belly to his ear. Chinyere was his gold, silver and bronze. He
doted on her and made sure she never lacked anything money could
afford.

Chinyere never missed the regular
medical checkups also. Medical reports pointed out that she was in
perfect condition and that came with great joy too. Her pregnancy
was nearing the ninth month and her condition called for closer
attention and monitoring. Nathaniel helped out with most of the
cooking and his boy did the laundries during the
weekends.

He noticed the wife was becoming
irritable, complaining for just everything. He was told such
petulance went with pregnancy, especially the last uncomfortable
stage. She became something else each time she saw him come within
earshot. Furthermore, she lost appetite for every meal and also
wanted to eat just everything at the same time. Nathaniel could not
understand what he had done wrong, but was prepared to bear it to
the end. He took solace in the fact that Chinyere was never like
this all along. He reasoned that the burden of pregnancy must be
beginning to weigh her down. He would have gladly helped out, but
that was impossible.

He remembered the night the wife
almost fought him for wanting to make love. He couldn’t believe the
reaction he got from his once agreeable wife. She was so vile and
petrified that Nathaniel began to wonder if there was another thing
to it other than just a healthy request for sex. Further requests
for lovemaking, especially coming from him, were practically
non-existent, as the wife wouldn’t hear of it. She was in charge
and called the shots here. Nathaniel learnt to keep his space and
stayed his distance.

 

 


 

The news of Chinyere’s pregnancy, when
it got to the village, was received with great joy. Nathaniel’s
parents could not contain themselves. His mother, Ojiugo, danced
and danced and danced. They were agog with happiness and word was
quickly sent to the in-laws to share in the good news.

Nwokedi received the news with some
apprehension instead. He felt his daughter could be in some danger
if nothing was done to protect her and the child from enemies who
wouldn’t be happy to hear his only daughter was about to get a
pride of place in her husband’s house. He must, as a matter of
urgency, see Dibia Ishimkpi to help fortify her from every possible
evil projection!

First thing the next morning, he was
already up and heading to Ogbakiri town. People who ran into him
that early morning dragging a stubborn goat with some tubers of yam
tied on his bicycle took it he was rushing to the neighbouring
market to be back in earnest, given his position at the
church.

 

 


 

From the doctor’s prediction, delivery
would come within the third week of the ninth month. Nobody argued.
Everyone looked forward to that day. When it finally came, against
information previously held to be incontrovertible, it floored all
predictions! Both patient and doctor were taken unawares because it
happened on the first week instead of the third as
predicted!

Nathaniel was yet to survive the
trauma that accompanied the call he got that day. He never believed
it would happen that Friday, of all days.

His customers were beginning to get
worried. He had planned to stay home and shun every form of
distraction until after his wife had delivered. But the boredom he
felt babysitting his wife was killing. The yearning to go out was
just too much.

That Friday morning he had
decided to go to the market and put in an appearance after many
months. It was also an opportunity to unwind after being
incarcerated all these months. It would be fun to stop over at a
joint and nurse a chilled drink after what seemed like an eternity.
It was long he tasted a cold Star beer and enjoyed a good laugh
with friends. One good beer, at
least!

At the shop, business wasn’t
wonderful. He wasn’t worried though. He only needed to establish
his presence, having given his customers reasons to believe he
wasn’t always around. His boy at the second shop was doing okay,
which meant that what he lost from one shop, he gained at the
other. He couldn’t wait for the day to wear off. The wife had
become fond of him hanging around, even though she nagged and no
wonder she had been calling and flashing his cell phone
incessantly.

She must be feeling
bad, there is no
one around to vent her anger on, the never-ending tantrums that
unnerve me, Nathaniel thought with some
modicum of glee.

A number of times he had shouted her
down and even threatened to hang the phone on her. It was a huge
relief to be away. He now understood the many phases and faces of
marriage. Sometimes it never just rained but poured. He was
prepared to be the man no matter what, see it through to the
end . . . .

“Madam, a bottle of chilled Star,
please?” he requested after settling down into a white plastic
chair.

He had left the shop before the usual
lockdown hour, drove to Andy’s Restaurant & Bar for the
long-expected drink. Andy’s restaurant and bar was located at the
heart of Onitsha metropolis—Woliwo. Woliwo had an area exclusively
reserved for the rich and well to do to hang out. Andy’s,
especially, wasn’t the noisy and run-of-the-mill type that littered
every nook, cranny and crevice of Onitsha. It wasn’t just quiet; it
was also secured from public eyes. The drinks could be a little
above the normal prices, but customers were sure to have their
money’s worth and their secrets were kept secret!

Nathaniel had taken a seat
facing the entrance of the bar. It was his usual spot each time he
came around. He was luckily about the only person present in the
bar. Others were the barman and the coterie of female attendants.
They paced the length and breadth of the bar keeping busy in their
regular uniform—white tops and a black miniskirt that exposed just
too much for Nathaniel’s already starved sense of restraint.
Raskimono’s hit track, What’s gwan,
was blaring from the Kenwood speakers on the top
of the cemented counter. Nathaniel missed the place and saw that a
lot had changed already.

He was beginning to salivate at the
thought of the cold beer running down his parched throat as he took
the seat. He had waited for the drink, swallowing hard and
surveying the ambience after placing the order.

“Your drink is here, Sir,” the female
attendant chimed as she stooped to deliver the drink on the white
Innoson plastic table before him. Nathaniel, who was lost in deep
thought, gave a slight jolt. In a sweep, he took in the two breasts
hanging down invitingly as the girl gently and expertly placed the
bottle of beer before him. Her movement was breathtaking. Her steps
were practiced, no doubt. Their eyes locked briefly as Nathaniel
stared at her lustfully, stripping her. The girl wasn’t in a hurry;
she knew her would-be customer was watching. She wriggled her body,
rolling her eyes and darting her tongue sensually, sending desires
running over him. Nathaniel wasn’t impotent; he knew when the signs
were green and at such times, he wasn’t expected to sing but just
jump in and dance.

Sweat beads broke around his forehead,
ran down and his mouth felt dry. He opened his mouth uneasily to
ask for the girl’s name, as that would be the best way to get
started, but that was the extent that he got out. The shrill sound
of his phone cut him off. He looked between the girl and his phone
and at the phone back to the girl, indecision taking hold of him.
The situation called for immediate decision, a decision which must
border on the theory of comparative badness too! With a surge of
regret, he hissed. Grabbing the phone and seeing it was his wife,
he grudgingly pressed the ‘OK’ button. He was seething with anger
by the time he thrust the phone against his left ear, just to hear
her usual blurry tales.

“Hon-honey the baby is coming, please
hurry,” came the distressed voice of the wife at the other end of
the line.

“W-what? . . .Chi—!”
and the line was dead . . . static!

Nathaniel jumped to his feet, his face
ashen. The vibrating table sent wave-like crests and troughs
through the half-filled glass cup as his body brushed against it.
The beer splashed, sending a puddle which trickled down to the
marbled floor. Digging his hand into his trousers’ pocket, pulling
out a wad of twenty naira notes, and counting twenty five pieces,
he squeezed them into the waiting hands of the waiter, who was by
now very confused as to what the message could have been. Nathaniel
was in a frenetic haste; he had no time for explanation.

“Keep the change!” he
blurted out as he grabbed his car key and broke into a run towards
the exit. There was always a payback
day, he assured himself.

Zigzagging like a
rattlesnake, he tried not to bump into tables and chairs as he
rushed towards his car. He was tempted to add—you would be useful soon—to that
statement but thought better of it. No time for small talk; family
first!

The car started at the second
successive turning of the key. He revved the engine as soon as it
coughed into life and subsequently depressed the accelerator pedal
to the floor. The vehicle took off with a wild screech, leaving a
trail of foul smelling tyre residue on the coal tar.

Amoba Street was a ten minutes’ drive
from Woliwo, where he was. He was lucky the market had not closed
yet. Traffic wasn’t much; otherwise it would have been a hell of a
time to attend to distress calls.

At the close of the day’s business,
Onitsha and its environs were usually thrown into a huge traffic
jam. Nathaniel drove as though he was demented; clutching his
steering wheel as if his life depended on it. And as a
precautionary measure, he held his first finger on the horn,
honking away to alert hawkers who were known to be too stubborn,
even to oncoming vehicles.

He got home in approximately fifteen
minutes and dashing into the bedroom, he saw his wife clutching her
waist with both hands. She was on the floor in pains and his
presence even made it worse. Every sensory organ in him froze. The
only thing that came to his mind naturally was to take her to
hospital! It was like an arrow shot right into his heart each time
his wife cried out and that threw him further into an
uncontrollable frenzy.

Traffic was building up now. Nathaniel
was wild on the steering and lashed out at motorists trying to
impede his movement. The fear of having his wife deliver right in
his vehicle could not be tolerated. He cursed, hitting the steering
wheel and scratching his head repeatedly as he waited for the light
traffic to clear. He was in a fit of apoplexy! He was ready to go
the rest of the way on foot, carrying his wife the whole hog if it
were possible. He was so disturbed and disoriented that onlookers
noticed his dilemma and assisted at clearing the way just for his
car to go through.

With a sigh of deep relief, he made it
to the hospital eventually. At seeing him and the wife, nurses
rushed to help out with a stretcher. Chinyere was taken straight to
the delivery room and that was the last Nathaniel saw of her. He
was left all alone in the corridor of the hospital to pace and
pray. The waiting almost killed him. After what seemed like years,
the doctor emerged, beaming with smiles.

“Your wife has delivered of a baby
boy,” the doctor said shaking hands with him.

“You don’t mean it, Doctor?” he asked,
looking wondrous, his face brightening up as his voice faded to a
whisper.

“Congratulations.
Regrettably the child was hit by Asphyxia but he will be okay,” the
doctor added, leaving a bemused Nathaniel wondering what
Asphyxia meant.

Doctors and their big
words, he muttered as he
mopped his face with his soaked hankie.
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Slouched on the seat of the car, hungry, eyes
flashing to take in all of the details, Mark saw Lagos in its
majesty. What he heard was just a speck out of the spectacle before
his very eyes; it was equal parts madness and sanity.

He watched, very bemused at
the horde of people, the stream of vehicles, the cluster of
buildings, some of which were as tall as Udala trees in Umualaike. The noises
from Danfo and Molue, popular commercial vehicles in Lagos,
conductors kept him glued to his seat in horror as he battled to
come to terms with the madness that was the city.

Now he understood why Lagos was
referred to as the land of the Golden
Fleece . . . a melting pot to all Nigerians,
just like he heard from low voltage gossip circuit back in the
village. Now he understood why people who visited Lagos were lost
in its maze. And no wonder the ‘abroad’ given it by local people
who got swept off their feet by its magnificence suited it
perfectly. But why would people be blamed for sitting back to make
something out for themselves having travelled this far? Wouldn’t it
rather be a wasted effort to travel this far just for sightseeing?
That would be sheer foolhardiness!

It would be the first time
Mark had sat at a spot for this long; his ass smoked.
Where in the whole wide world could the people
zigzagging about emerge from?he wondered as
he watched, mouth agape, still huddled close to the window, his
head pressing against it. He saw, chagrined, that nobody cared
about what anybody did. People hustled, fighting for even the air
they breathed. Everyone was busy going about their business:
someone to meet, appointments to keep. They hurried in terrible
speed trying to get to God-knows-where, drivers cursing and lashing
at other road users desperately. The crowd must have also provided
a good cover for pickpockets, who Mark knew would be busy doing
their thing, according to stories. It was still a surprise how
pockets could be picked while victims were wide awake? The tale of
how people of questionable characters were treated disdainfully
back home flooded his mind all of a sudden. He remembered how some
whose involvement in devilish practices became unbearable, were
banished from their villages. The fate of Udeke whose wizardry was
discovered by the villagers and was thus summarily ostracized from
Umualaike was still fresh on his mind even though it happened while
he was still a kid. It was a terse message but clear enough to make
other like minds recoil in horror.

Despite his reservations about the
city, Mark was awestruck by the impressive buildings and powerful
road network. He wondered how much money and expertise that could
have been sunk in the project called Lagos. Will he ever fit in the
restless run in future? A cold chill began to run through him at
this realization. This mad rush had never been a part of his serene
Umualaike!

He began to miss home already! The
chaos was unsettling. Never before had he experienced such hordes,
such myriad of activities, even though he had read and heard so
much. He was never lucky to have gone for a holiday during long
vacations or had the luxury of having a classmate whose parents
were well-to-do. He was also grateful he patched through secondary
school nevertheless. Many of his age mates didn’t have such
opportunity.

It was past 4:00 p.m. now. The nearer
they got to the area Cyriacus lived, the quieter and more deserted
it became. Mark could make out the name of the estate from millions
of signposts scattered along the walkway: Ajao Estate. It was at
the outskirts of the town, by his calculation.

Cyriacus never uttered a word after
the incident they had at Okene. His concentration on the steering
remained rapt afterwards. The only time he spoke was on a rare
occasion when he spat at a motorist and cursed furiously as they
got into Lagos. The disappointment at Okene, Mark remembered, must
have caused him to relapse into quiet.

Mark was still occupied in his own
thoughts when the car suddenly came to a stop before a large black
gate. Cyriacus honked the horn and tapping lightly on the steering
wheel, he hummed an indistinct song while he waited. Seconds later,
the black gigantic gate swung open to expose a beautiful palatial
home yonder.

From Mark’s line of sight, what he saw
was more magnificent than he could express with words. He was so
immersed in the sight before him that he forgot to notice the
gatekeeper who was eagerly trying to welcome him also.

“Wellu kwom, Uga,” the
gate-keeper had greeted, mispronouncing ‘welcome,
Oga, Master,’ and waving
at him. The man, who was about thirty-five years, was in white
threadbare danchiki, which was popular with Hausas, that was struggling to keep
from turning brown. He was tall, a touch black and gaunt-looking
young man with three tribal marks adorning his both cheeks. Mark
almost laughed out loud at the way he pronounced his
words.

“How are you, Musa?”
Cyriacus asked as he shook his head in response.
“Alhamdullilahi! To God be the
glory!” Musa threw back, busy trying to
close the gate.

Cyriacus maneuvered the powerful car
around the concrete floor to the parking lot at the far side of the
house. The duplex was awesome. It was an eyeful to behold. Exotic
flowers bordered a small lawn right at the centre of the compound
and the drops of water that streamed from a mechanized fountain
washed the well-mowed lawn. No expense was spared as evidenced by
the marbled walls. Mark was spellbound. He moped like an imbecile,
utterly lost in thought. He was totally mystified and only caught
hold of himself when Musa came to the rescue.

Musa was all over him like a long-lost
dog at the event of reunion with the owner. He gingerly opened the
car’s boot and removed the contents. A lady in the wrong side of
twenties came out of the house with a smile playing across her
dimpled cheeks. She wore tight-fitting apparel that lay bare every
contour on her pale body. Everything was in place; all the bells
and the whistles. She rushed into Cyriacus’ huge arms and held on
for what seemed like eternity, planting kisses on his non-smiling
face. To Mark, the ugly drama came to him with mixed feelings,
revulsion on one hand and excitement on the other. He had twitched
at the amorous sight, but was overtaken by emotions almost
immediately. The lady truly appealed to his baser instincts. He
wasn’t prudish, but memories of lessons learnt during his teenage
years at Sunday school still hammered in his head. His nerve
endings always pretended it never attended the said lessons with
him and that wasn’t encouraging.

“How did it go at the village? Did you
have a wonderful time back home? Oh! I missed you darling.”
Questions streamed out of her in quick closely-knit
succession.

“I missed you too,” was all Cyriacus
could say.

She was suffocating and gagging him
with affection; Cyriacus had no space to express the magnitude of
his own ‘miss.’ In her desire to try to shower Cyriacus with love,
the woman paid little or no attention to Mark. Probably, she had
not noticed him. In fact, she displayed a touch of surprise when
she saw him eventually, but was quick to cover up. On his own part,
Mark was not cowed. He perceived a feigned excitement, couldn’t
swear to it though since it was on the web of
uncertainty.

It bothered Mark why Cyriacus had
decided to go into shell immediately after they left Okene and now
his sullen appearance? Was it about him? Could it be that he never
prepared for his coming? Was there a probability that he happened
at the village to see his sick father and was forced to take him
along?

Musa came out of the house panting
after taking the heads of plantain and the master’s personal
effects into the house. It was time to show Mark his room.
Cyriacus, on the other hand, had loosened up now. He carried Amanda
like a baby upstairs, taking the flight of stairs two at a
time.

Musa led the way while Mark followed
some even distance behind. Along the way, Mark stumbled on an
opened door leading to the living room and casting a stray look
inside, he was enchanted, drawn. What he saw in just a glimpse got
him transfixed. He pinched himself on the buttocks and rubbed his
eyes with the back of his sweating hand to make sure he was not
dreaming.

‘This cannot be true,’ he soliloquized
absentmindedly, slowly walking right into it.

At the far end of the gorgeously
decorated living room stood an edifying wall-to-wall television
set. Like a stray dog, he walked toward it. Reaching out, he
caressed the edges tenderly and did the sign of the
cross.

“Dis it my
roon,” Musa had said, dropping Mark’s bag
and hoping Mark was right behind him when he got to the entrance of
his room. He had spun around when he got no response and discovered
he was addressing no one in particular but himself. He threw a
cursory look around him but could see no one. He was
alarmed.

“Were it dis
boy?” he asked, quite bewildered. He was
very much aware of Mark’s presence right at his back some minutes
ago. Where on earth could he have gone
to?he wondered. He took off towards the
passageway, tracking Mark to where they had started off. He heaved
a sigh of relief when he saw that Mark was having a good time
making a tour of the living room.

What happened to Mark could only be
likened to a whirlpool, a vortex of the rare kind. It was a
serendipitous find! He was so stupefied by the sight before him
that he wouldn’t know and couldn’t fathom the force that defrocked
him of every robe of decency. The air in the living room was crisp
and chilly like what he had in Cyriacus’ vehicle, the rug could
reach the knees—such rugs never knew no bugs. The leather seats
were out of this world. The chandelier at the centre hung down
horrifyingly like the stalagmite in Ogbunike Cave. And for the
sound coming out from the radio set, Mark felt his heart shake to
the beats. Ugoegbe, the great drummer back home, would give up his
career if he as much as heard the musical note that emanated from
the speakers. It was so clear it could cut like blades. Everything
in the room was a touch of class and showed how tasteful Cyriacus
was.

“Kai Allah, yaro I was
looking for me? Why I do like this?” Musa
queried as soon as he saw Mark. He was looking very annoyed.
“Kwom les me show me my roon,”
he pleaded.

Mark was ashamed of his actions. He
followed Musa quickly. Musa, pointing at the room, rushed back to
his post immediately. Alone in the room now, Mark felt imprisoned
and forlorn. The room was practically empty except for the
king-sized bed that stood alarmingly at the centre, like coffin on
a hearse. He was helpless and did not know what to do next. He
looked at the ceiling-high oak closet and couldn’t make anything
out of it. To him, that could be a very large door to an adjoining
room. He was pondering over his next line of action when his master
opened and put his head through the door.

“Mark,” he called out in an
evenly-placed monotone. “Welcome once more to my home. Amanda, my
wife, will show you around later.”

That was it! Mark was still
bolted to his feet, still confused when after some ten minutes,
Amanda stuck out her beautiful face through the door and shouted,
“Hi!” and beckoned him to follow. “Come,” she added. Her hair was
done in a ponytail and she wore a bum-shot with a white-striped
polo top written: Niggars are Not for
Sale, boldly on the back. The slippers on
her feet were lined with furs; they sent muted sounds as she walked
on the terrazzo floor. Mark noticed she was no spendthrift with
words. It was too soon to conclude, but she had proved to be a
one-word person, no doubt.

The tour of the house commenced. Mark
was shown the kitchen thence the rest of the house where his
services would be needed followed. The ground floor had two rooms
while the first floor three. Apart from the two rooms at the ground
floor and one of the rooms upstairs, others were strictly out of
bounds for him. To those, he promised never to
interfere.

“Of course, yes, I came in this
evening. Well, I came with him. No, it didn’t fly—” Cyriacus was
overheard talking to someone on the cell phone as Mark and Amanda
passed by the door. Cyriacus had swayed and gesticulated from side
to side as he spoke, walking back and forth around the room. Quite
on impulse he lowered his voice and banged the door as soon as the
duo of Mark and Amanda came in view. It was an involuntary action
that suggested that he never expected them. Mark took in everything
in the room in just a glance: a monstrous-looking family bed that
had a large mirror on the headboard was laid at the centre like the
one in his room was positioned, two small side tables were attached
to the bed and a small television set was placed on a side stool
some even distance away from the bed, a table-sized refrigerator
was at the extreme part of the room, the entire wall of the room
was oak-paneled, giving it that glistening outlook, the chandelier
hanging and drooping down from the ceiling was smaller in size
compared to that in the parlour that had caught his
attention.

When the tour of the house was finally
over, Mark was given something to eat. He was famished and so
finished the plate of rice to the last crumb. It was after he
finished eating that he remembered he had not tasted any food the
whole day.

He remembered how they had tried to
look up a restaurant and how they were out of luck as they got
there minutes after the last parcel of food got finished. He
giggled inwardly at his Oga’s outburst, remembering how he reacted
immediately as he was told there was nothing left to eat. Mark
recalled with glee that he was not after all the only person to get
furious when there was nothing to eat; his master misbehaved and
could flip his lids too! The scene came back to him.

 

 


 

They had made a detour into a beaten
track that could pass for a footpath. From Mark’s calculation, the
journey to the dingy restaurant took a few minutes at a ten
kilometers per hour drive. According to the signboard some distance
before the not-so-frequently-used track, the signpost read:
Agbor.

“Let’s get something to eat,” his boss
had said matter-of-factly as if Mark’s refusal would not have had
any effect.

They had left the highway and took the
dingy path. Three minutes later, they got to a point where the road
was forked. They left the broad, frequently used one and veered
into the not-often-treaded path overgrown with grasses. Another
three minutes drive brought them to a set of thatched houses built
with mud bricks. Mark saw no threat here; houses back home were
also built in mud too, difference was in the design. There were men
and women of different sizes all over the place. Some were
bare-chested with red wrappers around their waists. Palm fronds
were tied around their wrists and some held between their teeth.
Three huts formed a semicircle around the compound. The bigger one
at the centre, which struck Mark as the dining hall, overlooked the
drive. It had a large palm frond forming an archway with the door.
Two serious-looking hefty men whose breasts heaved with every
breath they made stood guard at each side of the door. Beyond the
vicinity, a thick impenetrable forest stretching at least another
three kilometers into the backwoods beckoned.

The mounting curiosity in
Mark began to give way to a palpable fear. He never suspected any
foul play, but something in him kept telling him something wasn’t
right about the place. He quickly pushed the thoughts away and
eagerly looked forward to taking something and couldn’t help
salivating. He began to swallow hard at the thought of a good
steaming Egusisoup and Fufu.

His master had stopped the car and
killed the engine some metres away from the bigger hut. He had
exchanged knowing smiles with the guards. Walking with ease and
stooping low to avoid hitting his head against the short door
frame, he strutted into the hut. Mark followed him with his
eyes.

Some minutes later, Cyriacus came out
smiling from ear to ear and strode to the back of the car to
consort with Mark. Mark’s taste buds were aroused by now; he could
even see the dish that awaited him at the foreground. He warmed up
to the occasion. His master grabbed the car’s door handle and
opened it. Mark was thrilled when his master requested few naira
notes from him to add up to what he had on his person. Mark was
happy he was considered relevant to contribute his beggars might at
this point. He dipped into his trousers’ pocket and pulled the
money his mother and well-wishers gave him to buy ‘cold water on
his way’ with. According to Cyriacus, he wouldn’t want to take the
trouble of going to his bag at the boot for some money.

After what seemed like ages, Cyriacus
stormed out of the hut fuming and bellowing at the management for
their incompetence and laxity.

“Just imagine after wasting my
time . . .” He was addressing no one in particular
but was loud enough for Mark to hear every word,
“. . . having given me the impression there was
something on the way? What nonsense!
Well . . . hang on boy, we shall be in Lagos in
no time.”

“I will be all okay,
Oga,” Mark replied, even
though his boss was not making any sense. He shifted uneasily and
tried to project that don’t-you-worry-all-will-be-well kind of
expression to assure his boss. Within him, his disappointment was
immense, even though his boss’s show of concern melted his
heart.

Cyriacus managed the scene so
effusively that young Mark was wholly taken in. How could he ever
know that he just failed a test that would have initiated a ritual
murder and only escaped death by the whiskers?

“That boy is bad news. The gods abhor
such people,” the Baba had announced when it was very obvious
nothing could be done to remedy the situation. The Baba had
demanded for anything in Mark’s possession to be used for the
preliminary test, the result wasn’t a welcome one.

Cyriacus was beside himself with
anger. He had never experienced such disappointment in all the
years he had been with the Brotherhood. He had tried to coerce the
old man into going ahead with the ceremony against all odds, but
was rather met with a disconcerting countenance.

What the gods have rejected,
they have rejected,Baba had thrown back.The
Baba knew the consequences, of course. He knew he was a mere
instrument and could not take contrary decision. The bundle of
money Cyriacus set before him, notwithstanding, did little to sway
him. The gods’ verdict stood unwavering!

 

 


 

In the confines of the room, Cyriacus
was too detached for comfort. Amanda had been around so long to
know when to put her desires in check. She saw that the coast was
not clear for lovemaking and catch ups so she had slept facing the
wall as soon as dinner was over. She alone understood what Cyriacus
was going through. His critically sick father was enough to throw
him into such a pitiable state, not to mention the botched mission,
even though he was battling to give the impression that the drama
that took place on the way back to Lagos didn’t in any way perturb
him. He was trying to trivialize the issues as though they were
nothing, but Amanda knew he was suffering deep inside.

There are several ways to
kill a stubborn rat; if the use of trap did not work, an overdose
of chloramphenicol capsule would. When one way closes,
my father had often said,
other ways would surely open. I only need to be attentive and know
when such opening happens. I have done my part, the Brotherhood
would finish the rest,Cyriacus thought as
he tried to justify his disappointment and thus brooded while
pretending he had also slept.

He had the boy at the seams so that
part was rested. There should be no qualms there. At his disposal
were the proverbial yam and knife; the power to give or not were
his prerogatives. The bottlenecks now were the rigors that went
with having to initiate Projects Two and Three for a small problem
he could have ordinarily handled like others. That part was never
considered in the mix. And to tread those paths sufficed to say
that he failed. It would have been a very smooth and easy kill had
the old wanker not messed things up. The Baba was only being
stubborn and old-fashioned. Cyriacus wasn’t in the mood to
accommodate such nonsense. The old man could not claim to be
working on the Brotherhood’s payroll and refuse to carry out the
simplest of tasks! What moral ground would Cyriacus have now to
contest the Deputy High Priest against a much more experienced
Odenjinji? The mess had really punctured his ego and given it
multiple holes!

Three weeks was a very long time to
deliver and that came with some joy. The last three assignments
didn’t present much trouble except for his mother who almost ruined
his towering reputation by her continual appearance two weeks after
her death. Cyriacus knew how much he spent to trap, chain, and lock
the rubbish for good! His sister’s first son was an easy run and
the tracks were covered to the point of non-existence. He now had
his brother in-law, his sister’s husband to be grateful to for a
successful, non-attributable delivery. Joseph kept to his vows,
even at his own peril. And had the members of the Brotherhood not
pledged their unflinching loyalty and noble service to one another
as a requisite for acceptance into the fraternity? He still owed
Joseph a huge favour to be paid anytime soon.

Project One had failed and there was
no gainsaying it. There was no crying over spilt milk. He couldn’t
change the hand of time. Project Two should be initiated as soon as
possible and there wouldn’t be any mistake this time. The headache
was that the failure would involve the presence of the Brotherhood
just as the constitution required. The Brotherhood usually came in
to arrest such troubling situations that individual members found
to be a hard nut. The incident that happened at Agbor was not
ordinary according to the stubborn juju man who also had a direct
communication with the Chief Priest—the spiritual leader of the
Brotherhood. Left for Cyriacus, he would have preferred to be given
a second chance and right the wrongs himself, if not for the ritual
that accompany such sacrifice.

On a lighter note, he realized he just
needed to play his part during this period to avoid further
blunder. Patience was what he needed most now. His mood should be
genial at best so as to avoid suspicion from the boy. It would take
God to save him though.

Feed the boy fat and prepare
him for the task ahead, the Chief Priest
had instructed him immediately after he learnt that Project One
fell through. Cyriacus deviously thought about the consequences of
failure as he battled to sleep. He hoped to swing into action in a
day or two as soon as he was rested. The Brotherhood wouldn’t
entertain any form of mistakes, or even leakage of any sort and so
he must be conscious of how he treaded.

Habit borne out of years of experience
had equipped him with the expertise at concealing his tracks. This
last assignment would prove to be his leap forward. The Chief
Priest had hinted him that this third sacrifice would either make
or mar him. It would usher in a lot of good things—wealth and
power. Besides adding a few years to longevity, the success would
also project him higher on the rungs within the cadre of the
Brotherhood. There was nothing to worry about. The darkest was
usually nearest the dawn. A knife to the throat and he was good to
go home. The future looked bright and enterprising. He could feel a
foreboding sense of accomplishment already. His smile in the
darkened room before drifting off a deep sleep was without
humour.


7

In the heat of the scorching Kano sun, Ebere,
like his colleagues, equally hustled for the proverbial daily
bread. Business had not been wonderful of recent, but he had
survived. NAFDAC agents had started him off badly and every man
that dressed in a white shirt and black marching trousers was
suspect, an enemy. They gave him the scare. Life was becoming more
and more difficult with the passing of each day. His stock was on
the decline and he seriously needed a miracle to stay afloat or
pack bag and baggage. No matter his condition, he still believed he
was a part of the market; an embodiment of Sabon Gari who should
also be taken seriously.

Ebere was Nwokedi’s first son. He was
twenty years, dark, slim and tall. After his secondary education,
which he managed to pull through of course, his father had
hurriedly sent him to Kano to learn a trade. Nwokedi had planned to
invest his life’s savings on the boy to get him on his feet as
quickly as possible aside Obinna who was in the university. To him,
time was of the essence. He just couldn’t wait to see Ebere start
on his own, the six years agreed for his apprenticeship
notwithstanding. It would be a dream come true.

And as fast as he so needed
this to happen, Nwokedi had cut the boy’s stay short, sent him
money to start his own. He knew his first son was very dull
academically and wouldn’t want to be reminded further. Who wasn’t
dull anyway? He also believed the boy would excel in other areas of
life apart from academics given the opportunity and the right
environment. He had seen the entrepreneurial abilities in him.
After all, he, Nwokedi, experienced a slow transformation into
manhood. And Ebere took totally after him. A chip off the old block!

Nwokedi’s plan for his
children was nothing short of a secure future. Whatever he fought
for today, all his labours and sweat were all in an effort to make
sure none of his children experienced the travails, the hardships
he went through growing up. The end
justified the means, he would always say.
And he had his success to attest to that. He had always outshined
and outclassed his peers. The gods had been fair to him over the
years and he was eternally grateful. Now he had vowed to impart
that winning streak into the lives of his children.

It would hurt him to no small measure
to see his children grow up to be treated with disdain. To have his
children drag a parcel of land, which naturally should be theirs
for the asking with anyone, would be like stabbing him to the
heart. He wouldn’t mind fighting such opposition even from the
grave. His children should be tops in their endeavours. When they
spoke, others should listen and he would stop at nothing to achieve
that.

It has
begun, he noted with joy.

 

 


 

The three years Ebere spent with
Ignatus Ogbonna were the most lacklustre experience the man had
ever had with boys under his tutelage. And so when the dad sent
word that he planned to set his son up, all of a sudden, Ogbonna’s
joy could not be measured. Ebere was a dunce if there was anything
like that.

After three years of his
stay, Ignatus whom Nwokedi addressed as Igne for short could bet with his life
if Ebere could recall up to five names of different drug names in
the very shop he had manned for three years. The boy was a hopeless
case according to him and was only good at doing the wrong things.
Anything debasing, anything the society frowned at were his areas
of specialty. The number of times he was left alone at the shop,
Ebere could not boast of making the smallest of sales. Customers
complained and reported that he would search hours on end for the
required product, running his eyes from counter to counter in a
moronic stare, the customers wouldn’t but leave in
anger.

Ogbonna was able to put up with the
boy because of the long-standing relationship he had with the
father which spanned five years before the civil war. From all
indications, Ogbonna had noticed that Nwokedi also was aware of his
son’s learning disabilities from the way he reacted each time the
boy’s case was mentioned. On so many occasions, Nwokedi would hush
him and beg him from letting outsiders hear his complaints. When it
got so bad that Ogbonna could bear it no more and threatened to
send him home, Nwokedi almost broke down in tears over the
telephone. Ogbonna was severly touched at how passionate Nwokedi
truly wanted his son to succeed that he decided to endure the boy’s
excesses some of which regrettably bordered on
malfeasance.

No need crying over spilt milk.
Everything had proved the boy was empty upstairs. To Ogbonna, he
never existed. But how much could a man endure? Nwokedi was very
good to him, especially when he recalled the role he played during
the war as a Captain in the Biafra Army. Without him then, hunger
would have ravaged him and his mother. He couldn’t sit and watch
his son perish even if it was the only way to show appreciation.
Ebere was like the mosquito that perched and sucked at his scrotum;
if he tried to kill it, he would end up hurting himself and if he
decided to leave it, it would suck him to his grave.

Beating him could not save the
situation. His buttocks were much like a hardpan; he was immune to
pain. Ignatus resorted to denying him food each time he misbehaved,
but he became worse.

Due to his father’s persistence,
Ogbonna laid down arms, but this happened after he disengaged the
boy from every active role in the business.

It was a huge relief when Nwokedi
removed the burden fastened around his neck. Ebere was one
encumbrance Ogbonna would be happy to be rid of with so much
fanfare.

And just like he foresaw, despite the
huge capital at Ebere’s disposal well enough to make any right
thinking young man launch himself into the league of men, the first
six months proved doubters wrong. It was a six months of honeymoon
before a wedding for the young man. He was like a man granted
freedom after years of incarceration. He saw freedom
unfettered.

Ogbonna rightly did not assist him
with raw cash. He knew that any money given to the boy was as good
as gone. Ebere was an embodiment of failure and any money entrusted
to him would be squandered. He tried to advice Nwokedi, but met a
determined man who would go to any length to have his way. Instead
of committing his hard-earned money in a venture he knew would
fail, Ogbonna rather facilitated the renting and subsequent payment
for a shop for two years for him. That gesture no doubt would have
set Ebere off on a better start, to say the least, if he truly had
it in him to succeed.

To give him the benefit of the doubt
also, aside from renting the shop, Ogbonna also monitored and tried
to advise him on how to get started. All efforts fell on deaf ears.
Ebere was now in charge. He had the money; he made the rules.
Ogbonna could only add his voice from a distance.

In a flagrant disregard of his
warning, Ebere stacked the length and breadth of his shop with
goods, leaving not even a farthing for rainy days. Like the cursed,
his shop was the first to be clamped down by NAFDAC officials for
fake drugs. He was out in the cold before he even got started
feeding from what he could get running errands. He was back in the
trenches, just like Ogbonna foresaw.

Even at his disadvantaged position,
most men whose shops littered all over Sabon Gari market started
like that. Life wasn’t fair to everyone, but hard work paid
eventually. If Ogbonna could make it, then everyone could. He
needed not to be reminded how he started with a paltry twenty
pounds given to him by the Federal Government after the war. He was
condemned to suffer eternally but the many years of toiling and
sleepless nights paid off, even though it wasn’t a sudden
jump.

Ebere now had something to
blame for his malfeasance. He once heard people tell him to be
careful what he wished for he might have it. How right they were! It was never
his plan to end up entrapped in a shop like a prisoner all his life
in the name of running a business. That was never his idea of fun
and he had silently protested. Something in him rejected it in its
totality. Impounding his goods was a dream come true. He could now
chart his own course and live life the way he had always wanted
without undue interference by his father or anyone.

Ebere reckoned that if his father, a
mere Typist with the Local Government, could afford such a huge sum
of money besides taking care of his younger one in the university,
then the old man was not doing badly. He needed to be free from his
hold, preferring to hustle to make a living like a man.

 


 


 


The foam felt soft and supple to the touch.
Mark dozed off immediately as he hit the bed. He had never
experienced a more hospitable treatment before. But for the
terrible dream that roused him slightly, he slept through like a
baby.

He dreamt about how five armed
vicious-looking men pursued him. As much as he did his best to
outrun them and get out of harm’s way, it still never failed to
dawn on him that he may not hold on much longer. He battled and
fought with all his might. It looked as though he was tethered to
an elastic material that encumbered his movement. He tried to
shout, but no sound escaped him. The assailants were inches away
and were only trying to get hold of him before sending him to the
great beyond. With what was left of his strength, he fought and
kicked furiously in the bid to break loose from the stalking hounds
when they finally caught up with him.

He woke up still struggling.
It was a great relief to discover it was all a dream after all. He
was frightened out of his wits and sweated profusely. He analyzed
the dream and saw there was nothing to it. There was nothingunusual about an ordinary
dream. Such dreams
had always been a precursor to malaria attacks, he noted. Two minutes later saw him snoring again as though he
was sedated.

 

 


 

A loud, hard knock on the door got him
scampering out of the bed, still dazed with sleep. It took him some
seconds of sustained rubbing and blinking of his eyes to overcome
the persistence of vision that played a momentary trick on him as
he turned the light with the bed switch, blinding him. He
discovered to his disappointment that he had, for once, overslept.
It was not a good way to start off.

“Mark, wake up and open this door!”
Cyriacus ordered outside the room, still banging on the door with
clenched fists.

“G-goo-good morning, Sir,” Mark
stuttered, drooling in the process. He was put off totally by the
change of environment. The door of his room back in the village was
usually by the right once he stood up from the bed and he could
just stretch out and open it, even while still on bed.
Involuntarily, he had started off towards the right and hit the
wall. Like one teleguided by a clairvoyant spirit, he had pushed
his way towards the direction of the sound, feeling around the door
for the knob blindly.

Cyriacus stared down on him with anger
written all over his face. Every driveling and incoherent sound
Mark made as he saw Cyriacus vanished instantly. He wore a
three-quarter jeans and a baseball jersey. His eyes blazed with
fire.

“Is this how you sleep?”

“Y-yes, Sir. I mean no!” he quickly
corrected.

“Just look at the time. I wouldn’t
want a repeat of this ugly incident again,” Cyriacus
threatened.

“Yes, Sir.”

“You would be taken round to be shown
your duties. Whatever you are told to do should be done regularly
and nobody should remind you before they are done. Is that clear?”
Cyriacus fumed and walked out.

“Ye-Yes, Oga,” Mark stammered. He reckoned it
wouldn’t be right to keep saying ‘yes, sir’. He tried to chip in
something as a way to show remorse but couldn’t figure out what and
thus only succeeded in muttering the only two popular words that
came handy under the prevailing circumstance.

“Sorry, Sir.” with the tip of his
tongue touching his palate as he muttered ‘Sir’.

He was still battling to recover from
the shock of that encounter when Amanda came by minutes
later.

“Hello, Mark?” she called as she
knocked, while simultaneously pushing the door to open.

“Hope you slept well?” she asked in
her usual sanguine character.

She was in oversized silk
pajamas, she folded and held one hand around her navel to ease her
movement. Black, soft leather slippers on her feet and her hair was
neatly cropped and covered in a black net. Only the rich wear slippers, Mark
noted, running his eyes all over Amanda in a clean
sweep.

“Good morning, Auntie,” Mark
greeted.

“Good morning to you. First,” she said
peremptorily, “go to the wash room and clean up. Please be quick
about it. I will be back in no time. And hope you still remember
how l demonstrated how you can use the WC?” she asked
condescendingly, looking into Mark’s face and giggling.

“Yes, I do, Auntie.”

“Then get on with it and hurry,” she
called as she took the flight of stairs two at a time.

Mark walked rather apprehensively to
the bathroom that equally housed the WC around the eastern path of
the house. Amanda had a way of making him feel like he was an
embodiment of the big house.

After washing his face and cleaning
his tongue with the chewing stick he brought from the village, he
strode leisurely to his room and waited. True to her promise, she
emerged almost immediately. Mark swallowed dry saliva as soon as he
set his eyes on her, her presence doing little wonders to his
system.

She took him to the kitchen a door
away from the dining room and pointed out the pile of dirty plates
stacked in the sink. The instruction was that he should do justice
to such at the end of every meal.

That noted, the next stop
was the garage where his Oga’s
fleet of cars was parked. It was also his duty to
wash them, especially the ones his master would be using for each
day’s business. For that day, a Monday, the roster fell on the
Acura Legend car. Mark was awestricken and gaped in wonderment at
the cars! Amanda left for upstairs when they were done, but added
that the cleaning of the entire house was reserved for
weekends.

That marked the beginning of what
would appear a long stay. It actually felt like he was home because
he had settled down almost immediately. But after three days, no
mention was made of his sole objective of coming to Lagos. It
wasn’t as if he was bothered; there must be a very good reason for
the delay. He looked forward to that day he would be taken to
Alaba—a market that dominated discussions at the village square for
years.

Alaba International Market,
Mark heard, was famous for its size and far-reaching stocks. He
nursed the feeling that his Oga
could be preparing him for the arduous task ahead
by first trying to put him through the pros and cons of the house.
Secondly, since it looked like he was the only apprentice around;
it could be possible that he needed some time to learn the ropes
with regard to his environment before being launched into the
street. His mouth began to moisten.

He was excited at his good fortune.
Like zephyr blowing across the east, Cyriacus had been sent
purposely by God to rescue him and his mother from penury. But
something struck him, he noticed his master hardly went out during
the day and did most of his business at night. For a trader, Mark
would have expected his boss to go to man his shop on daily basis
since he seemed to be the only apprentice around. On so many
occasions, he had heard hushed voices at the dead of the night. The
sound was always so low it looked like some people somewhere were
engaging in some ritual chants, some tête-à-tête. But just as
quickly as the thoughts came, he waved them off. There was no time
for such nonsensities. All his energies should be geared towards
making his hosts happy. They deserved the very best from him and
should get it. He was poised to win their trust and love within the
shortest space of time. Once that was done, any other balderdash
could follow, he opined, as he went about his duties with
concentrated equanimity.

 

 


 

A week and two days is too
much a grace, Cyriacus thought. It was time
to alert the Brotherhood. Mark was ripe enough to be done away
with. Every necessary precaution had been taken, every routine had
been observed. Project Two was the penultimate phase to the
onslaught. Mark’s frame of mind towards him at the moment should be
cordial at best. The powdery concoction that was administered into
his every meal should have started having positive effects on
him.

Project Two was partly about the
administration of the drug and its effects at humbling a victim
leaving him vulnerable and at best . . . a
vegetable. It had a soporific tendency, the efficacy was so
ravaging it could cripple a giant, leaving him to stare and
slobber . . . all strength to resist
sapped!

Getting close to the victim and making
him a part of the family was also another objective of this phase
and Cyriacus was on the road to achieving that. The Brotherhood
chose to tread this part because it had saved them the trouble of
possibly doing something messy and the idea had paid off
greatly.

After some days of careful monitoring
through his window, Cyriacus had noticed remarkable changes in
Mark’s overall behaviours. Absentmindedness and traces of
sluggishness were the two predominant symptoms and he saw those
signs in the boy as he slurred about his duties. Mark, according to
him, was no better than a moron in his approach to his chores and
that was very consoling.

The most interesting part was the
victim’s state of mind towards the host when the effects of the
drugs started manifesting. The host became a living arbiter whose
orders should be carried out to the
forth . . . a messiah sent to rescue the
oppressed. The boy should be seeing him and Amanda now as two
lovebirds that could never go wrong!

 

 


 

Cyriacus couldn't be more grateful for
his luck at hooking up with Amanda. Amanda had proven to be an
indispensable ally as well as a would-be wife. Such rare
combination was not easily found. Some of his colleagues didn’t
have it so good. His colleagues’ wives were kept in the dark about
their ties with the Brotherhood. Amanda was different. She was like
a square peg put in a matching square hole; she fitted like a
glove. Nothing in the world would make him lose her. In fact, he
planned to take her to the aisle as soon as the onerous task before
them was over. Such a rare gem was Amanda!

He had met her in a shopping mall.
Their meeting was strictly a poke of happenstance, a chance
encounter, the type he never looked forward to. It was much like a
bolt from the blues.

Women gave him the scare right from
the cradle. He had hugged his solitary life all along without
problems picking call girls instead for his biological needs until
that morning when everything changed.

He usually did his shopping every
other weekend and that faithful Saturday afternoon was remarkable,
although he set out to right wrongs. He had searched for a new
place to shop because the management of the supermarket he bought
his things from was beginning to bore him greatly by their
incessant lack of new stock. He had also made friends with the
attendants rather too early and that familiarity was like a spell
that held him bound. He couldn’t afford the troubles they posed
over the months. He had tried to put up with it till he was pushed
beyond the limit of his capacity. He wasn’t going to tolerate such
ineptitude any more than he had already done.

A lesson learned!

There were good places around Lagos
for his calibre of men where he could have value for his
hard-earned money. He was tired of throwing good bucks around like
some debauchee gone wild. The idea of taking his generosity for a
Santa Claus was beginning to infuriate him a great deal and so that
very day he chose to have himself a change of scene.

As he approached the new super market
around Broad Street, he was attracted by the neon light that bid
him welcome. With the swaggering gait of a town crier, he sauntered
into the building. Greeted by the ever-present guard by the
entrance door, Cyriacus had waved casually in response, seriousness
boldly written all over him. Too much familiarity, he recalled, had
only brought him troubles. It was his closeness with the last
people that got him stuck for so long, even when he realized he was
being conned. He wasn’t in a mood to encourage that again. Such
cowardice!

No time for
pleasantries, he thought as he walked from
row to row picking items as he had them lined on a sheet of paper.
Halfway into the rounds, he remembered he needed to change his
bedspread now that he planned to bring his kill home in a month’s time. He
reasoned it would be wise to transfer the old one from his room to
the visitor’s room and introduce a new one. Problem with big
supermarkets was how to figure out sections where items you needed
were located and he had resolved to do it all alone, pay up and get
out.

It was still too early to start
getting friendly, not with how the attendants look forward to a tip
for every help rendered. He had planned to watch them first, know
what they have to offer and maybe take it from there.

He searched frantically, bumping into
co-shoppers as he moved from row to row. Three rows to his right,
he stumbled on it. Different colours and different tapestries of
various designs were stacked to the roof of the mall. His face
brightened and his pace quickened. But problem of choice stared him
in the face. Some of the bedspreads were either of low quality or
were too small for his family-sized bed.

Five minutes of careful but
contemplative search, his eyes rested on a blue flowery silk
material some metres away to his left. He stretched his hand to
pick it, brushing past a lady beside him as he did so. But the lady
who had been busy also trying to select from the pack beat him to
it. She also had an eye for a blue silk flowery
bedspread!

Cyriacus was exasperated. Blood rushed
to his face. His status and appearance were enough to be accorded
some respect. It had been long he flexed muscles with people over
little matters. He had outgrown that state in life when he dragged
things with people, low lives at that in the name of shopping! A
snap of his fingers and whosoever it was got crushed. His eyes
glowered, bloodshot!

Quickly he retrieved his hand,
clenched it into a fist and opened his mouth to argue it out with
whosoever it was but retracted, stunned. He thought better of his
next action as his countenance abruptly changed from one of
hostility to geniality. He was beset with that awkward moment when
you ran into a woman you admired but could not find the courage to
open up to, an overture even though you practiced and rehearsed
your lines.

The lady before him was a drop-dead
beauty, a voyeur’s dream and he was enchanted. He tried to put up a
more cordial air but the deed was already done. Pockets of sweat
broke around the bridge of his nose. He fidgeted uneasily and
swallowed hard again and again, his Adam’s apple bobbling up and
down. He hoped and prayed for a miracle.

And the miracle he fervently prayed
for came, but from the person he least expected it from. The lady
came to his rescue as he was about to fall deeper and deeper into
the abyss of embarrassment.

“Hello? Sorry I was a step ahead of
you,” the lady chimed, laughing sensually. Her voice sounded
angelic and soprano.

“I-I know,” Cyriacus blurted out
pitiably.

“But then, if you are that desperate
about this particular one, I can always let go of it. There are
many here,” she added soothingly, flirting with him, brushing the
lock of her hair with her finger like ladies were wont.

“I would appreciate that very much,”
Cyriacus threw back, a sheepish smile playing across his face. His
expression was that of a man who felt so lucky to have a beautiful
woman open up to a conversation. He tried to sustain the tempo and
held on. A force in him urged him on much unlike him. The coast
appeared clear and green.

“By the way, my name is
Mgbemere. Mgbemere Cyriacus and ladies your type call me CY for
short,” he chipped in, an effort at overture. He pulled at
his babariga and
tried to lean on the counter for support, not knowing how best to
stand to appear more desirable.

“I’m Amanda and Anda will just be fine
by me if you wouldn’t mind,” she fired back, rolling her eyes
romantically and flicking the lock of her hair to the side
again.

Cyriacus tried to pick courage but
words couldn’t just flow; they simply refused to take the queue.
His brain froze as he watched the girl, tongue-tied. He was in a
cul-de-sac, a dead end… a total blackout! He began to chew at his
fingernails, a ritual indicating he was tortured by
nervousness.

Amanda actually made true her promise,
running her practiced eyes all over him and seeing he appealed to
her kind of men, she handed over the bedspread, looking him
straight in the eyes.

Cyriacus regarded her,
moping and assessing her qualities in return like a prostitute
would a client’s purse. He liked what he saw. All the curves were
at the right places and Amanda went out of her way to show them off
for him to see. Saliva was beginning to gather around his mouth
like a puddle, as if the girl was a plate of Nsala soup at Mama Ngozi’s
buka, a type of makeshift
restraurant.

Even if I cannot talk, it
won’t be bad to send a message with my eyes at
least, he thought regrettably. It had
worked for him a number of times.

And just as Amanda was trying to
adjust her suit uneasily, luck ran out of her. Two wrist-watches
and a small designer’s perfume fell off her breast pockets. She
apologized and quickly bent to pick them up. Cyriacus was fast
enough to see some other items that shot out of her waistband as
she bent.

His confidence began to build up and
he embraced the manly virtues that had eluded him a while ago. The
sadist had stumbled on a masochist and their mutual compatibility
could be a long-standing one. He breathed deeply.

I could afford to be in
control again, he thought with renewed
confidence.

Amanda, without thinking, had dove at
the materials, all in an effort to retrieve them as fast as she
could… an impulsive action that could only happen when one was
caught pants down in an act that suggested larceny. But that was
the confirmation Cyriacus needed. Nothing could be more thrilling
to discover that the girl he almost lost his cool at some seconds
ago was light fingered! He felt so happy he could just hug nature
for being fair to him. What a coincidence!

“I’m so-rry,” she had apologized and
became fidgety all of a sudden.

“Not to worry. I quite understand the
way it is. We all do it sometimes,” Cyriacus enthused, stifling an
outburst of laughter that overwhelmed him and tried to show the
girl that her sins had been uncovered using finely concealed
innuendos.

He was enjoying the scene. An
over-bloated ego had seized him, no thanks to the girl’s slip up.
His thoughts went on a tailspin.

On an individual note, Cyriacus liked
to have his ladies eating from his palms like the subservient bed
mate whenever they came with this show of bravado. He loved to show
them that they do not measure up to his estimation of the lady next
to his heart. The lady had just proved to have the talent he was
looking for and could be very useful besides supplying his
biological needs. They seemed to be in the same trade, depending on
how people view it. They appeared to be in sync.

That was how it begun. Theirs was a
relationship that started in trickles, took a bold step and
gathered momentum, even though it did that in small doses, in
tinctures. It had now metamorphosed into a moving train and could
not be stopped, not even Amanda’s disease which Cyriacus had to
endure could bruise their union. The high priest was happy with
Cyriacus weeks later for turning in a devotee. It was a rare fit
for an up-and-coming adherent!
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Obinna was a second-year Sociology and
Anthropology student at Nards University, Nsukka. He was a regular
young man any day, fair complexioned like the father, average
height and physically turgid, but not obese. Obinna had a way he
carried himself that appealed to his female friends. His sagging
jeans worn halfway down his buttocks accentuated his boyish swag.
He was among the teens that would preen themselves on the mirror
for a couple of minutes before going out for lectures. At eighteen,
he already knew what it meant to look good.

The father had been
instrumental to his getting admission in the first place, having
hired people to take both WAEC and JAMB for him. The father was
convinced that once he entered the university and settled down, he
would pick up since, according to him, nobody went to the
university and didn’t graduate. The major thing was to fulfill his
dream of having a graduate as a son. He wanted to be part of that
feeling where his contemporaries were addressed as
Papa Engineer, Mama Doctor, Papa Reverend
Father or even the father of John, the
Lawyer.

Alagboso, an ordinary
villager, was becoming too pompous and noisy with his daughter’s
achievement as the first Reverend Sister to come out of Umualaike.
It could be so annoying to watch him take up the high table at
every gathering as if it was his birthright. He now carried himself
with such dignity that suggested everyone should go to
hell. Nwokedi would gnash his teeth as he
hit at the keys of the typewriter in his office or brood over the
issue during Holy Masses.

But Obinna had different plans. He was
sick and tired of being dictated to always. He wanted to be his own
boss. He was an average student who could hold his own any day with
some hard work, but his father had been a pain in his ass. He was
too young to protest and prove himself so had taken everything the
dad dished out whole. His father never believed in his abilities.
He never believed he could even sit for his exams and pass without
help. He had been treated like an idiot who did not have a mind of
his own. First his father wanted him to read Medicine. No problem
with that. He was also lucky with admission which paid off to his
advantage, but he succeeded in switching to Sociology and
Anthropology after a year. The lecturers were happy to be relieved
of the burden that he posed, too.

He had noticed he didn’t
have the flare for the sciences and going in to read Medicine would
have been suicidal and he was not ready to undertake such a risk.
Now he was free to roam the campus without his dad’s overbearing
influence. There are other surprises
waiting for the old man, he threatened with
fulfillment.

Obinna was disappointed, having hoped
the university would turn out to be a place of uninterrupted fun
and merrymaking. He remembered how he had frowned at his friends
back in the days at the village that got admission before him and
carried on with that air of seriousness when they were actually
supposed to enjoy their lives partying and clubbing unconstrained.
His friends were not wrong after all just that they missed it.
Issues were approached differently by different persons and his
approach had yielded the best of results.

First it started with the
nerve-wracking registration which took a chunk of pounds off his
swell weight.

All this stress for just
registration?he would ask in regret. And
just when he was about to breathe a sigh of relief, he was beset
with the unending lectures that followed! At first he truly tried
to flow with the current, gave it a worthy try and saw how it
played out, but the first one month was hell. He had hoped the
situation would abate, but no way. The more the days went by, the
more difficult it became—the restless run of activities and he
didn’t have those scholarly trappings as his strong point. After
all, what were even the merits in attending lectures when he could
still pick the lecture notes from his colleagues who would
willingly share just to befriend him?

This idea paid off well and he had
ample time to frolic around with like minds eventually. He could
afford to ball and indulge in extracurricular activities without
having to think about lectures and constant assignments.

One of his fantasies was to enroll in
any cool cult group as soon as he got admission. In fact, it was
his dream to ‘blend’ into one the very day he did his registration
at school. Cult guys, he heard, dictated the pace of events in
schools and he would want to be a part of that feeling.

I’m structured to run
things! he would say, thumping his chest
lightly.

He was told that once he got
admission, different cult groups would try to woo him over, but
that information seemed to be a lot different from what he had seen
on ground. He was a little disturbed that the first four months in
school no one brought forms or even tried to talk him into joining
one just like he had envisaged and so he decided to go looking for
them.

After a careful search which also saw
him hanging out at night clubs and dangerous joints with the hope
of getting conscripted, luck shined on him. He blended into Ave
Confraternity eventually. He was surprised to see some of his
friends were high-ranking members too. The peak of the surprise was
his roommate whom everyone thought to be quiet and couldn’t hurt a
fly. He was not just a member, but a veritable one.

His name was Robert Okeke. He was the
only surviving son of a top government official, a commissioner in
Enugu State. Robert lacked nothing money could buy. He was the type
of member whose ‘office’ assigns duties for others within the lower
cadre, yet he could pass for a saint!

 

 


 

The initiation
ceremony—blending—was gruesome and dangerous. Obinna and fifteen
others were blindfolded and taken to Odenigbo forest where it was
held at the dead of the night. Two of his colleagues were beaten to
death, three went home with fractured limbs and thus disqualified,
and eleven others who survived the long night came out hardened and
vicious. The blood covenant which was the last on the series of
rituals bound them to the family and everyone’s problem became
Ave’s. Ave got your back at all
times, they were assured.

Nothing could be more comforting.
Nothing could be more thrilling. It was fun hanging out with people
of like minds, and identify with a course. The experience alone was
worth more than the useless lectures that bored him to the
bones.

 

 


 

Obinna came out of the
initiation a changed person. His grade point in his first year was
a disaster! The few courses he got Ds and Es were the ones he was
able to ‘sort.’ These courses were handled by the PG students.
Students and the PG students were immersed in influence peddling.
Even at that, the PG students couldn’t afford to give good grades to lazy students
to avoid the wrath of the Senate, in case the results were recalled
for remarking! Everyone tried to save his or her neck in spite of
it all. To Obinna, grade points were for people who watched life
from the sideline. What he had become was more than a grade point!
After all, he once heard his psychology lecturer tell them that
they would experience what he termed as Beginner’s Inertia.
Maybe I have jumpstarted that process,
he muttered under his breath and laughed
laconically.

In his first year, he did many
courses. The courses cut across the Humanities, General studies and
Social Sciences. The number of carry-overs he had was too many to
present a bleak academic future for him. For students who were
concerned, it would have been a precarious situation such that they
would have been shaken. It would have been so bad that to go
forward would have been impossible. Obinna was past caring. He
carried on as if nothing happened.

Life felt good. The world was at his
feet. With a snap of his finger, he got what he wanted. The girls,
the booze and all were at his beck and call. He commanded so much
respect among his peers. He was not unaware of the fear that
gripped people each time he passed. Everyone wanted to identify
with him, make peace with him or retrieve into their shells. Even
without compromising his status, some people could still perceive
what he had become. He was a god and nothing felt more
exhilarating.

Reminiscing over all those
in the quiet of his room, he forced a humourless grin, puffing away
the smoke of the weed through his nostrils. He gazed out the window
overlooking the drive into the compound. With a glass of
kaikai, locally made
gin, filled to the brim in one hand, he
paced the room he rarely slept in.

He had a rented apartment, a
hideout, some kilometres from the back of Zik’s Flat. His number
one consideration for choosing the place was that it wasn’t easily
traceable by people, especially rival cult groups. He considered
other factors before he picked the area though. The thick forest at
the back of the house was one of them. He could just disappear into
the forest at the hint of any unknown figure within hearing
distance. He couldn’t afford the publicity the hostel created and
so his rented apartment was a perfect haven for every clandestine
meeting with his kind. His closest pals could rat on him so he was
always prepared for the unexpected. Those
who dine with the devil do that with a very long spoon!

It was long he heard from his mother
and missed her sometimes. She was the only person close to him, his
sister, Chinyere, maybe. His father was just deluding himself with
all his foul efforts at trying to elevate him to an impossible
pedestal. Now he had only succeeded in creating a huge gap between
the both of them.

For close to two years now, he had not
bothered his dad for his slim stipends. Why would he do that when
he got more money than he could possibly spend by the hits his
group pulled? He could afford to stay in school for as long as he
wanted and still not be perturbed. The old man lived in the past.
The father wouldn’t understand the system. He must be thinking that
the money he sent him since his second year second semester had
been sufficient till date. How wishful! A parent who cared should
have come to check or even ask, but not his father. He was more
concerned with playing village politics than his children’s
welfare.

If Obinna needed money to solve an
immediate problem, he knew how to get it. What it required was to
put his gun to a good use, organize one or two stick ups and he was
home.

 

 


 

The silence around his abode was pin
drop, just like always. Everyone in the sparsely distributed
buildings around had all gone about their businesses as usual this
Monday morning. Only the sick and the physically challenged should
be at home by now.

All was not well. Obinna wasn’t his
usual self. His mood was pensive at best. Something was
intrinsically wrong and could be seen by the way he threw a punch
against the wall with a clenched fist. His drag at his butt was
with annoyance. The latest assignment had proved to be a dangerous
one and had given him quite a lot to digest. A hit on a Capon at
far away Maiduguri was not to be taken lying down. He was not
worried about getting the necessary intelligent reports about the
guy. That was the least of his worries at the moment. The crux of
the matter was the hit itself!

Hitting a Capon was like hitting a
Mafiosi. It wasn’t a job for the fainthearted. Such a task never
came easy and if it was successful eventually, it could trigger off
war between rival groups. He tried to question why he should be the
one to carry out the hit, but quickly dispelled the thought when he
remembered the laurels that would follow such a gallant
accomplishment.

He recalled how his fellow
members chanted ‘Colombo’
and were all over him with joy as if he had hit
the jackpot. He remembered how some of them rooted for him, while
very many others battled to be fingered for the job, as if pulling
the trigger would serve a greater good for the killer. Those were
the encouraging memories that buoyed him up and lifted his spirit.
No matter the consequences, it was a big honour to be picked in the
first place. The benefits far outweighed the drawbacks. With the
way he was going, he could ascend the position of the Capon before
his graduation and that would be the height of it all. A very light
smile played around his blackened lips and his cheeks dimpled. Of
course he didn’t need to be told that beyond the dangerous
adventure he was about to undertake lay open doors, the type that
would haul him to a height others only dreamt.

 

 


 


Thursday was going to be a special one.
Cyriacus had given standing instructions to Musa to be on red alert
as his business colleagues would be visiting very early Thursday
morning for a special business meeting. Mark, who had been working
in close concert with Musa got privy of the august visitors’
coming.

Something in Mark was awoken as soon
as he got wind of the news. He reasoned that it could be an
opportunity to strike a lasting impression on his boss who, it
seemed, was not easily moved with his efforts so far. He was poised
to give him a surprise package this time round.

In spite of his determination to
surprise his boss that day, he was also disturbed by a recurring
stomach ache which made him pass watery stools at intervals all
through the night. He noticed it had been like that for weeks now,
but he reasoned it must have been caused by the type of food he had
been eating.

By the time he woke up that morning,
it would have been the third time he was visiting the toilet. It
was still too early and both his master and wife had not stirred.
They were yet to instruct him on the car to be washed for that day.
Nobody would fault him for cleaning all three vehicles. There was
no way his Oga would leave for the day’s business without using any
of them and that would be wonderful. Who knew when the visitors
would be coming and from what he could pick from Musa’s English,
there was the possibility it would be that morning.

“Uga prends is kwom!”
Musa had said with so many worries written on his
face.

Cyriacus had never been more
serious while dishing out instructions before. Musa had always had
the fear that someday what would cost him his job would be that
which he could handle, if only he could get a grip of himself
whenever his Oga dished out instructions. He would always shout
‘to’, ‘to’ in Hausa
even when he didn’t understand. If he could only have the courage
to ask for clarity, he would go far. He was awake all morning
waiting for the purported visitors.

Mark, on the other hand, was
determined to prove to his Oga
that having come this far, he could now handle
things as his Oga would want him to without being directed. Immediately he
assured himself he was not making mistakes for embarking on such a
nerve-wracking venture, he took up the gauntlet and went to
work. I have nothing to
lose, he assured himself.

Mark had exerted so much energy and
concentration on the job that he didn’t know when his detergent got
used up while he was on the second car. His master warned him to
always ‘concentrate on the tyres’. Once the tyres and the wheels
were clean, every other part could be managed. His efforts at
making sure the wheels sparkled had cost him his detergent. There
was none left in the kitchen either.

In spite of this
shortcoming, he had resolved to keep Amanda out of his little
surprise. How could an ordinary detergent spoil his well-laid plans
when he had one more car to go? No, he thought. He could go get some
around the neighbourhood even though it was still very early. After
all, he still carried his money on his person. He felt his pockets
for them and brightened up. Having heard so much about Lagos and
the spate of armed robbery attacks on people, he wasn’t in any mood
to leave anything to chance, so his little money was always in his
inner pocket. He knew the need for it would come someday. And today
could be that day.

Amanda had waved away every small
balance Mark brought back each time he was sent on an errand. He
suspected she might ask after them someday and hence had stashed
them away safely also. He was brooding over his ingenuity, praising
and priding himself for being on top of his game as he
surreptitiously walked toward the gate, not wanting to get noticed
by either Cyriacus or Amanda through the window which overlooked
the entrance into the house.

At the gate, Musa sprang up
on seeing him. He was trying to live up to his name as a
no-nonsense gate keeper who worked to earn his slim salary, but
failed woefully from Mark’s assessment. There was no doubt he was
still gripped by the vice-like clutch of sleep from the way he
staggered to his feet. Mark pitied the man immensely. If he were
that vigilant he would have noticed his presence at the garage all
along. ‘Want’ is so powerful it could
reduce a man to a mere toddler, Mark
noted.

Musa sighed on knowing it was his
‘prend’ as recognition dawned on him. He was still rubbing
furiously at both eyes and trying to steady himself when Mark took
hold of the bolt and pulled. He sneaked out quietly through the
small gate into the lonely street. His best bet was for Musa’s
colleagues who also supported the gate-keeping job with small
shops.

He walked through to the end of the
long lonely Street, the spill of the security light washing the
street and making it look like a sunny day. Most of the Hausa
security men were either trying to complete their ablution or
already doing their prayers and so they needed some time to round
off. Mark didn’t have the luxury of time. He strode to the
adjoining street, but must first reach the intersection through the
major road.

He hurried. His mind was on the
unfinished task before him. He was at the tip of the intersection
that connected the highway now, trying to link the next street,
when quite unexpectedly two sleek, black vehicles wheeled into the
Ajao and almost ran him over. Both vehicles were moving bumper to
bumper at serpentine speed. He was very lucky he ducked to the
sidewalk as the vehicles sped past. The drivers behind the steering
wheels didn’t care a hoot. Mark strained his neck to see through
the glasses but they were stained crimson black. Cursing under his
breath, he continued.

His efforts paid off after another
four gates into the adjoining street. This was happening around
6:30 a.m. and as fast as his legs could carry him, he rushed back
home. Easing through the gate as quietly as he could, he gumshoed
to the parking lot and resumed his washing.
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Constant traffic jams had been the bane of
Lagos’ roads in recent times. They transformed civil servants into
early risers. People usually woke up and prepared for work before
four in the morning. Most children in Lagos could not differentiate
between their parents and nannies. Government workers faced their
worst nightmares during public holidays. The joy of staying and
gamboling with the family was usually marred by the incessant cries
of horror from the kids as they found it difficult to accept the
total stranger in their midst, trying to force him or herself on
them as their father and, in most cases, their mother.

That Wednesday morning wasn’t any
different. The roads usually got congested immediately at seven in
the morning. Workers and businessmen alike all hurried with the
sole aim of beating the traffic.

Against this backdrop, the members of
Brotherhood decided to call on Cyriacus as early as possible just
as agreed. They, too, had business to wrap up before
sunup.

Cyriacus could have ordinarily handled
the mission all alone like he had always done, but the slip that
took place on his way to Lagos was not normal and hence the
meeting. In his racket, such mistakes were never entertained and if
it reared its ugly head up eventually, drastic measures were
summarily put in place to check it. The mission at hand required
special attention from the masters themselves which was standard
procedure. It became necessary to carry such rare cases to their
logical conclusion, despite the danger of going to war against the
gods because of the potential threat at leaving any job unfinished.
It could be injurious should a victim blow on the group!

Immediately the entourage
got to the gate, the simultaneous blaring of horns and screeching
of tyres brought Musa to his feet. He needed nobody to remind him
it was Oga’s ‘prends.’ They have a characteristic
way they make their entry, he had observed.
He broke into a short run and a peep through the eyelet confirmed
his suspicion. He pushed the bolt and threw the gate wide open. The
two cars sped past him unceremoniously as if they were joint owners
of the house; no pleasantries, not even a slight nod to his
greetings, even though he wasn’t seeing them! He closed the gate
behind them and returned to his kennel-like guardhouse.
Nevertheless, Musa breathed deeply, that was one huge problem
solved.

Both vehicles parked neck-to-neck
inches away from the entrance leading into the main house. All
doors of the first car swung open in unison and the first car
disgorged four heavyset men in black suits. The occupants of the
second car, especially the heavily bearded man at the back, took
his time while being waited on by the others. There was that air of
authority around him and he displayed it with every ease. They were
all businesslike and mean looking. The heavily bearded man took his
time, not rushing things. There was alertness in his eyes as he
surveyed the vicinity, still holding on to the door. His movement
was with grace and everyone around him gave way with a slight
bow.

Cyriacus was already on hand to
welcome them, with Amanda bringing up the rear. There was that
sheepish, modest smile on his face as he shook hands strangely with
them. His manner was obsequious at best. The men filed into the
house with him leading the way. He took them up the flight of
stairs to the small back room upstairs, one of the rooms that was
strictly out of bounds for Mark.

Once inside, they changed into their
regalia according to their various ranks and file. Cyriacus brought
his own gown from a miniature coffin at the corner. No sound
escaped them, but a look at the level of dexterity showed that it
was a routine they had done many times over. Everything was
synchronized and orderly. A nod of the head was all it took to get
things going. Within three minutes of their arrival, they had all
deftly slipped into their various robes—black loose gowns with a
hood covering their heads, reminding one of Ku Klux Klan
confraternity—were worn with matching red sashes tied around their
waists. The High Priest had a red cap that differentiated him from
the pack.

Every step had been taken; every
procedure observed, all paraphernalia were in place. Project Three
was about to be executed! Cyriacus was called upon to give his
report, as was the custom. With a touch of confidence and sounding
off where necessary, he told them that the boy should be half dead
by the time the Brotherhood went to work because just like before,
a reasonable dose of the powdery concoction, enough to weaken him
but at the same time not too much to kill him, was administered
into his meal that night and Amanda vowed she watched him finish
the meal to the last crumb. Cyriacus saw a slow nod from the High
Priest and that was a clear indication that he had scored yet
another mark.

Amanda, in a fit of joy, couldn’t help
stifling a smile at the corner. She was also a part of the
epoch-making event. She felt like giving Cyriacus a bear hug right
there for considering her name worthy of mention amidst such great
minds! It was a great honour in itself!

“The boy would give no troubles. A
stab in the throat will finish him all right,” Cyriacus assured
them, exuding much confidence as he concluded.

The heavily bearded High Priest was
happy with what he heard. He was not known for praises, a pat on
the back was enough sign that you had done an exceedingly great job
deserving of commendation. Nudging Cyriacus, the Chief Priest
gestured it was time they should proceed. Cyriacus led the way
downstairs towards Mark’s room. Amanda also followed. She couldn’t
be differentiated from the rest easily as the apparel covered all
feminine qualities.

Inside Mark’s room, all members of
Brotherhood squeezed themselves in, forming a circle around the
bed. Red candles were lit on the four corners of the mattress.
After some minutes of incantations, which came in form of
deep-throated chants, they began to march round the bed for three
times singing a fear-invoking chant. The Priest who led the
procession held out his left palm to expose a black granulated
substance. He blew the powder into the air, forming a cloud of
smoke. That marked the end of the ceremony. Every contrary spirit
had been caged. The hour for which the Brotherhood gathered had
come; the time to separate the men from the men was
here.

Amanda, whose job was to pass the tray
containing the gleaming copper knife, extended it gently to
Cyriacus. This was plugged into the ritual to show she was also a
part of the plan. Every step was practiced and precise.

Cyriacus clutched the dagger tightly
in both hands, aligning his knuckles to the hilt. He was
momentarily swept over by pity, but remembering the story his
father told him that spanned two generations ago, he was overtaken
by anger. Perhaps this ceremony would serve two purposes: his
contribution to the Brotherhood and, most importantly, vengeance.
It came back to him like it happened yesterday. It was a story of
betrayal and sheer callousness, a story of man’s inhumanity to man.
His father had told it not sparing details. It awoke the bile in
Cyriacus each time he remembered it. His mind flashed back, not
minding that everyone waited on him. It had always been like
this.

 

 


 

It was one drab morning, an Orie-Ukwu
day, people trooped to the market. Even without wares, luck
followed such participation and Umualaike had relentlessly clutched
to this belief. Slave trade was also rife as any recalcitrant child
was willingly sold into slavery by the parents without batting an
eyelid.

And so that very faithful
day, Elemuo was among the traders going to the market. He had
his abo right on
his head. Women and men alike were all over him crying and pleading
solicitously. To him, it was like trying to drill a hole through
the rock with cups of water. He didn’t give a hoot as he had his
mind made up to carry out his threat. He was unperturbed with the
retinue of pleas.

The abo on his head had in it a young boy
of about nine years of age bound and gagged with
ekwererope, twine made
from palm branches, and a piece of wood
between his mouth. It was not as if people were really surprised
with such an everyday happening. Problem was that Abuchi was such a
very hardworking second son of Oduonye’s who had assisted the
sympathizers in one way or the other over the years. All the hues
and cries fell on deaf ears. To Elemuo, it was payback
time.

Mgbemere, a wealthy man and a
septuagenarian whose yam barn could not be matched by anyone’s in
the community, was among those who witnessed the drama. In his own
capacity, he could boast of a number of slaves, but he was
overtaken by pity as he listened and also overheard the
sympathizers pour encomiums on the young man about to be sold into
slavery. Mgbemere had one large household to his credit and so
wouldn’t be in dire need of anything extra. Life would not be more
pleasant with six wives and many children coupled with gang of
slaves at his beck and call.

Nobody had ever challenged Mgbemere
during the Yam-Display Competition, an event that preceded the Iri
Ji Festival. On a very good day, it could take four good harrowing
days to dig up a tuber of yam from one of his farms.

“What is the problem again, Atadike?”
Mgbemere asked, addressing Elemuo in his titled name.

“I can’t take it any more, not again!”
Elemuo fumed. “This is making it a year and thirty-six Orie days
Onyirimba has owed me,” he continued. “Each time I go to collect my
money, I’m always met with the same litany of flimsy excuses. Now
tell me, Jimfo-otu, is this the way to do business? Won’t I feed
and clothe my family? I’ve now decided to trade one of his sons to
recoup my money, period,” he spat and continued moving
nonchalantly.

“Calm down, Atadike, calm down, I’m
talking to you. How much does he owe you, if I may ask?” Mgbemere
enquired.

“Three pounds, six shillings,” he
answered non-committedly.

“Well, unbound and bring him
to my house. I will give you three-pound six. You hear?” he pleaded.

“. . . eh, look, it is
because of you that I’m doing this, otherwise I’ve resolved to sell
the boy off and pay Onyirimba in his own coins, nonsense!” he fired
frostily.

That was the fate that rescued Abuchi.
His name now changed from Abuchi Onyirimba to Abuchi Mgbemere, and
became a native of Ahiama through enslavement. It took him years to
recover from the trauma the gruesome experience put him through as
a young boy. Losing the love and joy of family, he had grown to
hate the earth Elemuo treaded and had been patient for the right
opportunity to take his pound of flesh. A seed of discord sown in a
young and tender heart had blossomed to spawn evil
fruits.

 

 


 

Back in the room, Cyriacus,
poised as ever, braced up for the task before him. Perhaps it was
time to right that wrong. There was always a payback time. Of
course he couldn’t go back having come this far, not with these
great minds around him watching and scrutinizing every step he
took. Joseph Okigbo, Odenjinji, in particular who was also in the
race for the Deputy High Priest with him, would be watching keenly
and praying for a slip-up. He is in for a
race of his life!

I, Cyriacus
Mgbemere—his train of thought trailed off.
A member close by jabbed an elbow slightly against his ribs,
reminding him to hasten up. The silence was pin drop when he came
to; he could feel his heartbeat hammer against his
chest.

He took a step towards the bed,
looking closely to make out the pattern formed by the figure under
the bed sheet. There was no doubting it if it was Mark!

It must be him all
right.

To make sure he didn’t miss his mark,
he reached out and felt the edges of Mark’s throat with his left
hand. His timing and finishing must be of high precision. Moreover,
Odenjinji would be monitoring him closely to pick up flaws which he
would use against him during their forthcoming campaigns. It was an
opportunity of a lifetime. A messy job would be one of such flaws,
no doubt. It was an opportunity to make a lasting impression and by
the time he was done, the High Priest would be left with no option
than to push him up the enviable cadre unchallenged.

Uncontested
felt better, he thought, running his tongue around
his lips, wetting them.

The High Priest was not
enjoying the show of diligence anymore, from the worried look on
his face. The suspense was beginning to get into his frayed nerves.
Cyriacus noticed it also and didn’t want to be reminded he should
go ahead and do what ought to be done. His heartbeat had reached
its crescendo. And as if on cue, he raised the dagger and plunged
home right into the sleeping Mark’s
throat. The razor-sharp edges of the dagger sliced
effortlessly through the flesh, severing the larynx, the gullet and
the windpipe in one clean sweep. The figure simultaneously jerked
with spasms. The bedspread presented no resistance at all. The
figure contracted subsequently, trying to grab the seared throat
with both hands, and wriggled wildly. He exerted so much energy as
he battled and fought to breathe. Apart from the High Priest, every
other member of Brotherhood knew what to do, given the prevailing
circumstance. They knew what would follow as soon as the knife cut
through the skin. They had rushed immediately to the flailing legs,
pinning the hands and the head down. It was still a surprise how
the victim wielded so much energy before giving up the ghost in
spite of claims by Cyriacus that Project Two was a huge success.
The High Priest waited in bated breath. He was consoled by the fact
that there had not been any slip up in spite of that. Every other
extraneous issue could be explained later.

Blood had oozed out like a fountain as
Cyriacus removed the dagger. By now his dress was smeared as blood
splashed on him as though it was from a pressure pipe. When the
figure quieted down, certifiably dead, the wrapper around his head
also dropped unveiling the blood-soaked, horror-stricken and
contorted face. For a better identification, hell broke
loose.

 


 


 


Osaro had become a household name in Benin.
His fame stretched beyond the state and cut across the whole
southeastern axis. He was popular among the religious and
businessmen alike. People consulted him because of the immense
powers he wielded. He was the favourite among different cult groups
spanning different universities and colleges of education. Every
cult group had its preferred juju man and each in turn tried to
keep such a man for the members alone. The sorcerers were not
cowed. They were in business after all and the highest bidder
usually got their revered attention.

At the outset, Obinna never believed
there was any remarkable change in his life, even after Osaro
assured him that dipping him in a drum of boiling herbs was enough
fortification to keep him from harm’s way. When the process was
announced to be over that day, he had taken Osaro for one of the
charlatan Juju men who rip students off by cashing in on their
helplessness and naivety. But he testified barely two weeks later
after he survived a close shave with death.

It was a clash with the rival cult
group—a bloodbath which left dead bodies littering all over the
scene. He was very sure he could have been dead and gone like his
colleagues, but one thing he didn’t quite understand was how he
survived the onslaught. It was as though he was invincible to the
flying bullets. He appeared to have been barricaded with an
invisible fortress, making him to come out unscathed after what
could pass for a lethal encounter.

He had visited Osaro in the
first place because members of Ave confraternity spoke highly of
him and even added that he was the best there was. The efficacy of
the man’s ‘jazz’ had since justified that claim after the incident, making
Obinna an ardent believer.

It couldn’t have been real!
It felt like he was in a movie! He was further mystified when
the miracle repeated itself a number of times afterwards, confirming it
was here to stay. And he could safely say it wasn’t a placebo
effect either. The only disadvantage was that he had become more
and more carefree; he had become a trouble seeker,
regrettably.

Given the confidence he had been
imbued with, he knew he could fare well at the level he operated,
but his clear and present danger stemmed from the fact that he had
never operated outside his comfort zone. What he had in him at the
moment was enough to obviate the trouble of going to seek Osaro,
but a hit at far away north presented different challenges, a
different ball game altogether, by every standard. Carrying his
firearm on his person was one problem he needed to contend with if
he hoped to succeed and come back in one piece. This was where
Osaro’s expertise came into play. Obinna couldn’t afford to leave
anything to chance, no, not this time!

He made arrangements to set off before
the break of dawn the next day, Tuesday. He wouldn’t want to be
caught off-guard by Shakpoki, his Capon who wouldn’t disclose the
date of the hit. He was only made privy of his role and every
detail was left in the dark. A surprise though for no initiated who
may not know how Ave operated, not Obinna. The idea behind the
secrecy was to check possible leakage, step up the pace of his
curiosity, fire up his preparations and perfect his plans in good
time.

The success of the hit,
Obinna hoped, would send a very clear picture around. It was one
hit that would establish Ave truly as the most lethal, a
gory and grim picture indelibly stamped on the
grim minds of rival groups for years to come. He laughed coquettishly like he was gay, admiring his killing
posture on his tiny wall mirror. The quest for who controlled the
turf had been stretched beyond the yielding point. If Shikina
Confraternity survived what promised to hit it soon, then it must
have lost every attribute of elasticity it ever possessed.
If Shiks wouldn’t hear; it would at least be made
to feel!

“Fine boy,” he said, smiling broadly
as he admired his image again, twisting his hips from side to
side.
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“No!” Cyriacus shouted all of a sudden, his
eyes bulging out in terror as he stared at the figure. Everyone
turned to look at him, baffled. His body convulsed as though he
would have a seizure. He was rooted to a point, not making sense
either. That sound wasn’t part of the observances; it wasn’t part
of the script. It smacked insubordination to cry out during such
important ceremony. The High Priest didn’t find it
funny.

“Em-ee-Emeka!” he stammered, pointing
at the body, transfixed. “Emeka!” He continued, breaking into
tears. He looked from one member to the other as if they should
reverse the situation, as if they should turn back the hand of
time. The gathering was thrown into confusion. Pandemonium and
chaos took a better part of them. He didn’t know how to explain it.
He wouldn’t dare utter it either. He just stared from one person to
the other pitiably, pulling them by their regalia.

The High Priest was not amused at all.
He didn’t quite get it, even though he had seen situations where
devotees presented another person for sacrifice other than who the
Brotherhood had chosen. This case was different. Cyriacus made the
choice himself. The High Priest could see a hidden scheme beyond
his emotional outburst and was not cowed. He nodded his head in
utter disappointment and left the room in a hurry. And one after
another, others followed. Their displeasure was not lost in the
expressions on their faces.

Odenjinji could see shafts of light at
the end of the foggy tunnel. His victory had already begun. It
would be a landslide! His expression was that of a man who had
foreseen a situation and knew it would turn out a fuck up. His
laughter was wide and toothy, like the usual lawyer’s smile of
sardonic triumph!

Good riddance to bad
rubbish, he thought with a vindictive
grimace.

 

 


 

And so it had happened. Even after
close to two years after Matilder’s death, life had never been the
same for Duruiheoma, the husband. The dead wife experienced nothing
short of marital bliss with him while she was alive. They were real
close after fifty-one years of married life. People referred to
them as the ‘inseparable two.’

And so when she died, Duruiheoma was
inconsolable. He suddenly changed from his boisterous self to
something of a reticent. He became sickly and depreciated greatly.
By the middle of the second year, it was evident he couldn’t pull
through. He was so ravaged by sickness that it became difficult to
recognize him as the said illness had rummaged every inch of his
hitherto robust body, leaving him all bones.

It was not a surprise when he drifted
away in his sleep that faithful Tuesday evening on his hospital
bed. In fact, it was a welcome development for close relatives. It
was something they had looked forward to, though with mixed
feelings. To what good would it do to stay alive and suffer untold
hardship? The burden of nursing him day in day out had become
unbearable. Elemchi, his second wife, who had tended him for close
to two years, was greatly relieved, even though she threatened to
commit suicide as soon as Duruiheoma was confirmed dead by the
doctor. The sleepless nights at the hospital, the stools and urine
that accompanied the bedridden, were the experiences she was not
going to forget in a hurry.

Emeka, Cyriacus’ only brother, rose to
the occasion. He was entrusted with the duty of making the
preliminary arrangements immediately after his father expired. The
body was taken to the mortuary and quick preparations were put in
motion for Emeka’s departure to Lagos to inform Cyriacus.
Travelling to Lagos was faster than sending a mail and just a
select few had telephones and needed to climb to the top of trees
to make calls in some lucky villages. Cyriacus did not believe it
was right to get him one, even though he was his only
brother.

Cyriacus, being the first
son of Duruiheoma, must be brought in the know before anything was
done, tradition demanded that. Problem was how to break the news to
him, such an incident was usually handled with tact and restraint.
Cyriacus had been through a lot in the last two years and by the
dint of that, any rash handling could prove injurious to his
health, the elders noted. First was his mother, followed by his
sister and then the sister’s son within a space of two years. It
was just too much for one man and to say that he undertook the
burial ceremony of all the deceased made it even more disturbing.
Considering these saddening events, the elders close to the family
coached and drilled Emeka in how to break the sad news to Cyriacus
before he left. There has never been such
incident that would make the eyes bleed blood,my
son, they drilled him. Tell him it is the way with life.

Emeka would have loved to travel
during the day, but after considering the scores of hitches
associated with day journey―the hold-ups caused by increasing
vehicular movement especially―he nipped the idea in the bud. He
needed to be in Lagos before sunup the next day, deliver the bad
news and sort some other things out before jumping into the next
available bus home. There was no time to waste, as everything was
on his shoulders and further arrangements would be put on hold
until he returned.

Everything was set and by four in the
afternoon, he was on his way aboard Ekene Dili Chukwu Transport
heading for Lagos. The driver of the luxury bus sped as if he was
pursued by the devil and got to Lagos around 3:45 a.m. the next
morning. It was much earlier than Emeka had anticipated.

For people visiting the city for the
first time, it was an odd time to arrive in Lagos. Most passengers
would sleep in the park till morning and continue to their
destination hours later. Emeka was different; he was no newcomer.
Having spent years in Lagos as a conductor of various shapes and
sizes of Molue buses, he could boast of knowing like the back of
his palm every nook and cranny of Lagos. So within the
neighbourhood of 3:50 and 4:30 a.m. that morning, he was well on
his way, heading to his elder brother’s house at Ajao
Estate.

Reaching Cyriacus’ gate, it was still
a little dark, but the security light washed the vicinity of the
house with bright light. He knocked lightly, using the metallic
door knocker, but found out that the gate wasn’t bolted.

Musa was still fighting to
keep awake. He drowsily dragged himself in a trancelike state to
the gate when he heard the light knock. A close scrutiny through
the eyelet, and he was able to recognize Oga’s brother. Emeka had visited very
often and had been so good and close to him during those short
visits. Hence Musa took him as ‘prend’ also and relished every
moment he was around.

Emeka needed no guide around the
house. He needed to catch up with some sleep, more than anything
else, to clear his head to be in the right frame of mind to deliver
the news that brought him. He noticed upon his entry that his
brother had added two more sleek vehicles to his fleet. Shaking his
head sadly, he continued into the house. He knew his way to the
guest room at least and luckily the entrance door was open, as if
someone had a hunch he was coming.

His mind was so heavy that he found it
difficult to sleep during the journey. No sooner had he hit the bed
than he slept, wrapping himself in Mark’s blanket in the bid to
ward off cold. That action proved his swan song.

But before the deep sleep swept him
away, a lot of things clouded his mind. Tears rolled down his
cheeks as he remembered his dreams and aspirations growing up, his
setbacks, life in the village and most especially his frosty
relationship with his brother. He felt bad each time he remembered
how he had suffered, yet his brother was living in affluence and
had the capacity to help him. Now his parents were gone. It felt
like he was in it all alone. Three minutes later, he was snoring
away. That proved to be the last sleep he would ever
get . . . .

 

 


 


 


What Cyriacus failed to notice was that Mark’s
sluggishness was caused by fatigue. The fatigue was occasioned by
his having to do virtually everything all alone—not the concoction
that was administered into his food.

Mark was on the last vehicle
when he heard the shout. It sounded like someone in great pain. It
came once and pierced through the silent morning with so much
certainty, startling him. Could it be the TV? Home movies were
filled with such cries. He strained his ears and listened
discernibly. Subsequent muffled cries followed from what looked
like the general direction of his window. He quickly dropped the
piece of dripping rag he was washing with and rushed towards the
source of the sound―his window―eventually. Pressing his face
against the stained, single leaf casement window, he looked. What
he saw stunned him beyond words. There
must be a
mistake, he thought.

He checked his environment
again to make sure he was at the right place. It couldn’t be his
room―or even the house, at that. He must have been dreaming or
hallucinating. He peered again. The room was crowded with
evil-looking people in black oversized clothes. It reminded him of
the eerie feeling he had back in the village that Saturday
afternoon after he struggled with other boys through an opened
window to watch WWE’s Undertaker and his cup-carrying protégé
submerge in a cloud of smoke and appear under the cover of
darkness. A body in a pool of blood on his very own bed! His
Oga was crying
uncontrollably like a baby on the floor!

He was transfixed and spellbound. He
stood bolted to the spot. His senses refused to function. The sight
before him was horrifyingly grisly. He couldn’t even focus on any
one thing. He was seeing beyond the realm of the invisible.
Thousands of thoughts crossed his mind, yet he could register none.
He spun one hundred and eighty degrees; he cast a second look
around him again to make sure he wasn’t making any mistake. One
last cursory look!

This cannot be my room. It
must be another section of the house. I must be dreaming
again, he repeated for the umpteenth time,
now speaking his thoughts aloud. His mind was in turmoil. He came
to when he heard someone mention his name. The voice was very
familiar. It sounded like Amanda’s . . . or was
she equally involved in this? He squinted his eyes to see more
clearly. Watching televisions on Saturdays through a person’s
window back at the village had its advantage; he could stand on his
toes for hours without feeling the strain.

“This is not Mark,” Amanda had
interjected in tears as she undid the bedspread to expose the
lifeless figure. “I’m rock sure this is not the Mark I know,” she
repeated amidst sobs. Her body was visibly shaking like cassava
leaves during a breezy day.

Incredible!

The jigsaw puzzle was falling in
place. The import of the gruesome sight before him and what it
portended was becoming clearer as each second ticked by. He was
meant to have been butchered like the figure on the bed. A mistake
of identity had saved him.

But who could the child of
circumstance be? There was no time for questions; only his safety
mattered at the moment. He could dwell on the numerous questions
later. His mother was right when she said that voom, to escape, was always a preferred course of
action at such a circumstance than to stand by and give a statement
later to the police. Hostilities were good for people who had the
luxury of time!

He took off blindly towards the gate.
Two long frantic steps away, he hit his right big toe against the
stump of the flower and stumbled to the floor with a loud thud.
Quickly, he recovered, clambering, groping for his flipflop and
doggedly continued, haltingly at first, toward the gate.

Musa bolted to his feet as soon as he
saw him tugging at the lock on the gate. He was wondrous; he was
bewildered. Mark didn’t make things easy for him, as every effort
to get information from him failed within the split seconds of
their encounter.

“What it
mean?” he queried. It took him a lot of
hard thinking to assemble those words, given his poor mastery of
the English language and the blurry circumstance.

“Kai wanna yaro!
What manner of a younger is
this?” he shook his
head when no explanation came, his expression of surprise
evident.

He watched in muted silence as his
‘prend’ struggled to break loose. Bathed with his own sweat, Mark
succeeded in opening the gate and dashed out, running blindly to
nowhere in particular.

Direction meant little to him now.
Only God could fathom where he was headed. What mattered at the
moment was to get the hell out of the vicinity. Passersby were
trickling out in their twos and threes. They took him for one of
the mad, psychiatric cases that might have broken loose
again.

They always
do, they hissed with revulsion, spitting at
the same time.

And so nobody cared to give him a
second look; they merely dodged to the sidewalk as he coasted past.
Some of the people even crinkled and covered their noses from
who-knew-what odour that could accompany him as he fled past. To
them, it was a bad way to start a day.

His bare feet pattered on the
macadamized sidewalk as he ran. It was sheer luck that saved him
from being knocked down by a vehicle when he got to the
intersection that connected the busy highway. The seasoned Danfo
Driver who almost ran over him was quick enough to step on his
brake pedal in time. Drivers and passengers poured heaps of
obscenities on him from every corner.

“Tell them you didn’t see me,” the
Danfo driver shouted as he maneuvered the bus into the road
again.

“Were! Madman!
Oloshi!” the conductor cursed.

Mark was jolted to consciousness and
quickly slowed down, but kept to the left, as the crowd’s hubbub
grew in astonishment.

He felt like a fish out of water. This
would be the first time he was coming into Lagos highways
unfettered. He was relying solely on his gut feeling to guide him
to a safe zone. People were talking at the same time. Conductors
were shouting croaky, irreconcilable locations he couldn’t quite
decipher.

“Mile Two, Mile Two.”

“Iyani Solo, Iyani Tire, Cele Ijesha,
Mile Two Wharf,” they shouted.

He quickly withdrew from the horde of
early risers that had started shooting darting, probing looks at
him and shouldered his way to a less congested area of the
sidewalk. Two poles away, dodging, shouldering his way through
people and zigzagging from left to right, he resumed
running.

He had no prior stint at long distance
races, only the force of inertia coupled with the proverbial race
for survival propelled him.

He continued for another thirty
minutes, panting and gasping for air. His pace never changed. He
would rather turn left or right depending on what his sixth sense
directed. Occasionally, he would cast glances at his back and
continued. It was when he came to the foot of the fifth fly over
that he passed out flat, drained of all energies.
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His name was Sadiq. Sadiq Al Hasan. He was
tall, always particular about his smart appearance, calm, and
unassuming. His members rated him as the best tool in the box, only
challenged by the greatest minds on the opposite side of the law.
Sadiq believed that no matter how he made his money, life under the
bridge was marked―and the tightest gangs ruled the turf. And no
wonder he had succeeded in circumventing his rivals and put a stop
to operations within his area of control.

In spite of a comfortable and
well-furnished apartment in the crowded heart of Ajegunle, the
bridge, where people knew him to work, had proved to be a safe
haven. The reasons for this were twofold: it was a front and he
could also easily throw off the police if things turned belly
up.

Sadiq took to the streets, which
welcomed him with hands wide-spread, at a tender age when he lost
his father in a shootout with the police. The death of his hero,
his father, hit him like a sledge hammer. He was as disappointed in
his father’s demise as he was shattered―beyond words.

He had always looked at his father as
a man beyond destruction, what with the mouth-watering stories the
old man fed him about his exploits . . . how he
could do unimaginable things and get away scot free.

The amulets found around his father’s
waist did little to save him . . . an ordinary
ricocheting bullet that merely scraped off a pellet of skin sent
him to the great beyond. His death left the young Sadiq empty and
vulnerable.

At the tender age of twelve,
Sadiq’s mother, a high-prized prostitute, abandoned him for a more
glamorous life her age and class provided. She made off with a
pot-bellied Senator who demonstrated his barefaced detest for Sadiq
at every turn when the young Sadiq later joined them. The Senator
referred to Sadiq as the
small-dirty-little-monster that always lurks around the house, messing up things. Instead of ruining their marriage by his continued
intrusion, his mother had no option than to show him the
door . . . though she did bankroll his
education through secondary school. He would forever be grateful
for that at least. That opportunity equipped him for the tough life
in the street.

Life had not been easy from then on,
but Sadiq was poised to survive. He started as a snitch and a
pickpocket to find his next meal, and later snowballed into a big
time bandit. He learned from the best hands in the business and
matured by the day.

Cigarettes and alcohol meant
very little to him. They were way out of his league. He felt he
didn’t need any stimulants to help him execute his plans to his
satisfaction. He could be something of a brute whenever he wanted
to, given his state of mind. Situation
ethics, he called it. He had his way of
getting at the society that treated him so badly. It gladdened him
to watch the rich cry out in pain, but he also liked to be in a
firm grasp of his actions―or inaction, at all times. He had no
business hurting the poor; they were in the same race and swam in
the same flop together. They were same children of the vortex, same
monstrosities of anomic creation like himself!

Women were never his scene. Not that
his biological demands had ever suffered one bit, no, the issue was
that they reminded him of his fragmented past and he was not ready
to tolerate that, at least not at the present.

By the time he was nineteen, he had
assembled his own gang. At twenty-one, his empire was second to
none: a gang of nine vicious men and two trigger-happy women. They
all had something in common: same orientation, same views about
life and same story of chequered upbringing. ‘They were birds of
identical plumage forced to converge within the nearest
proximity.’

Sadiq’s exceptional planning and
breathtaking execution had won him vestiges of honour and accolades
from his members. His impressive angle to difficult issues was
always mind blowing. He stood out gallantly and nobody in the group
envied his most exalted position. There were two alternatives to
his position were there to be an election―it was either Sadiq or it
was Sadiq!

He was so discreet in carrying out his
operation that the authorities never suspected he was involved in
other things than touting tickets. He had done well to stay off the
police record. With a stroke of luck, he was succeeding. To the
police, he was one of the scoundrels that disturbed motorists with
‘settlements.’

Each of his eleven gang members was in
control of activities under each Bus Stop within Sadiq’s control.
Sadiq did the planning, walked the walk, and shared proceeds to his
members after each day’s work. But for Olu, one of his men, no one
else complained. He was the boss and did the brain work. The job
was a mere ruse to divert attention from the probing eyes of their
archenemy, the police. Although he made little or nothing out of
what he called his ‘smartest invention ever,’ it had been
instrumental to the survival of his team.

In his racket, a final but eye-popping
heist had been a target, even though it was fast becoming a huge
illusion. The dream of a huge take would make room for something to
retire with and call it quits, but lured by the elusive loot and
the insatiable thirst for more wealth, Sadiq had stuck like glue.
Life could be wonderful nonetheless. Sadiq savoured every moment of
it, as money flowed in from all directions as easily as could be.
Those were benefits derivable from careful but painstaking
planning.

Sadiq was not the talking
type. Silence to him was a virtue. He was trained to talk as much
as he listened. It wasn’t easy at first trying to imbibe a habit.
Things of great value never came cheap, so he learnt. Taciturnity,
he came to realize, proved to be his most treasured weapon. He
could spot and recognize flashes of inspiration that had been the
bedrock of his success at every point. Even in the middle of
crisis, he had conditioned himself to hit at an escape. His mind
could fire on all cylinders not minding the situation, as tension
never inhibited his mental prowess.

Nothing escaped the
eagle-eyed Sadiq. From his office, he could monitor every bit of
activity around him that missed the eyesight of his exuberant Olu
and still have time for extraneous engagements.

And so it didn’t come as a
big surprise when he spotted a boy of about the age of nineteen or
thereabout trudge wearily into the neighbourhood of the bus stop
some meters away from the bridge. His interest heightened when he
saw the same boy fall from exhaustion like a loose sack minutes
later. This was Lagos and that was a regular sight. He watched with
keen interest as the boy lay still and subsequently dozed off. From
his street judgment, the boy posed no discernible threat, but then
he still had to be cock sure. You never
know with youngsters of these days. Many a time the police
had even planted beggars to smoke me out,
but to what effect did that come?
he thought as he continued with his job some poles
away.

There was a Police Checkpoint two
poles away, towards Ikeja Airport. Police wasn’t a problem. Police
and the gang members worked well in tandem. Sadiq busied himself
with the business of the day, but still cast passing glances at the
boy who was long gone now. Adding to his mounting curiosity was the
fact that the boy had not shifted during the course of his sleep.
In spite of the blaring horns and noises that characterized Lagos
bus stops, the boy slept like he was fed with rum. Something must
be amiss? Such feat could be possible with the mentally demented
and their ilk, but not for such a healthy looking young man. A
worried look creased Sadiq’s face now. He was troubled, but
wouldn’t act too soon so as not to be indicted as an accessory to
whatever could be in the offing. That would open up a can of worms
and his business wouldn’t bargain for such unwarranted
publicity.

“Olu, go and see what is wrong with
that boy there,” he instructed his partner as he fingered out Mark
fifteen metres away, “he has been lying there all morning,
please.”

Olu, a young man of
twenty-three years, two years older than Sadiq, but not in any way
a match to his intimidating features, took eighteen unsteady
strides towards Mark. What he lost in height, he gained in weight.
The day’s business had not been encouraging at all. Motorists were
becoming tight-fisted and quite recalcitrant with settlement fees
lately and he was visibly brimming with anger at the sight of the
small peas his master gave him as his pay for all his efforts
during the day, though they were not done yet. Not that he depended
on it, but the money could be okay for a rap of Kposh, weed.

In such situations and
moments, Olu could be dangerous as he had a volatile temperament.
People who knew him had learnt to avoid him whenever he started
throwing tantrums and had a grouchy expression on his face. A
number of times, people around him had borne the brunt of his
madness. His lifestyle had been one of quid
pro quo―somebody got him piped, another got
vented on. Sadiq chose to keep him close so that he could observe
him and keep him in check. Such people, if
not monitored, could mess up a well-thought-out plan without batting an
eyelash, Sadiq had
foreseen.

Without pity, Olu dug all of his right
fingers into Mark’s left ribcage and shook vigorously. Mark
contracted spasmodically and continued sleeping as if he was
sedated. Olu didn’t have time for little things. He quickly arrived
at a conclusion and left without a word.

 


 


 


Mark dreamt again that the room he was
sleeping in collapsed and the debris pinned him by the shoulder
against the wall. He struggled and battled to disentangle himself.
He was still pushing frantically with all his strength, and even
when he woke up, the pushing continued into real life! Opening his
eyes, he was startled to see a man standing right over
him.

His vision was still blurred
and it took him quite a while to make out the face and shape. A
sustained staring cleared his glossy vision and he saw a robust
young man standing over him. A stick of wrapped weed was stuck in his blackened, huge
lips. A very thick scar that could have been sustained from a knife
ran across his left cheek, giving him a dangerous
appearance.

Mark couldn’t make out what he was
saying as the words sounded as if they were coming from a hollow
object―a guttural sound made by a masquerade! He was flustered and
couldn’t place what was happening or where he was. Everything was
happening too fast, like in a movie.

“Oga, this boy no well
oo,” the man called out, after digging his
fingers into Mark’s shoulder again to make sure the boy wasn’t
pretending, this time it was a tad rough. The plan was to send an
excruciating pain to rouse the sleeping boy, who was far from being
fully awake. Mark’s brain cells had received the impulse, processed
and disseminated the information, but he was incapacitated by
fatigue, dulled by sleep, the pain couldn’t register. It only
helped to clear every trace of sleep left in his system and brought
him to reality within the shortest of times.

For the first time he became well
aware of his environment: the noise from buses, conductors shouting
indecipherable locations only natives understood, everything and
everywhere was in a mad chaos! He imagined how he could have slept
with those disturbances? He looked around him in horror. No
explanation whatsoever was forthcoming. He felt more vulnerable
than he could possibly ever be. By now it was getting dark and
everyone was rounding off with their day’s business. Sadiq and his
men were not left out.

Mark looked around him. He saw the man
that stood over him minutes ago two poles away talking and laughing
with another man. He also noticed that the man had changed into
another clothe and was looking more presentable now.

What Mark saw around him almost made
him throw up. To his dismay, what he had used as a pillow was
actually a heap of rags a mad person probably had left behind after
wandering off in search of daily bread. The why he had been
comfortable amidst the blaring of horns and noises now became
clearer.

He stretched and belched.
Suddenly he realized how hungry he was. He felt dizzy and empty.
The reality of his ordeal swept through him and he felt like
crying. The thought of going home instantly became an immediate
need. He stood up, stretched again and cast a quick glance around
his surroundings once again and shuddered. He needed to put
something in his stomach or die of hunger. He dug his two hands
into both sides of his trousers’ pockets to check if he had money
in any of them. His left hand felt something. When he pulled out
clutching both the object and the money clip within, to his
surprise it was money. He remembered he still had the change he got
from the mallam he
bought a pack of detergent from in the morning. A mirthless smile,
which only lit his face briefly, played on his cheeks.

He brightened when he counted the
money and it was a whopping one hundred and eighty naira. Enough
money to get him a good meal and even more! He clutched it firmly
as he feared that leaving the money in his pocket could attract
pickpockets whom he was told could see through walls when they were
in their element.

He staggered to where a woman was
roasting corns and bought one, hoping it would be enough to hold
him till he figured out what to do next. Anyone watching him would
think he must be one of the madmen freshly broken loose. It was a
regular sight, especially under the bridge and the corn seller also
treated him like he was one.

He bought a second one as soon as he
was done with the first. He was lucky the corn was cheap, he could
afford to eat to his fill. There was more money where the ten naira
he gave the woman came from. To quench his thirst, he bought a
sachet of pure water. His relief could not be described.

Life under the bridge could be quite
dangerous at this time of the day, but not for a madman. Anything
was possible here, as no one would dare to come to his rescue if he
was attacked.

It was getting late and the true
owners of the community were coming home! The pickpockets, the
madmen who were still sane enough to come back to a place they
called home, the homeless and the bums, all roads led to the foot
of the bridge. Mark saw he wasn’t alone after all and the fear that
gripped him was so palpable, it could be touched.

To his surprise, none of the
destitute who trudged into the vicinity from different directions
even took notice of him. He was part of the community after all.
Everyone minded his own business. He was only perturbed when after
eating his corn, tried to go back to his room only to discover the
landlord was already back
from his rounds and was making plans to turn in. Mark couldn’t
believe the sight before him.

He had been ejected without
prior notice! The madman turned out to be a huge fellow whose hair
alone could outweigh a bag of garri. Was he a man or a woman? He
won’t tell! Both the hair on his head and his moustache were coiled
into Rastafarian style. The pieces of rags that passed for his
clothes came in varied colours and sizes. No piece was wasted! His
personal effects were his priceless possessions he carried on his
person and he would kill to protect them. Every piece of cloth had
its place: either they were tied on the leg, the hand, or around
the waist. The odour he sent out was so offensive, Mark needed no
one to remind him he should relocate without a fight.

It was around 7:45 p.m. now. Darkness
would soon envelope the horizon; he needed a place to stay before
that happened. At the far side of the bridge towards Iyana Isolo,
he saw abandoned vehicles and decided to try his luck. Traffic was
less at this time of the day and as such, motorists were moving at
full speed. He waited for ten minutes, say, before he crossed the
busy Airport Road.

With shaky legs, he moved
from vehicle to vehicle. With every step he threw, he felt someone
would pounce on him. Every sound was startlingly frightening. Most
of the vehicles were either already occupied or locked.
Does everyone in Lagos sleep in
vehicles?he wondered. He wouldn’t lose hope
too soon. He continued, picking up pace and courage, straining his
neck to see through wound glass, he moved from one to another until
he saw it.

It was an old yellow Toyota Record car
abandoned very close to the road. The owner, he observed, didn’t
make an effort to push it off the road. One of the tyres merely
touched the shoulder of the road and that was it. It appeared the
vehicle may have spoilt not too long ago and the driver quickly
locked up and fled for fear of being robbed of his day’s labour.
That could be why Mark met it still unoccupied. He got closer,
afraid at first someone might accost him and brand him a car
hijacker. When he tried the handle of the back door, it gave way.
He listened, afraid someone might shout, but nothing happened. No
one gave a hoot; no one cared. This was Lagos! He slipped in and
gently eased the door to a close, still petrified.

The privacy felt wonderful once again,
even though he was in a dangerous terrain. From the back of the
car, he surveyed his environment and relaxed. He recalled, to his
chagrin, how he had strove to give his boss a surprise that
morning, but had ended up a drifter. The thought of his poor and
lonely mother rushed through him and he couldn’t hold the tears
that streamed and cascaded his sere cheeks. It took him a very long
time to drift away into another round of deep sleep.
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It was around 3:00 a.m. and the air
was humid and chilly. There was absolute quiet occasioned by the
inactivity brought on by rest and sleep. Sadiq and his men, having
gone through the plans one more time and assurance guaranteed,
swung into action. The victim was an importer whose home Sadiq’s
snitch did not only check but also sent in details of the
owner’s modus oparandi. Information had it that the man brought in some oodles of
money for a business transaction billed for next day. The gang had
been on the man’s trail for a long time and that effort was about
to pay off. Like Sadiq would say, let’s go
get my money, as if he left the money with
his victims. Of course when he is on your trail, your money became
his!

Kingsley Agbarakwe, the occupant of
the house at 15 Adekitan Street, Satellite Town, never bothered
enlisting more than two security men since he depended so much on
the dreaded OPT―Operation Punish the Thieves―that had been widely
commended and acclaimed for putting a stop to security breaches
around the area in recent times. Although OPT’s methods were
crudely unorthodox, people slept with both eyes closed.

Kingsley had a
septuagenarian guard who manned his mighty gate. The old and
frail-looking man, who could barely lift the cutlass he had come to
get so attached to, never failed him nevertheless.
Why waste money when he also contributes five
hundred naira monthly to support OPT? Kingsley had complained
greedily.

When his friends advised him to hire a
younger person to support Papa, the old man was fondly called; he
disregarded it with the usual wave of the hand. To him, it was
disappointing how everyone around him only wanted to see him throw
away good money. Nobody ever made suggestions that would link him
to more business endeavours!

Sadiq, the gang leader, had come a
long way to know how the OPT operated. He had infiltrated the
outfit with his foot soldiers and he was supplied with their
itinerary on daily basis. He in turn paid homage every once in a
while to whet their palms. He had never had any clash with them;
his settlements had been on the regular.

The rain which begun around
nine that evening had degenerated into a mere drizzle, the
pattering sounds it made buried the sound of the gang’s vehicle as
they drove through the deserted streets. Cold was at its peak and
sleep could best be described as sound.

When they got to the front
of the apartment, a member of the gang scaled the giant fence using
a colleague’s shoulder as a ladder. And just like the snitch
assured, Papa was snoring at the corner, with his cutlass doubling
as the only treasured weapon and also as his pillow. The gang
member, who was known as Ten Kobo
among his peers, with an expertise that only came
from a professional, eased the set of keys from Papa. He proceeded
to the gate inches away and began to try the keys with the padlock
one after the other. Eventually one of the keys matched and the
padlock gave way with a quiet popping sound. A split second later,
the gate flung open. The car was driven right into the compound and
its remaining occupants were disgorged.

Sadiq, with a light tap at the cheek,
woke Papa, who leisurely got to his feet. When Papa realized it
wasn’t Kingsley, his boss, that woke him up, he almost collapsed
and with shaky voice he started pleading almost immediately not to
be killed. All his courage as a Nigerian/Biafran war veteran
vanished into thin air as he found out his life was at the mercy of
the armed robbers.

Papa was ordered to lead them into the
house. With a dejected look of a man who had lost a priceless
valuable, he had no choice but to lead the way and three of the
gang members, including Olu, followed. Two others kept watch
outside. At the entrance door, the old man, who was now in tears,
rapped at the iron door after pressing the doorbell a number of
times.

It was Kingsley’s wife who woke up and
came staggering to the door. She was still swayed by sleep when she
sputtered angrily, demanding what it was, for she knew it was Papa.
Papa was forced to come up with a make-believe spin. He told her he
perceived an odour somewhere around the house and suspected
something could be burning. As a security measure, he had decided
to move around and check. Meanwhile, the gun his captors dug deep
into his ribcage was hurting badly.

Madam only hissed annoyingly and
commenced opening the door. As soon as the bolt was heard to slide
home, Sadiq pushed, and using the door, he pinned the helpless
woman to the wall behind.

The shrill sound of
‘dim-o, my husband,’ woke Kingsley, whose snoring could
serve as an alternative siren for the Fire Service team. He
clutched his robe and ran blindly towards the direction of the
call, taking the stairs two at a time. Immediately he came into
view, he met face to face with the gang who pointed their guns and
threatened to shoot if he as much as took any wrong
step.

He took them upstairs to his bedroom
and was asked to surrender the money he brought to the house the
day before.

“I don’t know what you are talking
about?” he denied. “All my transactions are done through the bank,”
he defended.

Sadiq looked at him and laughed. He
had come across such people a good number of times. They usually
put up a fence and needed a little manhandling to make them come
around. He wasn’t expecting otherwise.

“I will ask you for the last time,
where is my money?” Sadiq asked, pointing his gun at the man’s
head.

“I swear, I―” Kingsley was about to
finish swearing when Olu, who had been busy all along ransacking
the rest of the apartment as soon as they broke in, dragged
Kingsley’s eleven-year-old daughter by the neck to the bedroom
where they were all standing.

Looking at the wife on the
floor, his lovely daughter being shoved by the hoodlum, Kingsley
could bear the pain no longer. His wife and daughter were by now
crying and looking up to him to come to their rescue. He was
powerless and couldn’t hold on any longer than he had already
tried. He pointed to a deposit box hidden against a wall covered
with a broad oil painting of Reverend Father Tansi.

He was ordered to open it and he
obliged. To concentrate and plug in the digits on his finely
designed contraption under coercion was the most difficult thing to
do. With shaky hands, he keyed in the code and the safe snapped
open. Aside the millions stashed away in the box, his wife’s
jewelries were also there. The sight of the jewelries infuriated
the wife and she lost her cool. She could not reconcile the idea of
taking all the money and her precious jewelries. She stood up,
slapped Olu, who was closest to her, as her way to register her
grievance. Her whole bile went with that slap, too. There was
confusion.

Olu had never suffered such
humiliation from a woman and what with the way Sadiq had treated
him recently, blood rushed to his head. He was blinded by rage. In
this state of mind, reasoning was never an option. His style was:
settle scores instantly and give excuses later. Sadiq also knew
that if he did not intervene immediately, an irreparable damage was
in the brew. Of course, with a loaded gun in Olu’s hand, he knew he
couldn’t do much within the time frame.

The bullet had already gone off even
before Sadiq could raise his hand to calm him. It hit the woman’s
lofty chest. The force of the impact lifted her off the ground and
slammed her against the bedside mirror, shattering it. She was
covered with bits and pieces, with her body forming cataract of the
broken glass. Death was instantaneous. It happened very fast. Her
brain couldn’t have registered what transpired before her life was
switched off.

This was far from what Sadiq had
bargained for in a well-orchestrated operation. Everything was put
in a momentary pause. Everyone watched in horror, stricken. Members
found their voices, blame poured forth in slow bursts, and
confusion took a better part of the scene.

Blame during an operation wasn’t part
of the rules. The deed was done and blame could come later. Sadiq
needed to take charge, no matter what, before further damage was
done. He ordered everyone out of the house. What lay before him was
such a precarious situation that had the tendency to pit members
against themselves and thus foil the evening. He could deal with
Olu later, but for now, the team was on dangerous turf.

Kingsley, the owner of the house, was
by now in tears and all over the lifeless body of the wife. Turning
her over and wishing it were all a dream, he shouted himself
hoarse. His red striped robe had turned crimson red from blood. And
it was more disheartening that it happened right before his
eleven-year-old daughter!

But for this one kill too many, the
night’s outing would have been a breakthrough such that would have
called for celebration. Sadiq had come far in his chosen trade to
know how to deal with such a situation. He loved it when the rich
beg for mercy, but being too vicious would only expose him and
leave him vulnerable to mistakes. To him, moderation was the
watchword. Killing, to him, came naturally only as an extreme
measure. It was a situational thing. It only came into play as a
means of escape.

He felt defeated that
despite all the steps he had taken to check Olu’s excesses, he had
been beaten once again. Olu is a loose
cannon, a certifiable lunatic! Sadiq had
decided he wasn’t going to allow the idiot to ruin an empire it
took him a lifetime to build. Fate had just entrusted into his lap
a possible replacement and he wouldn’t wait to initiate the plans
he had in his kitty.

 

 


 


The brightness of the day woke Mark.
He rubbed his eyes and removed the grime on each of them as he was
wont. His body ached so badly. He had slept poorly, aligning
himself with the narrow space in the car. Looking around and
remembering the circumstances that had landed him here, the events
of yesterday came back in a flash. He realized with deep regret
that it was not yet Uhuru
for him; his problems were not yet
over.

Beyond the windscreen, the bonnet was
open and he could hear distinctive voices close by, though the
sounds were buried by the disturbances around. Still dazed, he
reached out and felt for the door handle, found it, pulled and
pushed simultaneously. The door gave way, making a squeaking sound,
releasing slivers of dust from the hinges. He stepped out, one leg
first. His foot felt cold and it shot through him as it touched the
puddle of coal tar. He alighted, still holding the door, assessing
the area. His eyes made a one hundred and eighty degree arc as he
swept the façade, apprehension gripping him.

At seeing him emerge from
the vehicle, the owner, who was assisting the mechanical technician
working on his vehicle, was bewildered. He regarded Mark for a
second and without thinking, rushed him violently. Before Mark
could utter a word, the man had gagged him, his elbow pinning him
to the vehicle, and started shouting “Ole,
Ole, thief, thief!”

Bewildered and flustered, Mark
struggled to disentangle himself from the man’s stronghold, without
success. The event of yesterday had sapped him of what was left of
his strength. As was the custom, people gathered immediately and
descended on him, beating and hitting him with clubs. Most of them
were passersby, but partook in the free-for-all beating to vent a
built-up anger of a possible loss in the past.

Sadiq was among the people who rushed
to the scene. It was a usual spectacle in Lagos: if it was not a
botched pickpocket, then a purse snatching gone awry! Jungle
justice was always the best form of judgment here. Police would
rather share in the loot and set the victims free many times when
such people were caught and handed over to them. The people were
tired of such flawed justice. Lynch them, set them on fire, and
that settled it! Deterrents were given a lot of thoughts to steer
by as they watched their kind beg for clemency.

The bus stop and its environs were
under Sadiq’s firm control. His word was law. Immediately he got to
the scene, like everyone else, anyone that saw him gave way, since
half the people present knew him and respected him for who he
was.

He pushed and meandered his way
through the vengeful crowd. Quickly he ordered everyone to hold on.
His reason was to check and make sure it wasn’t one of his boys
that was being pummeled. He looked at the victim on the floor
closely, his hands spread out both ways to bar people from pushing
forward, creating a circle around the victim. He took a more
cursory look, trying to observe the face at close quarters, as the
victim’s face was covered in blood. Recognition dawned on him and
his countenance changed from one of deep contempt to pity. The
crowd knew trouble was in the brew by the time he looked
up.

“Wetin the boy
steal?” he asked, addressing no one in
particular.

Every hand lowered. Everyone started
retracting backwards. Attention shifted to the owner of the car,
who was seen easing through the crowd with a wheel spanner. His
plan was to finish what he started with the metallic
tool.

“He is a thief,” he threw in reply,
hoping he could pull it very easily. After all, a look around
showed he was the only one in the crowd who had a lucrative job. He
could also scare them off and assert his point with his good
English. They didn’t stand a chance!

“I ask you again, what did he steal?”
By now people saw trouble was looming and began to disperse
gradually. No one wanted to contend with Sadiq.

“I saw him come out of my vehicle.
What was he doing there, if not to steal?” Replied the man as truth
began to negate him. The judgment he thought would have been very
swift was no more a given. The verdict could go either way and he
saw the crowd was regrettably beginning to pitch tent with his
cross examiner. He needed to do more to consolidate his points or
lose it.

“He—” he was caught short.

“Okay, because he came out
of your car, that made him a thief? This boy is innocent as far as
I’m concerned. He only slept in your car because I saw him
yesterday. You wey park motor for road, did
you settle us?” Sadiq asked, becoming more
confrontational now.

“You call this one
car?” Olu added close by, pointing at the
vehicle with so much distaste and made a gesture of smacking him.
All heads turned to look at the vehicle as if they had never
noticed it.

“Useless man!
Carry this boy,
go treat na na na before I change my mind!”
Sadiq threatened and walked out.

Mark, who lay on the mud-ridden cold
tar, groaned from the pain he sustained from cuts all over his
body. He was carried to a nearby Chemist store for treatment. He
was first treated of the open wounds and bandaged. The chemist
demanded that he should eat first before taking the drugs he
assembled and then get injected. Progress of his treatment was
reported to Sadiq every step of the way.

After an hour and half, Mark was
discharged. He limped his way towards the bridge. He had no one to
go to but to the man who saved him from being lynched. Sadiq
welcomed him like a brother, gave him a place to sit and engaged
him in a chat.

He tried to assure Mark and went
further to tell him that what happened to him was not unusual. It
was a regular occurrence in Lagos and so he should not blame the
people. The Police had proved they were incapable of handling the
spate of robberies in the street. The public, as a security
measure, had resorted to taking laws into their hands by way of
delivering instant judgment; judgment that had eluded them. That
would be their efforts at trying to weed the streets of the ever
increasing robbers. He continued talking and gesticulating. It felt
like he was shooting himself in the leg as he said those words, but
then it was the best approach he could muster to get close to the
boy, without attracting any suspicion.

Mark was greatly relieved though, but
still dumbfounded at what had befallen him. He had escaped death by
the whiskers yet again and as if that wasn’t enough, his situation
was far from being improved. There were rivers to cross from the
look of things.

Sadiq tried to make him
respond, but Mark looked resentfully transfixed, as if he was in a
trance. Sadiq knew and understood the signs and didn’t push it. The
boy had just experienced a tincture of what he, Sadiq, had gone
through over and over again. The experience had built a character
in him and projected him to where he was today. He would come around, he told
himself.

Their closeness provided Sadiq with an
opportunity to size the boy up and he saw he could be an asset. He
could see the innocence through him and saw that the boy would
require a very diligent but painstaking approach to bring out the
best in him. He must first understudy him thoroughly, even though
he had begun that, find out what his world views were and possibly
learn how to penetrate him.

Being at such a crude and rustic
stage, any mistake would scare him and Sadiq wouldn’t want to lose
such a valuable gift for all the money in the world. The most
difficult part of his career had always been how to discern his
kind.

Olu had proved to be a sizeable pain
in his sizeable ass, the type he must get rid of as fast as can be.
No brother in jungle! He was not ready to call it quits with street
life now, nor was he also ready to spend time behind bars for a
problem he could easily solve. That plan wouldn’t pan out in the
next five years at least, unless he was lucky enough to land that
magical loot . . . that one heist that would
settle it all . . . .

Wishful
thinking! he told himself, cutting his
thoughts short.

Even the scores of bank
robberies he and his team carried out over the years never gave him
such leverage. How would he possibly attain such a dream, when for
every job, he had to settle the police, the OPT, his numerous
snitches and not to mention, his men? What about the
Babalawos,
priests of Ifá, the spirit of
wisdom; the Alfas and the Pastors whose work it
was to fortify him and his men, help foresee danger and warn him
beforehand?

“Shon, Sir,” a Danfo driver shouted his
greeting quite unexpectedly.

He was startled and jolted back to his
senses. He couldn’t believe what came over him. He looked once
again at Mark. The boy’s sitting position had not changed and his
sight was, by every inch, directionless. The post-traumatic stress
of what had happened was having a toll on him, no doubt.

He realized the boy needed to rest. A
sound sleep would help him recover from his trauma and clear his
head a little. That wouldn’t be possible where they were. With a
pity he never felt for anyone, he decided to do the unthinkable. It
was a decision he vowed never to ever make, but this one was an
exception. He had vowed never to mix business with sentiments. None
of his gang members had the luxury of knowing where he lived and it
had always been like that. Nobody probed; nobody bothered. The work
demanded some modicum of secrecy and everyone
understood.

If he were to win the boy’s heart and
turn him in, he must have to do something extraordinary. He was
about to offer the boy a bone large enough to wag his drifting
dog’s tail.
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Sadiq stood up, stretched, and tried to flag
down a taxi. He thought better of it when he remembered he needed
to consort with Olu, who was busy running from one conductor to the
other, collecting settlements amidst incoherent growls followed by
the frequent lashing of his stick at hard nuts.

“Owoda—your money,” Olu snarled, charging at
a recalcitrant motorist, eyes blazing. Sadiq walked up to some
metres close to where Olu stood haggling with the conductor of a
Danfo bus whose driver wasn’t forthcoming, and called him to a
corner. Closing up, they discussed in hushed voices.

“Kosi
wahala, there is no problem,” Olu replied,
strutting away to catch up with a fleeing bus. “Owoda!” Olu shouted, charging
furiously with crumpled money held between his rough left dirty
fingers.

 

 


 

“Taxi, drop!” Sadiq shouted
as soon as he joined Mark. He got lucky this time round, after a
third taxi. The cab screeched to a stop some meters away. Lagos
cabs could joke with anything, but not when they heard the sound
of drop being
mentioned by a would-be passenger. He beckoned Mark to join him as
he approached the driver, leaning by the window.

“Ajegunle!” he called.

The cab driver bent his neck some
inches, looking at Sadiq from a peripheral view.

“Make we go,” he replied.

Sadiq walked around to the off side
door, opened and held it and took a second look in the direction of
Mark, who was limping painfully towards the car. With the nod of
the head, he signaled him to hop in.

Mark opened the back door and with his
hip first, he made a half circle with his bum acting as pivot into
the car. The driver, who appeared in so much a hurry, engaged gear
even before Mark closed the door and the car dashed off. The
centripetal force, the car’s sudden forward surge generated, pinned
him forcefully to the sofa as he jerked to regain his balance,
clutching frantically on the hand rest.

The ride took a boring two
hours, with the attendant nerve-racking holdups making the vehicles
crawl at a snail’s pace. Mark did not expect so much from a
mere Agbero, ticket
tout, in the person
of Sadiq. He wasn’t expecting him to live in a better
environment―that would amount to asking for too much. He wasn’t
surprised with the environment they veered into
eventually.

The streets were crowded with people
milling around noisily. The roads were littered with potholes. A
sizeable portion of the road lacked tar entirely. The stench that
struck Mark was the type he never experienced. Heaps of dirt was a
regular sight as they lined up the streets, pure water nylons, and
empty cans making up a reasonable percentage. Most of the walkways
were flooded and the smell emitting from the over-flooded gutter
was nauseating. The buildings were haphazardly and randomly
planted, Shanties and Bundies lined up like clusters of
mushrooms.

Mark noticed that Sadiq was
frantically looking at the side mirror all along. He was careful
with details, he couldn’t just stop noticing small imperceptible
flashes, even as he nursed his injuries. He felt it had to do with
his state of mind. He wasn’t surprised when, all of a sudden, Sadiq
ordered the driver to stop. The driver was about to protest the
breach, but ended up licking his dry lips when he saw the money
Sadiq dangled like a carrot in his face.

The driver pulled up by the shoulder
of the busy road. Passersby cursed! Sadiq got down, assisted Mark
out of the car. He appeared in so much a hurry. Quickly he flagged
down another car and practically pushed Mark into the backseat.
Entering the front, he told the driver where he was
headed.

They took off at full speed, veering
into a street to the left, the vehicle made several turns and
continued firing nonstop for another twenty minutes. Mark was about
to breathe a sigh of relief when the same drama repeated
itself.

Just like before, Sadiq ordered the
driver to stop even before he got to the destination they had
agreed. From the distraught look on the driver’s face, Mark knew
this maneuver wouldn’t fly this time. Sadiq understood the routine
and came prepared.

“You should have told me,” the driver
exclaimed with a soft smile around his cheeks as he counted the
money, dabbing the tip of his index and mid fingers against his
tongue to moisten them with saliva. The last cab they entered again
circled round the creeks and plied the same route they came from.
The next thirty minutes saw them through waterlogged paths and
dingy houses and finally to their destination.

Sadiq rated himself high
when it came to losing anybody planted to follow him. His
shadows were good if it
took him some few poles to throw them off. He knew the terrain and
wouldn’t want to be caught napping. He was yet to establish if the
young man with him wasn’t there as bait, so he had taken the
necessary precautionary steps, even though it was an effort in
futility.

Mark was deeply engrossed in the
spectacle around him. He seemed to have forgotten his pains for a
moment. He was so lost in his own thoughts, he didn’t know when
they got to their destination. The car had stopped for some seconds
now. Sadiq and the driver were looking at him curiously, waiting
for him to get down.

With so much difficulty, he stepped
out applying the same principle, but this time it didn’t go without
the accompanying debilitating pains, as his left leg had cramped.
The bandage he had on his knee wouldn’t allow him bend it with ease
and when he did, it became difficult for blood to flow through to
the other parts of the leg. He needed to constantly stretch it, but
since he hadn’t had time to do that during the many transfers, it
was momentarily rendered incapacitated. He had to limp with his
right leg while his left leg dipped and ran lines with his big toes
as he moved.

Just like he expected, the taxi had
stopped in the crowded street. Mark was at a loss. He tried to
figure out which of the houses it could be since they littered like
shanties, interconnecting each other in rows. He followed Sadiq,
who had not uttered a word. They passed over a gutter with syrupy
black water running under it, giving out a putrid
stench.

They entered what could pass for a
passageway between two interconnecting buildings. Mark had a
difficult time dodging the numerous stools that were planted on the
pathway like landmines. The walk took them another three poles,
without as much as a breath of fresh air, before they came to an
intersection. A second turn to the right and they continued.
Another energy sapping twenty-seven limps on Mark’s count brought
them finally to Sadiq’s doorpost.

Sadiq’s side of the building was not
different from the others. The dissimilarity was in the use of
plywood for some and blocks for others. The design was the same
long stretch interconnected run-of-the-mill shanties that could
pass for a ghetto. They were designed in a face-me-I-face-you form,
giving no room for space and privacy, except the toilets which were
detached usually some metres away.

The popular
I-pass-my-neighbour generators, which were luxuries in themselves, were on display
at the doorposts. Some of the generators battled and dragged for
space with the faeces. For the very few generators running, the
sound was upsetting.

A burglary proof, which sent a
tintinnabulation of jangling metal against metal sound, rattled
Mark as Sadiq unlocked the giant padlock. Beyond the metallic
burglary proof was a metallic door, the type at the entrance into
Cyriacus’s house. With the key slotted into the doorknob, Sadiq
turned it three hundred and sixty degrees, contorting his face to
show some ounces of energy were exerted doing that. With a stifled
popping sound heard every one hundred and eighty degree turn, the
door eased open. Sadiq stepped in. Turning to look at Mark, he
beckoned him to follow with the nod of the head, as if the boy
wouldn’t have done that without his instruction.

Brightening with renewed delight, Mark
stretched out and grabbed the burglary proof with his left hand,
with the last of his depleting energy, he hauled himself over a
dwarf wall that served to protect floods from getting into the
apartment.

Sadiq pointed Mark, who was by now
astonished with what he saw in the spacious living room, to a
settee, then proceeded to where the generator lay by the side
behind the opened door. He pushed it, the Sumec 8000 type giant
generator affixed with tyres to the veranda, connected the
couplings and with the turn of the key, the machine coughed into
life, sending a resonating frequency that shook the
walls.

The power change-over was some inches
above the lintel, and reaching out, he held the insulated bar and
pulled it down. The house came aglow, blinding Mark with the sudden
brightness of the bulbs evenly affixed on the four corners of the
wall. Sadiq re-entered the living room, walked straight to a
connecting door towards the back and unlocked it. He called on Mark
and gestured him to the bed in the room ahead of him.

“That’s the bed there. The bathroom is
on the left. You need to rest,” he reminded him.

Back to the parlour, he strode to the
television set, selected a movie from the pile of DVDs stacked like
yam barn and placed it in the waiting outstretched tongue of the
DVD player. It retracted and he waited for it to read before
depressing a knob on the remote control. His movement was
methodical; every gesture and turn produced results. Mark followed
his every step with equal parts apprehension and subdued
admiration. Gradually he was beginning to warm up to the
meet.

When Sadiq was done, he stretched and
strengthened his fading polo shirt. Standing above Mark now,
exuding that intimidating presence, he rasped out instructions,
more or less addressing himself.

“I have got to run now. Lock the door
after me. I have some fruits in the fridge in case you get hungry.
Don’t open the door for anyone, no matter who it is, till I come
back. I will be back pretty soon.”

Mark nodded and rose to follow him to
the door. He did as he was instructed. Sadiq never failed to
impress him with his spoken English. Even if for nothing else, he
had got something he could tap from him.

Back in the parlour, he took a deep
breath, surveying the house properly one more time, and choosing
the couch directly opposite the TV, he lowered his bulk. He settled
down to the movie. He couldn’t remember the last time he watched a
television all by himself. He took a second look around the house
again and was awed at how neat and organized Sadiq left his things.
He felt at home once more and relaxed. He couldn’t come to terms
with how a man whose job was to stand and extort motorists could
afford such a lovely place, with all the gadgets in
place.

He was deep in thought trying to
reminisce over the maddening happenings he had been a part of the
last forty-eight hours, and at the same time, fought to concentrate
on the movie.

Each episode of the experience was
replayed before him so clearly; it felt he was reliving them over
again. Thinking helped the brain relax. Sleep came baring its
fangs, but Mark fought it as if it was a taboo to sleep in the
stranger’s couch.

 

 


 


He woke up three hours later. With his tongue,
he lurched at the stream of elastic saliva that almost gushed out
from the side of his mouth like liquid gum. His mouth tasted awful.
Shifting uneasily, he surveyed his surroundings, afraid someone was
close by to see his bad manners. His whole body felt woozy and his
neck hurt badly too. The TV was still running. Darting around the
screen, making an oscillating movement against a deep blue
background, LG was boldly written in upper-case letters.

Hunger gnawed at him.
Remembering what Sadiq said about a certain fruit in the fridge, he
stood up uneasily and made for the kitchen. That wouldn’t be bad for starters, he
assured himself.

With the left hand supporting his left
knee and the right hand pointing skywards, he limped towards the
connecting room. He made an effort not to allow the injured leg to
touch the floor, because his ankle had swollen to bursting point
and the pain was excruciating. The journey to the bedroom thence
the kitchen that would have ordinarily taken eight strides was like
trekking to a mile.

A giant LG Refrigerator was
standing against the wall. Sadiq sure have
a thing with LG products, he noted. The
family-sized bed at the centre of the room took one third of the
space. The wardrobe was at the foot of the cabinet and the standing
fan stood watch over the bed like a nanny. The coloured bulb that
gave out a red light like a distant star didn’t help him make out a
better look of the room.

He was greeted by the icy air that
spat on his face as he opened the fridge. He scanned the various
compartments of the well-stocked refrigerator like a raptorial bird
and his eyes rested on the banana on the second rack from the top
down.

There were drinks of
assorted types: beer, soft drinks and cognacs. He saw
Agbo roots in bottled
water containers also dragging for space. He took hold of a bunch
of the bananas and a rap of groundnut beside it.

The walk back to the parlour this time
around didn’t take long compared to the trip from it. The pain he
felt had subsided a great deal, probably because the thought of
eating something had eased it . . . pains
contained as a result of a possible reward!

 

 


 


If not for anything, Ebere
considered himself lucky for one thing at least. He had a stature
that would have him pass for a Hausa young man: thin, tall and
black. With his aquiline and athletic features, once he slipped
into a caftan, he could do exploits within the Hausa community.
People mistook him for one of the many spoilt Alhaji sons in town. An
Alhaji was a Muslim who
has completed a religious journey to Mecca.

By the dint of this fitting
appearance, he mixed well with both the locals and his colleagues
at the market. It was not long before he identified with a gang
group that had terrorized the town for years. Ebere could be the
magic wand the gang was waiting for. Penetrating the Sabon Gari
Market had always been the gang’s aim all along. Several attempts
at breaking into the market had been met with a stiff resistance.
An insider was all they had ever yearned for. Eventually Ebere was
made an offer he could not resist. He was told that his job would
simply be to furnish the gang with information―the security layout
of the market, the network of shops, and detailed descriptions of
where the next hit should be and how to go about it without getting
caught.

That sounded right up his alley. That
was the type of life he had envisaged. He had nothing to lose.
There was no risk there also! Dishing out tips and getting his
share of the booty was just cool from all facets. This was his
destiny calling!

Two days later after he had agreed to
work with the gang, horror was unleashed on the once crime-free
market. As if it was magic, the spates of robbery soared overnight.
The robbers’ mastery of the market layout left both the security
outfit and traders perplexed. Something was wrong. There was
confusion everywhere. The traders had suspected there could have
been an informant within them, but it was difficult identifying
whom it could be. The management in charge of the market put
pressure on the security outfit, ordering them to perform or lose
their contract.

A roster was drawn and marketers took
turns to assist the security men keep watch on a nightly basis.
Every effort proved futile as the robbers always came up with an
uncanny way of beating them and leaving them dumbfounded. The
robbers seemed to be one step ahead of their contingency
plans.

Ebere held his end of the bargain
well. His tip-offs were accurate and clearly delivered. He gave out
minute details of a target, passed decisions taken during meetings
by the shop owners and also brought the gang up to speed on any
possible security threat. The gang in turn never bothered with a
clause in the arrangement that excluded him from on-the-mission
participation. Time proved him indispensible. The gang had never
had it so good. Ibrahim, the gang leader, didn’t look back,
sticking to the agreement!

Everything seemed to be
falling in place. Ebere played his role and did it well, he was
beyond suspicion. His alibis were watertight, though no one ever
accused him at the market. He was an idiot after all, who was fed crumbs
from the masters’ tables.

Ebere knew he had always had it in him
all along, but he never expected it to materialize so soon and this
big. He knew he couldn’t have pulled it without some prodding. He
believed he did it all by himself nevertheless. What he had become
required some hard thinking and that was what he did. He could be a
lowlife to the money bags in the market arena, but incidentally, he
had been able to stay on his feet and still remained a vital part
of the market community. Talk about making effort and hustling, he
did just that. Everyone saw him sweat for every penny he made and
commended his hard work. He had won their accolades and even got
tips for being a good boy.

Ebere hoped his business friends would
get the shock of their lives when they understood he never depended
on their tips. He felt slighted for what he considered an
insubordination on their part. It was painful to live with the
pretense. People who talked him down, and had a jaundiced view of
him would turn around to show him love for working his ass off.
That was not acceptable.

What insolence!

It was very true people thought he
only ran errands and made his keeps from the little gains he made
from helping others sell their wares. Only a few knew he also sold
crack to select businessmen. To them, it was still one of the few
dirty things he did to hold body and soul together, but only he
knew how far his network of customers had stretched within the
shortest of times.

His ego was like the proverbial lizard
that fell from a height and thudded to the ground. Throwing a quick
cursory look over both sides of its shoulders, hoping to hear
someone close by pat it on the back, or better still, hail its
gallantry, and disappointed no such praises came, it shook its
rotund head and declared that since no one was there to praise it
for the feat, it wouldn’t be out of place to do the praising
itself. Ebere knew how much money that was lodged into his account
every week and still kept a low profile. He ought to be given some
credit at least for his humility. It wasn’t so much to
ask . . . .

His one room en-suite apartment at
Dantata Street left nothing to be desired. It was a dingy suburb
that was reserved for douche bags like him. His plan was to
relocate to Lagos as soon as he had amassed enough money to
establish himself and start life anew. His patience was wearing
off. He just couldn’t hold on like this much longer. What was there
at making money he won’t spend?

The possible fear of losing his head
anytime soon and probably running roughshod thereby compromising
his well thought out cover pecked at the back of his mind. He
wouldn’t want to stick around till that happened. His major concern
now was his colleagues at the market who could be too nosy for
comfort. They were becoming unnecessarily inquisitive and such
people had the capacity to blow his cover sooner than he
thought.
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Mark spent a month and two weeks in Sadiq’s
place. His stay took this long because his injuries needed some
time to heal. Besides, Sadiq had other plans he was yet to
disclose. Sadiq planned to integrate Mark into his line of work,
but found out that he needed time to work on him. And whatever
method he intended to adopt must be gradual too, lest he scare him
away.

Sadiq had monitored the boy closely
and watched his reactions to some statements he loosely used around
him. He had observed his mood swings ever since he told him how he
sustained the bullet scar on his left shoulder. The boy had
subsequently become very distant and uncomfortable in his presence.
What he had observed so far was not uncommon to a fresher. He
needed to be careful not to divulge so much. There was the dilemma
of a possible rejection to contend with! His father once told him
to look beyond a possible rejection.

Sadiq was a little perturbed by Mark’s
ankle injury that was taking a long time to heal. Olu’s presence
was beginning to get on his nerves. He couldn’t wait to get rid of
the nuisance, but before that was done; Mark ought to be on his
feet and roaring to go. It wouldn’t be so nice to bring in someone
who would jeopardize his operation.

By the tail end of the month, his
patience was almost thinned out. Mark had shown he could not fit in
and that hurt too bad. Ever since he watched him oil a Beretta hand
gun, his life had not been the same. He wouldn’t blame the boy
though; he was the one who couldn’t keep his impatience in check.
That was a desperate move that could ruin him. Every entreaty had
failed and he was in a dire need to turn the boy in or find out
where his interests were. The boy was simply not yielding. All his
plans had turned belly up, a counterproductive! It was not his plan
to initiate Plan B but it felt he had run out of options
already.

By the second week into the second
month, Mark knew with certainty that everything was not well. He
could perceive that from Sadiq’s behaviours. His smiles were forced
and cosmetic . . . a mere window dressing. He
spoke a little and his answers to questions came in quick and ratty
bursts.

Mark wasn’t surprised when he
sauntered into the house all flushed that afternoon. He had braced
himself for the worst. Sadiq had responded to his greeting with the
wave of the hand and an inaudible growl followed. Mark was, to say
the least, nonplussed. He was always uneasy in his presence each
time he came home feeling that way. From the way his brow furrowed,
Mark didn’t need to be told something was eating him up. He was
about to retire to the kitchen, just like he usually did at such a
situation, when Sadiq called out.

“Mark!” he had snapped.

“Yes, Sir,” Mark answered, ambling
behind the three-in-one couch, shaking.

“I can see you are much better now and
are well to fend for yourself,” Sadiq started, his mood very
formal, “. . . from all indications, I see you
cannot handle my type of job and I am worried as to where to engage
you. Conductor work would have been your best bet, but you can’t
speak Yoruba and you cannot really fit in with the life here. Do
you have anything in mind you may want to do for the time being?”
Sadiq asked, his head still bent and not wanting to make eye
contact.

Mark was by now trying to ease up a
little and only shuffled his feet to indicate he was still there
and probably to show that he heard him. Sadiq waited, shaking his
head to the beat he made with his feet tapping quietly on the
rug.

“To be frank, I can’t come up with
anything now, but I would be okay with anything you can do for me
to help me start off,” he replied and relapsed into quiet. There
was an uneasy feeling about him. He couldn’t believe he heard Sadiq
right when he asked for his opinion. This would be the first time
he had been treated to such luxury.

Sadiq was tempted to laugh at the
sound of ‘anything’ in Mark’s statement.

See JJC, he muttered under his breath, the slang for a new arrival
not meeting Mark’s ears.

“Well, I will think about something
and would communicate you as soon as I hit at anything. But you
must get set as you would be leaving soon. I would like you to have
it at the back of your mind that nothing goes for anything. There
is no such thing as a free meal. Whatever I have done or plan to do
for you would be paid for when you are back on your feet and I hope
I won’t have a problem with that?” he asked and looking Mark
straight in the eyes, his head inclined sideways.

Mark couldn’t stand his eyes locked
with his even for a second. He quickly removed his line of sight
before answering.

“Trust me on this. There would be no
problem at all, Sir,” he assured, not believing his newfound
confidence.

Sadiq regarded him for a minute as if
trying to assure the boy wasn’t bluffing. He took his phone, dialed
a number and walked to the bedroom as he spoke into it.

The next two days, Sadiq woke Mark and
asked him to get set. Mark was surprised. He was hoping he would
stay till the end of the week at least, two weeks from the day of
their last discussion, maybe.

He quickly rose to his feet, rushed to
the bathroom to take a quick bath. When he came back, Sadiq was
already waiting for him, having had his bath hours before he woke
him. He hurried into his clothes, which still had dried blood
stains, and quickly shuffled the well-worn shirts and oversized
trousers Sadiq gave him in a black cellophane bag.

“Hope you are not forgetting
anything?” Sadiq asked.

“No, I am not.”

They came out of the house, locked up
and trekked to the tarred road. Sadiq flagged down a taxi and
negotiated with the driver. Mark, who was watching from the other
side of the gutter, was beckoned to join him.

When they got to Iyanikpaja, with
Sadiq’s directive, the cab made a detour and rode straight to
Falana Street, not quite far from the foot of the flyover. Mark
remembered it was his first port of call some two months ago. An
eerie feeling came over him. His face turned moody and he became
apprehensive all of a sudden.

The driver slowly meandered the car
through the busy street and finally got to a shop where Sadiq
ordered him to stop. It was a welding shop, rusting metal scraps
lay all over the ground: iron bars designed into some kinds of
burglary proofs, probably for a building project, vehicle doors,
pieces of short metal frames, just name it. It was a disorganized
lot and Mark couldn’t put his finger on what the owner specialized
in.

Does Sadiq want to enlist me
as an apprentice in a welding shop? Mark
was lost completely. The shop owner was busy with a job at hand and
didn’t notice when Sadiq got inches away. His welding goggles
strapped firmly on the eyes by a leather belt held by Velcro, his
welding torch in hand and blowing away, his helpers in rags helping
him to align and hold on to the iron bars he was working
on.

A blinding pain shot through Mark as
the acetylene flame hit his eyes. He quickly turned his face
sideways. He wondered whether the boys who watched their boss
without goggles were immune to what he felt. He retreated further
backwards when he perceived the pungent odour of ammonia. Sadiq
called out to the man, shouting above the noises coming out each
time the acetylene flame made contact with the iron bars and the
soldering bit. The man eventually looked up, removed his goggles
and a smile lit his sweating face. He cleaned his dirty hands on
his dirty trousers and stuck out his right hand for a handshake.
Sadiq took it nonetheless―Sadiq only observed his hygiene at
home!

“Oga Lateef, how
far?” Sadiq shouted.

“I don dey finish am. By
tomorrow I go finish am. Our problem na light. Light no de dey for
this area, Oga,” the man replied, a helpless look
on his face.

“Okay, I will send my boy to come
carry am tomorrow. Don’t fail-o!” Sadiq begged and pointed at Mark
standing by the sidewalk.

 


 


 


The journey with Peace Mass took a four-hour
bumpy ride from Nsukka to top Onitsha. Obinna was very
uncomfortable as the bus jerked and glided from one side of the
road to the other dangerously, as it dodged the potholes that
littered every inch of the road. His hope of returning to Nsukka
that same day was dimming. All the efforts he put in waking up
early and even lucky to be on the first bus was just a sheer waste
of energy.

He alighted when the bus
wheeled to a stop by the Bus Stop at Uselu Market. Retreating to an
out-of-harm’s-way corner, he flagged down an Okada moving at full
speed. The Okadaman, who was attired in the usual windbreaker that
had seen better days, braked his beaten Ogbuawa-type motorcycle to a stop
close to Obinna. The man turned out to be a young man in his
mid-twenties, paleface. It was funny because it wasn’t his natural
complexion. He was no doubt a huge fan of cosmetic creams that
peeled off the outer layer of his skin and that left his face with
a hodge podge of colours in an effort to stay plush. It struck
Obinna as odd as he began to wonder why Okada men love to bleach
themselves.

“I dey go Ekosudim
village,” Obinna told him. I’m going to
Ekosudim.

The Okadaman regarded him for a second
as if weighing his purse.

“Na Osaro u wan see?”
the man asked. Is it Osaro you want to
see?

“How do you know? Yes, how
much?

“I know na. Na popular man
and you be stranger. Make we dey go price no go be
problem,” I already knew. Osaro is a
popular man and you are new here. Let us go as price would not pose
a problem. Obinna climbed the steaming bike, adjusted himself and
tapped the man on the shoulder, urging him to move.

Ekosudim took them another fifteen
minutes of a twenty-kilometer per hour hard ride through dusty bush
paths. Obinna had gone through that route before and so was only
bothered by the distance and not how deserted it was. He had seen
worse as Ave hammer.

 

 


 

Osaro had successfully put
Ekosudim village, a hitherto unknown name, on the world map. On a
very good day, the number of visitors could be so much so that
people would wonder if there was a church crusade going on
somewhere in the village. The patronage Okada men and taxi drivers
enjoyed could not be quantified. Uselu market that was held every
four days was now a daily event. Every visitor must pass through
the market to Ekosudim, because the road to Ekosudim ran right
through it. Local produce like yam, plantains and
garri were sold at
cut-throat prices. Business boomed for the local traders, even at
such prices. It surprised the villagers how the visitors could
afford to buy their wares, even at whatever price.

Osaro had not only brought smiles to
their faces, he had also put food on their tables. And nothing
could be better than that. His name was revered. It opened doors.
Whatever it was he was involved in, whether good or bad, got
everyone’s thumbs up. The old and young agreed he was
God-sent.

 

 


 

Obinna paid the Okadaman when they got
to the makeshift wooden gate leading into Osaro’s expanse compound.
He didn’t want to be a nuisance with the noise of the bike and
attract undue attention from the crowd, so he had alighted at the
entrance two poles far away from where people stood and
waited.

The crowd was not much. Adherents were
still trickling in in their twos and threes. In his calculation,
Obinna put the number at twenty. Politicians, Pastors, school
leaders, men and women were all there queued up and waiting. Mad
and mentally deranged were either tied to a stake or walked around
freely in chains, their offensive stench accompanying
them.

For what it was worth, everyone was
equal within Osaro’s compound. No one made an attempt to hide his
identity. Pastors Obinna heard so much about also waited humbly.
Some of them tried to disguise their identity, but the crowd was
not deceived. The people knew who was who.

As unashamed as most of them
were, one of the Pastors was carrying out his healing right there
before everyone, using his phone as the point of contact. It was amusing,
considering the irony of it all.

“Yes, okay,” he had started, walking
around and gesticulating as he
spoke . . . . “I am at the desert right
now. Of course for prayers! What else? I came to seek the face of
the Lord . . . . How serious is
it? . . . anyways, I can’t deny you this
opportunity. Your faith in the Lord has healed him. Now place your
right hand on his forehead and repeat after me,
Jesus . . .” he continued, darting from one part of
the open ground to another, not minding the onlookers.

Another man, whose identity was
difficult to crack at first, also told his callers how lucky they
were to have got his line, because he traveled overseas and only
roamed his phone line just to keep in touch with his flock. Obinna
smiled and exchanged conspiratorial glances with a woman next to
him.

This is banality of evil on
display, he thought in disgust.

Osaro’s home and his shrine were not
distinguishable. The only difference was that Osaro sat
cross-legged before an ugly looking piece of carved wooden
structure. White and red ribbons lined the length and breadth of
the compound, running from point to point, leaving visitors with a
scary feeling of the surrounding area.

Osaro was a diminutive man in the
neighbourhood of fifty and sixty five years of age, dark in
complexion, broad shoulders, puffy cheeks giving him an egg-shaped
appearance, bulging eyeballs, and wearing a snow white wrapper
knotted at his waist. It was typical Bini attire. Red local beads
of various sizes, depicting the Bini tradition, also hung on his
hairless chest. His head was clean shaven to conceal his receding
hairline.

His motion was repetitive. He would
listen to people’s woes first, consult his oracle at intervals for
a solution and mutter incoherent incantations, then attend to their
needs.

One remarkable incident caught the
attention of Obinna, and just as if they were on cue, everyone
displayed their displeasure verbally in unison. The line seemed to
have been stagnant for some time. The sun wasn’t friendly either.
People were beginning to be uncomfortable. A man had been with
Osaro for what seemed like ages and was not even making plans to
leave. People’s feet were aching so badly, the heat was scorching
and it was better to stand in the sun and get baked than go for
shade and share a seat with a reeking madman!

A very greedy adherent had been with
Baba for close to an hour. He proved to be very overzealous with
his wanton desire to get his many problems solved, not minding the
interest of others. He came with over fifty gallons filled with
water. He would tag each of the gallons according to the ailment
the liquid content was expected to cure after Baba’s part. Some of
the gallons were for HIV, others for pregnancy, cancer, whooping
cough and some other strange ailments were also captured on the
tags.

That wasn’t the problem. Problem
started after he lined up the gallons before Osaro, incantations
were said as usual as Baba scooped water from his dark ceramic pot,
between his legs, into the gallons. Making pronouncements into each
of the gallons according to the ailment suggested by the pastor,
fellow pastors who came for the same purpose noticed that the
gallons were becoming too many and could exhaust Baba’s sacred
water.

The protest was ferocious when it
came. But the Pastor was unrepentant and instead of showing
remorse, he chose to shut Baba up with wads of money as incentive.
This show of wealth didn’t go down well with everyone. Some of the
men felt slighted since they too could also match the Pastor Naira
for Naira. Voices rose and anger flared up. Baba, who was engrossed
with the task at hand, refusing to lose concentration, was forced
to look up.

He tried to calm frayed nerves with
the wave of the hand and continued what he was doing. Within the
twilight, the Pastor was busy trying to argue his way out, Baba had
already administered the special water into three different gallons
just like the pastor directed, even though he wasn’t paying
attention. He was busy exchanging banter with the people he
considered his competitors in similar church business. When he
calmed down, he saw he had forgotten what ailment he had requested
for each of the three gallons and that was a disaster.

He didn’t know what pronouncement Baba
made and would rather not ask. It was an irreversible process. The
best course of action would have been to get rid of the content,
but that would be bad for his self-esteem. He couldn’t bring
himself to waste the blessed water he fought so hard to get. He
went ahead and tagged them arbitrarily, giving them HIV, pregnancy
and AIDS respectively!

His colleagues, who knew the
consequences and the spiritual implication of what he just did,
wouldn’t dare open up, for they knew what the fate of the would-be
users of the content was. Nobody uttered a word. The noise died
down and everything came to normalcy again. Let him stew in his own juice, they
cursed.

Persons after persons, one after the
other, the line moved slowly but steadily. Everyone came for a
purpose. Some came hoping to be cured of their diseases, others to
acquire powers and a few others came for the fruit of the womb.
Nobody came for sightseeing.

It got to Obinna’s turn eventually.
Recognition dawned on the old man as soon as he looked up. He
gestured Obinna to a wooden stool carved out of a tree trunk
opposite him. The seat felt very warm against his buttocks. Many
buttocks had sat on it in the last four hours!

“What brought you to Osaro again?” the
old man queried, eyeing him suspiciously.

“Baba, I have a very dangerous mission
which requires me to take some important measures to ensure my
safety,” Obinna began, trying not to disclose what mission. He had
noticed that the queue was close enough for eavesdroppers. “Due
to―” he was cut short by Baba as he continued.

“What do you want, young man? You were
here two years ago and I worked on you and your colleagues. Don’t
tell me you have foiled the potency of that labour?” Osaro asked,
his eyes boring into Obinna’s menacingly.

“No, Baba. That’s not why I am here.”
Obinna started, lowering his voice and edging closer to him. He
couldn’t believe the man had such a powerful memory.

“I have an assignment in faraway
Maiduguri and I need to carry my ‘instruments’ while I travel. My
problem is how to hide them from the police? Could there be
anything you can do to make them invisible?” Obinna pleaded, not
sure his request was feasible. Osaro had listened, urging him on
with the nod of the head as he prattled.

“Another one is, uh, just in case it
could be possible though, I have fears that per adventure I’m
captured, the fortification against bullets or axe still working to
perfection, can my neck be made to rotate three hundred and sixty
degrees? Some of my colleagues were killed by the breaking of their
necks in the past, when their skins couldn’t be pierced by bullets
or knives. It sounds like a wasted effort, but it would help keep
me alive just in case help comes―police, say,” he finished, looking
worried, he had presented an impossible task before Osaro again. He
had actually overheard his friends say such was possible, but none
of them admitted having done it.

“Hmmmm,” Osaro muttered, gnashing his
teeth noisily. Picking his cowries, he threw them on the animal
hide spread before him as though he was a local farmer spreading
ash on an acidic farm. The cowries made a muted sound as they hit
and rolled on the hide. He studied the pattern closely and shook
his head. Obinna also followed his guess closely, trying to see
what made him shiver. Looking up and pensive, Osaro gnashed his
teeth once more.

“It is possible, but would cost you!
You would have to stay till tomorrow. The process is tedious. I
would send for the right herbs, which would be cooked for seven
hours in an empty pot,” he said with a touch of
finality.

Obinna couldn’t believe his luck. It
all meant his mission would succeed, because his guns had been a
source of worry to him all along!

Osaro continued, instructing him to
stick out both palms. With a rusted razor blade he found in the
leather bag slung by his shoulder, he lacerated Obinna and
collected the blood that trickled out using a small ceramic
cup.

“You can go now and remember to come
back very early in the morning for the final phase of the
ritual.”

“Thank you, Baba. I will stay the
night somewhere in town.”

“Okay, till tomorrow then. Another
person . . . !” he called out.

 

 


 

Sadiq had a well thought-out plan for
Mark. His plan B had never failed to yield results, even though he
switched to it when all hope seemed to be lost. He had seen that
the boy was not only new to Lagos; he noticed also that he was
still rusty and needed to undergo some
polishing . . . some refinement, possibly. Life
in the street was still like fairy tales to him. The boy needed to
feel what drove him to where he was.

Conscripting him would
amount to bringing woes and liabilities to his gang. It was also
very dangerous and reckless. It was very true Olu was a big
mistake, but Mark would pose a bigger burden. Plan B would unleash
him into the streets for the next six months and he would watch him
from a distance. Before long, he must have mastered the terrain,
toughened up and would, most importantly, embrace the gang as the
last resort, having tasted hardship scouting for food in the
streets. It had worked for most of the boys he had brought
in situ and it sure would
work for Mark, no doubt. He had baited his appetite the past one
month, giving him the treat of his life. The abrupt change in
environment would raise his taste buds and curiosity would set in.
Sadiq had been in the business long enough to know how to break
dummies like Mark.

If he thinks I spent all
those moneys feeding him fat and taking care of him for nothing,
then he must have another rethink. There is no such thing as a free
lunch as far as Lagos is concerned. The street taught
me that.

What Sadiq didn’t see coming was the
surprise package Mark had for him also. Mark was not such a dunce
not to have noticed the many coded calls Sadiq made at various
times while he was at his place. Some of the things he heard sent
cold chills down his spines. Left for fares, he would have bolted
off and headed home, but money was a constant barrier.

He almost died the day he saw Sadiq
polish his gun on the couch and pretended he wasn’t even there. As
if that wasn’t enough, Mark also made an unusual discovery before
that, right under Sadiq’s roof!

It was a Saturday morning. Sadiq had
gone to work as usual. Mark was all by himself and was about to
commence the cleaning of the house, a habit he learnt staying with
Cyriacus. Luckily for him, the day was sunny and wet clothes would
dry with ease. He had begun by filling the large plastic drum to
the brim with water, no thanks to the Hausa water hawkers. Next, he
started with laundries. The heap of clothes comprised few of his
clothes and a surfeit of Sadiq’s. He never complained.

A number of times he had
stumbled on dried grasses wrapped with paper in Sadiq’s trousers
pockets. He was later to discover he had been toying with
cannabis all along. It
confused him, because he had never seen Sadiq smoke
before.

Washing clothes wasn’t his specialty.
It wasn’t something he lost sleep over. He was more concerned with
cleaning the house than laundries. But one thing struck him as odd,
the more efforts he put in every Saturday; the more he realized he
had not succeeded at doing a thorough job in the house. There were
intricate areas of the room he was yet to reach.

Because of his presence, Sadiq’s
girlfriend never touched a pin the few times she came. Mark never
complained either. He was nobody around the house. The girl knew he
was just there promoting a free meal and hence her disdainful
attitude towards him. She was a shade haughty when she wanted to
be, anyway.

So he had set out, first with the
parlour. He swept the floor to rid it of dust and sand, and then
with water foaming with detergent, he scrubbed it. That done, he
moved on to the bedroom, thence finally the toilet.

By the time he got to this point, his
waist had begun to ache badly. It was becoming difficult standing
erect. But even at that, he knew that the toilet wouldn’t present
much of a problem, even though that had been the area of so much
concern to him. It appeared very clean, yet there was still that
uncomfortable odour that wafted up from that direction every once
in a while. He had tried to figure out where the smell came from,
but couldn’t. He felt it must have been a leaking pipe, but an
exhaustive cleaning wouldn’t be a bad idea, all the
same.

The WC wouldn’t be said to be
completely okay, the tank was bad and wouldn’t flush. It never did
ever since he came to the house. To flush, he would fetch water
from the plastic drum in a bucket and used it to pour right into
the WC, to dispose of the waste.

He cleaned the floor of the
toilet, and using some quantity of Harpic, he washed the WC to sparkling
white. Same care was also extended to the outer part of the tank.
He became agitated and very curious as to why the reservoir never
worked. He felt it would have been great if the tank were working
after taking a good look at the job done so far.

He turned the handle downwards. It was
very free and made a hollow sound within. The one in the toilet at
Cyriacus’ house stopped working once. He remembered he used to open
the top, fill the empty casing with water for a better flushing. He
supposed he could still achieve the same feat with this
one.

That considered, he positioned his
hands at the edges of the ceramic slab and lifted. The smell that
met him almost caused him to drop the slab. It was so offensive, he
distorted his face to cut the inflow of air into his nostrils, just
like he usually did in the village when his age mates farted. It
was a defensive strategy to show he was innocent, lest he would be
accused of being responsible for the shameful act.

Laid on the back, waterproof, as if by
design, were two decaying rats the size you only see in Lagos. He
figured the rats could have forced themselves somehow into the
system and subsequently died from lack of food and suffocation. He
quickly went to work. Carefully, he scooped them unto a flat
plastic disc and hauled them over the wall at the back of the
house.

Coming back to the tank, he ran his
hands around the content inside the waterproof, whatever was there
felt strong and cold to the touch. He was hoping to see the usual
float valve, the tank-fill tube, or even the overflow tube as the
case may be, but none of the components were present. There was not
a single part left in the tank, rather something heavy was wrapped
in a black cellophane bag and left in the encasement.

He had gone too far to back down now.
If it were something that needed cleaning, he was set to do that
just like the rest of the house. With both hands, he lifted the
heavy content, laid it on the floor and undid the knot. As soon as
he peeped into the bag, he bolted to his feet and quickly threw a
perfunctory look around him to make sure no one was watching him,
even though he was alone in the house.

He couldn’t believe the sight before
him. Stooping again to take a closer look at the content to make
sure his eyes were not deceiving him, he stared at six pistols of
various designs carefully wrapped and hidden away. Sweat broke out
around his forehead as he quickly folded the bag and laid it back
exactly the way he found it. By the time he closed the slab, his
body had already soaked with sweat and his fear was
intense.

The answers to the numerous
questions he had asked came rushing with the force of a broken
pressurized pipe. He suddenly understood what he was up against. A
thought urged him to pick his things and just run.
You have passed this road before,
it reminded him. A second one told him to be
patient. If he had to run, he needed some money for fare and what
he had on him was not enough to take him anywhere.

That was the day he took a decision.
The drifter in him was woken up from slumber. The feeling that he
had treaded that path before gnawed at him, a pervading sense of
déjà vu gripped him.

He chose to stay. He resolved to be
frosty, but not cocky, if he must pull it off.

Right from that day, his
mood had changed. He became sober and withdrawn. With that
discovery, he began to understand Sadiq better. When Sadiq made his
calls and tried to shroud his conversation in codes, hoping Mark
wasn’t following, Mark had chuckled and pretended he didn’t
understand. Mark was a fast learner and very observant too. He
found out that to kpai was slang for to kill, and rod equally meant gun and many others like
monkey tale:dry gin, federal: gang, olokpa: the police. To every of this, he was one dumber in the
house.
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It was getting late and the sun was becoming a
distant purple fireball, casting shafts of gentle rays through the
trees. Okadas were usually scarce this time of the day. Taxis were
nonexistent. Obinna needed something more than just beginner’s luck
to pull this one off. The businessman from Onitsha who stood two
person’s behind him in the queue appeared to be going. It could
happen after all! Obinna rushed and pleaded to hitch a free ride to
town. The man, a burly black fellow who sweated and breathed
noisily like he was asthmatic, agreed without a hassle.

Obinna hopped into the front seat. The
car was Mercedes V-Boot type―the traders’ favourite. It looked
beaten and should have gone under the hammer. The fumes it sent
into the air filled the inside of the vehicle, making Obinna squint
his eyes to see clearly. Inside the car, an unusually long brown
chaplet hung and drooped down the rearview mirror, showing that the
man was, after all, religious. The seats reeked of expired
sweat.

With a glance at the back of the seat,
Obinna took in everything and what he saw told him so much about
the man, whose name he would later find to be Ebuka. The vehicle
could best be likened to a mobile home. Plates, spoons and clothes
littered everywhere. A half-eaten loaf of bread lay carelessly on
the floor of the front seat and Obinna had to gently transfer it to
the back.

There was an uneasy air between the
duo. Their reactions were as awkward as when you were caught up
with a stranger who was also involved in the same shady business
that threatened the law and you didn’t know how best to kick-start
a conversation. Ebuka busied himself with the steering and made so
much work out of it as he tried to maneuver the car through the
narrow bush path.

The car was moving at a
serpentine speed now. Obinna had a hard time settling in. He
shifted uneasily, like one who found himself in a disadvantaged
turf. A beggar has no choice and whatever he does is
taboo, he thought. Clearing his voice a
number of times, he finally found his voice.

“My name is Obinna,” he started with
marked trepidation.

“I am Ebuka. You are welcome,” the
driver replied in a croaky baritone that sounded like it came from
multiple speakers of varying frequencies.

“I live and do my business in Aba,”
Obinna lied. “I am constantly on the road and needed to see Baba
for protection.”

“My brother, that is good. Times are
hard and a lot happens these days. I came for protection too.”
Ebuka lied in return. Obinna was aware of this and didn’t expect
anything less. He knew a lie when he heard one! Experience had
equipped him with that special cognitive gift. Every great
friendship had found its root on lies. In fact, he would be doing
himself a disservice if he had expected the man to come out clean.
Everyone had something to hide, after all.

 


 


 


Silence ensued. Who would break the ice? But
Obinna knew his onions. He continued staring at Ebuka for
more.

Ebuka felt his story was a strange
and pathetic one, the type he wouldn’t want to share with Obinna or
better put, bore him with, even if he wanted to.
Some stories are better not
told, he thought. Three years of soured
marriage! He couldn’t bring himself to open up to a total stranger,
for whatever it was worth. That would be like washing his dirty
linens in the open.

He was in his late thirties
and the wife was a young woman of nineteen years when the marriage
was contracted. Things were okay the first year, just like it
usually was with newlyweds; no red flags, no sign of early rains,
they just sailed. The union promised to be blissful and hitch free.
Then, all of a sudden, like a bolt from the blue, hell broke loose.
The girl he had married for her tender age, hoping she would
complement him, suddenly developed wings and became a thorn on his
flesh. There are no kids as
wives, experience had taught him now. Old
or young, the girls in women came to the forefront and bore their
fangs when the time was ripe.

Odira, Ebuka’s wife, on the other hand
got more than she bargained. The first six months of their union
would better be imagined than experienced. If that was what
marriage was all about, then Odira had got a dose of it and would
not accommodate more.

Ebuka was married more to his business
than he did her. It was about money and more money. Odira was a
mere piece of rag he left in the house. A toy he consulted only
when his carnal yearning stirred. He called on her when the need
arose and that need was satisfied in a rush; no preambles, no
circumlocution. A quick brush of their bodies and it was over with,
a dip in and out and he was done. Ebuka believed it was a favour he
owed the wife and she had better be ready when he wanted it or lose
the treat.

With the level of poverty in her
family, Odira had no choice but to hang in, after all, her marriage
to Ebuka made her the bread winner of her family. Her
cancer-ravaged mother, her jobless dad and six siblings depended on
her to survive and it would be suicidal to do anything
rash.

 

 


 

Back in the car, a lot was
going through Ebuka’s mind as he battled with the steering.
He couldn’t, in all honesty, bring himself
to tell a total stranger his ordeal in the hands
of his estranged wife. Of course where would he start? Should he
tell the young man how his wife’s infidelity started filtering into
his ears the first one year of their young marriage and how he
dismissed it with the wave of the hand, or the things that
transpired behind his back as he went about trying to make a living
for himself and the woman he called a wife? Would he start with the
number of men neighbours found a hard time describing that crept
into his house each time he left for the shop on a regular basis?
Should he also begin to tell the young man, who should be young
enough to be his son had he married when his mates did, how the
stories became so disturbing that he decided to act? And what did
he do, laid siege to his own house and the unbelievable events that
followed?

Of course it was bizarre
and out of place to tell his passenger how he was so blinded with
rage, he had pounced on the scoundrel whom he caught sneaking into
his house to the waiting hands of his half-naked wife ten minutes
after the idiot felt he was gone. Was it the aftermath of his
outburst that he should recount? How a young man who should
ordinarily bury his face in shame had gone berserk, regrouped and
had posed a threat to his life ever since then, until
recently?

“Watch out!” Obinna shouted suddenly,
as the car almost ran into an oncoming Okadaman. Ebuka was so
engrossed in his own thoughts that he forgot he was under the
steering wheel. It had always been like that with him. His
predicament gave him that eerie feeling each time he recalled it.
It raised the bile in his throat and made him look pitiable before
his friends most times, and at such a time, he usually lost his
guard.

“Oga Ebuka, are you okay?” Obinna asked, trying to rouse Ebuka back
to his senses when he noticed something seemed to be troubling him.
From the way sweat was streaming down his forehead, making a
pattern around his absorbent polo shirt around his armpit, Obinna
had no doubt something was amiss. The man was suffering inside, no
doubt.

The truth of the matter was that Ebuka
had actually come to thank Baba for a job well done. Baba was the
only name that came to his mind when his ordeal took a dangerous
turn. When the young man, among others who shared his wife with him
regrouped, threatened to eliminate him, he took it lying down. He
took it for the normal ranting of a man humiliated before his
mistress. The boy who turned out to be a member of a cult group in
one of the universities actually made true his threat.

The first night they came, he took
them for armed robbers. They beat him to pulp and left machete cuts
all over his body. As if that was not enough, the following week,
someone set his shop, a mini-Supermarket along Owerri/Onitsha road,
on fire.

While all these were happening, he
never suspected anyone, let alone the boy. For each of the problems
he encountered, he always saw a thin line. He never believed in
coincidences. Robbers were always on the prowl and electrical
surges could cause fire outbreaks. NEPA, of course, had not helped
matters of late. He thus absolved the boy of every form of
culpability.

His eyes opened to the
reality of it all after the ghastly motor accident he had that
almost claimed his life. What could be a
possible cause for this one? he had asked
himself repeatedly. A brand new car? he would ask absentmindedly.
‘Brand New Car,’ considering the country’s love for fairly used
vehicles. Of course, how many people had the luxury of using new
vehicles in the country anyway? Tokunbo vehicles had taken the
place of the new ones and anyone who could acquire it was
celebrated.

It still baffled him how the brake
system of a new car failed to catch woefully? He could still see
how it happened in his mind’s eye. It was a very troubling incident
that had registered indelibly in his subconscious. He could still
see how he had tried all he could, depressed the brake pedal to the
floor, tried pumping it severely, as he was driving a truck, but
all to no avail.

One thing about an accident situation
was that the victim was not given the luxury of time. He had no
time for alternatives. His decisions should either be quick and
exact or he ended up in a body bag. Alternatively, he could escape
with ruptured bones, if he was lucky enough.

Ebuka would forever be grateful to the
airbags and his seatbelt. Those gadgets saved him. He had never
been a fan of seatbelts, probably because he felt it never served
any purpose other than just a source of discomfort the law
enforcement agents wanted the vehicle owners to go
through.

His case that morning was an evil
machination he was able to crack much later. It still baffled him
beyond words how he survived it. He never recalled using the
seatbelt. He was surprised when the nurse made references to the
belt as one of the things that saved him. He did recall he was
moving at full speed, rushing to meet an appointment as usual.
Traffic was surprisingly light that morning, so he never had any
inkling his car’s brake system could be faulty. It was the last
thing to cross his mind.

It came as a big surprise when, all of
a sudden, the truck driver ahead of him braked rather abruptly and
sustained his hold on the break as the rear indicator light showed.
Ebuka, in turn, tried to tap lightly on his brake pedal, hoping the
brief stop ahead could have been a situational issue―the many
potholes on the road, a driver trying to create room for a fellow
road user who may have tried to overtake and swerved into a free
lane. It could also be that someone was trying to avoid hitting the
ubiquitous Okada riders ahead. With horror written all over him, he
had pressed and pumped, but no way. The brakes didn’t make any
visible impact. This was happening in a micro mini-second. He
thought of veering the car to either side of the road, but
discovered he was, by now, boxed in. At his immediate left was the
concrete divide that separated the road. On his left, another 911
Dump Truck was menacingly too close to toy with. His car wasn’t
helping matters, it was still moving as though it was pursued by a
contender in a car race.

When eventually all efforts failed, he
resigned to fate. The car was inches away from the stationary truck
now. At this point, what came to his mind was to choose where to
plunge it, an area he would incur less damage probably. That was
the last thing he remembered. Everything was bright light
afterwards.

He was later to discover that someone
tampered with the brake system. The veil on his eyes cleared when
he later found out that his wife wasn’t happy he survived.
Consultation with Osaro revealed that she actually planned and
executed the accident with the young man she was having affairs
with.

 

 


 

“I hope you could get to Onitsha in
good time?” Obinna asked, in an effort to dispel the long silence
between them, cutting off Ebuka’s train of thought.

“Y-yes, I will try. There is still
time,” Ebuka assured him, regaining firm control of the
car.

“Okay, I would stop at Uselu Market. I
would stay the night here with a relative and continue tomorrow.
Please take care of yourself and drive carefully,” Obinna said,
with concern in his voice.

They emerged at the market some
minutes later. Traders were rounding off for the day. Obinna was
let off as soon as Ebuka connected the intersection. They both
waved at each other and Ebuka drove off with a screech that sent
concrete tars flying in the opposite direction. The smell of
burning rubber rent the air.

Obinna looked around him―a henchman
always looking above his shoulders―and dipping his hand into his
jeans pocket, he brought out his cherished Nokia 3310 handset, and
dialed a number. As a security measure, every Ave member should
have a sound memory. Every phone contact should be carried off
hand. It left a dead end, in case of the unexpected.

After the second ring, the line
clicked.

“Hello? Mad Cobra!” Obinna shouted
into the mouth piece.

“Hello?” came the reply from the other
end.

“Mad Cobra, this is
Colombo. Where you dey?”
Obinna asked, shouting and displaying his
excitement.

“O boy, Colombo? Wetin dey
happen? I dey school na!” Mad Cobra
replied, also very excited at hearing from his friend after a long
time. Mad Cobra was an Ave devotee holding sway at Uniban. Ave
assignment brought them together at Nsukka two years
back.

“O boy, I dey town. I go dey one of the
hotels here around Uselu for the night. Arrange one shacky for me
abeg. Do it while I search for better
place. I go hala you later my guy. Man no
be wood,” he added, laughing out
loud.

“Na so. Anything for
you, bros,” Mad Cobra replied in his Benin
style slang.

 

Obinna felt it wouldn’t be
out of place to give himself a Southern treatment, having had such
a hectic day. He was still naïve the last time he visited Benin and
was actually learning the ropes. He had become an
Alaye, a well-known
person, now and so
should not lag behind at all.

Women provided him with some form of
leverage in his line of work. They didn’t only bring fun needed to
clear his head and fire on all cylinders; they were also a
harbinger of information. In most important cases, they could help
take his bullet if things fell out of hand, so they were
indispensable tools.

Call girls lived in the street; they
had their ears to the ground, picking gossips always, because that
was what the job entailed. Gossip was a weapon they wielded. A
potential customer was first dissected and assessed thoroughly, his
purse weighed discretely to know where to place him. If he wasn’t
worth his salt, the treatment he got was usually halfhearted. If he
otherwise was worth his name, he was taken to heaven and back on a
roller coaster.

Boyfriends, to them, were
like putting a stopper on the nozzle of a gun. It was like asking a
monster to see God. One once told Obinna that she didn’t come to Nard to do boyfriends. That statement left an impression on Obinna ever after. He
now knew where to place every one of them, no matter how
responsible they tried to present themselves. He knew where the low
lives belonged and he had always left them there.
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Obinna woke up early enough to get set for the
appointment with Osaro. He had slept like a baby, not minding the
theft he once suffered from a harlot he picked for a one night’s
stand some months ago. It was the harlots’ common practice to steal
from their customers, leaving most men stranded in their hotel
rooms.

He had learnt his lessons the hard
way. Now he took measures to avoid similar occurrences in the
future. The girls would notoriously drug their men, wake up early
enough and vanish with their victim’s personal effects. He
remembered a close friend who lost his valuables to a call girl the
previous year. He giggled at the embarrassment that followed that
incident. It wasn’t funny. He now locked the doors and stashed the
keys into his jeans pocket before turning in for the night whenever
he was with a girl. The girls would have to pass through him to get
through the door. He was not a chicken to be caught with mere
corns. Ave thought him well.

By the time he finished
dressing, the day had brightened up. It was 6:30 a.m. when he
looked at his radium dial watch. A look out the window indicated
his nocturnal partner was safe to hit the road. She was still
snoring noisily at the corner of the bed, naked!
How bad she sleeps.
Piece of scum, he
hissed.

A surge of regret and
self-pity came over him, as always. He hated himself after every
such session. He wished he could control the urge, but then he
noticed the more he tried to stop, the more he was embroiled in the
noxious act. He anticipated the feeling would fizzle away as soon
as he got married and settled down, but for now it was a strict
requirement as an Ave member. Of
course, how could
he resist the urge, when he was expected to change his girls every other
week?

He shook the sleeping girl vigorously.
She stirred noisily. Opening her eyes, and realizing she was naked,
she quickly pulled the duvet to cover herself, her eyes sweeping
the entire room like an ensnared rat.

“It’s time to go, I’m set to check
out,” Obinna snapped.

The girl didn’t say
anything, but stretched her hand to indicate she should be
paid. It’s always about the
money, Obinna thought with
animosity.

Quickly he counted her money and held
it out to her. She snatched it and recounted to confirm it was
complete as agreed. Stretching out and pulling her handbag from the
settee close by, she pocketed it. With the duvet as cover, she rose
to her feet and started picking her clothes she dropped all over
the floor like pieces of debris washed ashore by flood.

Obinna realized, with a pang of guilt,
just how ugly looking she was. It was as belated as the discovery
had always been! It was the type of regret that overwhelmed leaders
after a war was fought and won.

On a second thought, he
remembered he had no use for the room. It
didn’t make sense, he reasoned. It had gone
to 6:57 a.m. and appeared he would have a hard time getting a bike,
but he didn’t bother. The darkness outside was disappearing by the
tick and giving way gradually to the brightness of the morning. He
could afford to while away some time while activity at Baba’s took
off on full swing.

He eased a mangled stick of cigarette
from a crumpled pack of Rothmans, straightened it, stuck it between
his waiting lips, struck a match and gave it a deep pull.
Contrasting his lips into a pipe, he exhaled the smoke, making it
ooze out from his nostrils, forming a thick cloud around his face.
He recalled what he just did was among the things that attracted
him to smoking. Like the picture of the cool dude on a Marlboro
pack and the edge cigarettes gave him when he hit the stub against
the back of his forefinger, even though the objective of that
action eluded him till date.

At the door now, he slotted
the key into the padlock and, turning it anti-clockwise, the door
jerked open. He threw a bird’s eye view at the room once more and
bounced out, his sneakers making a tap-tap sound as he walked
through the long deserted hotel corridor. He glanced at the
receptionist behind the counter. No need
for paper work; not my style, he
thought.

Two minutes later, he was outside the
hotel, his cigarette sending an acrid smoke trail along the path,
like the Stephenson’s Train of old, as he headed towards the
gate.

He didn’t wait for too long
before an Okadaman happened by. The bike man had conveyed a young
lady of about twenty years of age, who dressed in a white shirt and
a matching black skirt, to the hotel. Obinna regarded her for a
second. She is not bad
looking, he agreed. He adjudged her to be a
staff of the hotel, a receptionist who had come to relieve a fellow
staff who did the night shift, probably. The girl struggled with
her skirt, throwing a vicious look at Obinna as she laboriously
tried to cover her pants from him as he colonized the bike, as if
he stood the risk of losing it to competitors.

“Osaro?” he asked, more like a
statement. He wasn’t in the mood for much talking. Bike men bore
him so much with their bad breath.

“Five hundred naira,” the Okadaman
replied.

“Five what?
E be like say you dey craze?” Obinna shouted, pointing a finger to his head to buttress
his point, his eyes blazing with rage. “Something I paid three
hundred naira for just yesterday? E be like
say you dey craze? Thief!” he
cursed.

“You be big man
na,” the Okadaman added, laughing
ruefully.

“I will pay you three
hundred naira and nothing more. Take it or leave
it. E don finish,”
Obinna threw back as he climbed the bike while the man busied
himself with dusting his petrol tank and adjusting his withered
helmet.

Obinna gave his cigarette, which was
by now nearing its stub, a long and sustained pull before dropping
it by the shoulder of the tarred road. Reaching out with his
outstretched leg, he crushed the smoldering remnant. He finally
blew the arid and thick fumes into the air.

The Okadaman was reeking
seriously of kaikai, just like Obinna feared. He must
have downed a number of pints before coming out. One shot, two
shots, and they were usually ready to hit the road. Obinna wasn’t
surprised anyway. He did same too, most times. Monkey tail set him on an enviable
pedestal and he saw events from a different perspective each time
he took some.

The air was chilly and hit him hard on
the face. It seemed to penetrate his bones. The Okadaman, from all
indications, was dying to be heard. It didn’t matter if his
passenger was listening or not. Obinna wasn’t in the mood for
chitchat. Besides the odour coming out from the mouth, breeze
directed the saliva that gushed out in a mad rush like showers to
his face, and he was busy dodging from his left shoulder to the
right as the Okadaman made each statement.

“Our governor is a
thief . . .” he started, with rising
cadence.

Obinna was at a loss of how to shut
him up. He gave up trying and only dished out listening sounds,
hoping he would run his course soon.

“You mean it?” Obinna would add,
urging him on.

“Do you know
that . . . ?” it continued like that,
nonstop.

To Obinna, it was a traumatizing
situation. He was at war with the elements, first was the spittle;
second was the odour that accompanied the splash. Last, but
definitely not least, was the unending babble. He couldn’t wait to
get to his destination.

And like the proverbial tortoise who
endured months of imprisonment in a cell filled with excreta, but
could not hold on minutes to his release as he cried out that the
smell was killing him, Obinna jumped out of the bike even before it
braked to a stop. Force of inertia almost threw him to the ground,
but he knew the drill. He strutted, subsequently thereby obviating
the cataclysmic effect. Squeezing the fare into the man’s hand, he
walked off without pleasantries. The Okadaman was perplexed. He
expected more, a parting gesture maybe.

Obinna was one of the first five
persons to arrive at Osaro’s place. Others, he noticed, must have
stayed the night just like him. They were, no doubt, indigenes of
the neighbouring villages.

Osaro was about to begin the
day’s task. He was in his usual sitting position on the spread
leopard skin on the mud floor. He was in a prayer mood, morning
devotion, so to speak. He took a piece of kola after he had
finished his meditation, broke it into two, threw a piece out of
the shrine and ate the rest. Next, he poured a glass of
ogogoro into a cup, rinsed
his mouth and spat it at the calved human head with horns leaning
unobtrusively at the centre of the shrine. Taking a small quantity
in a cup, he poured it outside the shrine.

Osaro believed so much in
the ritual he just performed. He once told one of his aids that
making libation to the gods each morning helped to put them on
their toes. The kaikai served to energize them, reminding them of the grave task
ahead. It set the stage for a better result, according to
him.

As soon as he was done with that, he
called out to the first person in the queue. The line moved fast.
Problems and solutions of the first five persons who came before
Obinna were already known, because just like Obinna, their cases
were looked into during the night.

The herbs required in the
preparation of the charms Obinna sort were assembled at the dead of
the night. They were mixed with the blood he provided, seven seeds
of alligator pepper were added, and the odd admixture was heated
and allowed to simmer. The small darkened ceramic pot containing
the mixture was sent for. The Baba placed it before him, made some
invocations, spat into the pot four times and using his
Ofor, a wooden instrument revered by the people and used by juju men
and wizards to seal their prayers, he hit
the bloated head seven times on the ground. Snatching a white cock
by the head and gagging its wings to avoid flapping, he waved it
seven times around Obinna’s head while he muttered some inaudible
chants; he slit the throat with a knife. The blood that gushed out
from the dying cock, he collected with the pot. That done, he sent
for a blade from his aid.

An old and rusted razor that
had lacerated too many skins to be counted was handed to him. He
ordered Obinna to remove his shirt. Three parallel marks were
struck on each of his biceps, and scooping a sizeable quantity of
the concoction from the pot, Baba plastered it on the marks
dripping with blood. Six Ogirishi
leaves-new bouldia laevis, so chosen due to its coppice
ability, three on each side of the hand,
were used to cover the hips as the liquid part permeated his blood
stream. Obinna was instructed to hold onto it for the next one hour
to enable it infuse into his system properly, after which he was to
report for further instructions.

The crowd was building up now. Men,
women, young boys and girls, all waited patiently for their turn.
The sun wasn’t biting yet, but at the same time not accommodating.
Some of the women covered themselves with their wrapper, others
their umbrellas. The men would always show their strength, even for
things that was well outside the use of power. They stood, hissing
and complaining for anything that threatened the flow of the
line.

For the food sellers,
business seemed to be picking up for the day. Obinna needed a shade
and company. He strolled towards the food sellers, still holding on
to his lacerated skin and the plaster that was Ogirishi leaves. The pain had subsided
by now and the herb seemed to have stuck against his
skin.

He got to the makeshift kiosks. The
food hawkers were about four in number, forming an L-shape around
the surrounding area cut out for refreshments. Each had her canopy,
the chairs and tables within her space. Even though some of them
were still coming out and setting up their wares, they still called
and beckoned to passersby frantically to come and buy.

It was a fierce competition and Obinna
was momentarily undecided. He looked around and accessed the place
from a vantage point. He didn’t actually come out to eat, but the
desire to eat suddenly caught up with him.

Auto
Suggestion, his Psychology lecturer had
called it during his Humanities class in his second year―a sudden
craving to defecate or urinate once you come in the vicinity of a
restroom. He still remembered. He wasn’t one of the lecturers’ ‘A’
students and they never failed to tell him that to his face the few
times he was present in class.

He decided to join the two men who
were already eating at the second canopy from where he stood. Human
beings exercised some level of magnetic effect on each other.
Obinna had noted this even while he was growing up. In the bush
path back in the village, his pace had always peaked each time a
villager overtook him, even when he planned to walk leisurely, to a
stream or farm. Sometimes he had strutted behind people unknowingly
and so many times he had hated himself for not being able to
control this action.

He requested a plate of
stewed rice, a small quantity of beans and kpomo. While the woman scooped the
food from different containers, her eyes were still trained on the
passersby. She shouted and gestured at them desperately.

Obinna was almost tempted to protest
the ocean of saliva that rained into the open containers, but he
controlled himself. Where would he start, the saliva or the head
that wasn’t covered? The hawkers paid more attention to not
smearing their clothes with oil than hygiene, hence the apron.
Obinna wasn’t expecting too much from them anyway. There was a need
to put something into his belly; hygiene could wait for now, after
all, he was an African.

Germs never had a chance in
the belly of an African man, his father once told him.
You were only vulnerable when you begin to pay so
much undeserved attention to the things that go into your belly. A
real African should be immune to germs! The immune system was so
strong that even when a dead cockroach was discovered in his food,
he should be able to simply scoop it away quietly and
continue eating.

Having thought about all this, with an
effort at consoling himself, he pounced on the food, realizing
suddenly how famished he was. He finished in a good time, paid and
hung around to while away some time. Five minutes to the Baba’s
stipulated time, he strode leisurely towards the shrine. Standing
at some hearing distance away from the queue, but clearly in Baba’s
line of sight, he struggled to get his attention. The Baba was
administering a chalk-like syrupy mixture to a man whose right leg
was swelled to bursting point. Looking up and seeing Obinna, he
beckoned him to join him in the shrine. And pausing momentarily, he
put what he was doing on hold and faced him.

He took Obinna through the things he
needed to say to invoke the powers of the charm to achieve the
desired results. Part of the things Obinna must do was to hit his
left bicep with the right palm and the right bicep with the left
before throwing the gun into the air. The same effect would also
happen for cutlass and any instrument that could lead to the loss
of life.

The fee wasn’t a problem; Obinna came
prepared! He was getting ready to step out of the shrine when Baba
stunned him with the do’s and don’ts of the charm! Obinna was in no
hurry to assimilate the terse instructions yet. Any further waste
of time would attract the venom of the bystanders, even when he was
required to have taken a detailed note.

 


 


 


To those who may, out of curiosity,
try to question his religious background, his track record was
public knowledge. It traced his closeness to the things of
‘God’ back to the
village while growing up. Many who knew him during his rustic years
and saw what he had become today, never failed to link the miracles
recorded from his church to God. They held that only God could have
done the many wonders registered there. Testimonies became an
everyday litany. No one could keep count as they poured in day
after day.

Christopher had a humble beginning. He
was the third in a family of seven―three boys and four girls. One
of his siblings regrettably died a stillborn. Growing up wasn’t
easy. And what started as a repertoire of hardship, was given birth
when the father was retrenched from the Nigeria Railway Cooperation
as soon as the agency nosedived. Fifteen years after, now nearing
sixty-eight years, he was still queuing up for his gratuity that
never came. The family lived off the palm kernel trade the wife
dealt in. Poverty was synonymous to the Udories.

Every member of his household had one
thing to contribute for the family’s upkeep. Some of them appeared
to be very dehumanizing to an outsider, but members of Udorie never
complained. It was the only option opened for survival and they
grabbed it. As young as Christopher and his siblings were, they
toiled day after day to have the next meal.

For Christopher, hawking
cold water, groundnut or a tray stacked high like a pyramid with
oranges was an art he knew so well. The cold water would later metamorphose
to pure water as
innovation crept in. The cold water Christopher hawked were tied,
knotted and sold in waterproofs. The village market and motor parks
were his areas of interest and he recorded high patronage
there.

In spite of the difficulty in the
family, church services, Sunday schools and occasional evangelism
as a true devout Deeper Life family never escaped the members of
Udorie. The evangelism was the part that fascinated Christopher
most. He gave it his all and was very passionate about it. The love
of the things of God was one virtue his humble beginning imbued him
with.

Vincent, his dad, enforced
stringent rules regarding religion, although he was met with stiff
resistance from some of his recalcitrant children. With time, it
stuck and became a habit. And
habits, he knew, die hard.

He had no one to turn to when all
seemed to be lost. All his relatives denied him and turned their
backs on him. It got to a point of no return, going forward seemed
impossible and the thought of giving up, looking at his family, was
practically inconceivable. So with more doggedness than discretion,
he had continued to struggle. He just couldn’t give up having come
to that point in life. It may be difficult, but survival was for
sure. And so he fought spiritedly. He taught himself brickwork and
could also paint. In fact, he was into everything! Anything that
brought food to his table was worth embarking on.

It continued, moments of tribulation
giving way to one of joy, usually short lived, he pushed on. The
boys were growing into men and the girls women. The first son went
to Aba to learn a trade. The second secured admission with a
college of education in the state.

His daughters were becoming women and
problems associated with puberty didn’t spare the poor. His girls
were not discriminated against here; they too got their fair share
of physiological changes. Life would never stop dishing out puzzles
and riddles. Nature, constantly at work, spinning out conundrums
only persistent minds could unravel and piece!

Ogechi was the first of Vincent’s
daughters to hit fourteen. All the curves were beginning to sprout
out at the right places. Expenses began to double for the family.
Their wiry pockets were drilled with multiple holes. Agnes, her
mother, must provide her with the required tools to combat her
regular menstrual cycles.

These changes in her physical
structure didn’t go unnoticed by touts, young men who after losing
out in town centres retired to the village to cause havoc. The era
of home movies was around and young kids were becoming wiser and
wiser. That was yet another headache for the Udories, a Christian
couple who swore to raise their children in the fear of the Lord.
They strived to enforce disciplines and put their daughters in
check from rampaging never-do-well youths. One thing was for sure,
if they would achieve this wielding axe, so be it!

Every dog had his day, just like every
cloud its silver lining. Christopher’s life transformed with his
chance encounter with Pastor Mathew during a revival organized by
the local branch of Deeper Life Church. It was a three-day,
power-packed revival program . . . a
non-denominational church program that attracted the high and
mighty. Men and women of God from different sects were in
attendance. Pastors and ministers alike from different walks of
life graced the occasion. The crowd was overwhelming, a crucial
moment for the Udories, too.

No level of preparedness could have
captured the multitude of participants that came. Different
branches of the church were represented. Different groups came in
buses, and that was not talking about those that came in their
private vehicles. The organizers ran short of seats and had to go
miles to hire canopies and chairs. Locals who were in the business
of hiring these materials seized the opportunity and gave them out
at astronomical prices.

The month was October and the sun was
usually blazing hot and seemed to be at war with the living. Food
and water couldn’t go round too. The teeming crowd was far beyond
the estimation of the local organizers and everyone scampered to
survive the three days. It was one of the sacrifices they needed to
make to strengthen their faith.

Christopher’s pure water was in high
demand, to his surprise. He witnessed a very low patronage the
first day of the program, because people still had their vehicles
stocked with both bags of pure water and edibles. By the tail end
of the second day, the demand improved tremendously. Money flowed
in like it was always stress-free.

Pastor Mathew (a.k.a. Fire
For Fire) was among the names that graced the occasion. He was a
high-ranking Inner Circle member with a very big church in Aba. His
name was associated with signs and wonders. He controlled well over
two hundred thousand congregation members and his stadium-like
multimillion naira church building could swallow more. He had risen
to a cult figure and crowds fell on themselves to touch him. His
cable network was watched all over the world, making him a
household name. He was a young man of thirty-one years, simple by
every standard, had a good taste for quality wears. He was married
for four years now and lived happily, although without an issue,
but then, every man of God had his battle and such trying moments.
That was his cross, members would say in defense. The story was
replete with ministers who after ten years or more of marriage
still look for the fruit of womb. Pastor Mathew’s case was no
exception. The devil is always at
work, they reasoned. Such revivals,
especially when it was non-denominational, were a good opportunity
for members of the Inner Circle to mix with the good
ones.

It was the second day of the revival,
Christopher, alongside other members who were assigned the duty of
cleaning and arranging the seats for the day’s service, were at the
church. They were rounding off for the morning when Pastor Mathew
and no other called out to Christopher and beckoned him to
come.

Christopher was thrown into that
quizzical look that usually was the case when an elder beat him to
a greeting and he would look behind him in surprise to see who the
greeting was for, discovering there was actually no one there but
him, he would be confronted with whether to actually respond,
knowing he should have been the one doing the greeting and not the
other way around. And when he responded, he usually did so in short
bursts.

“Hello, young man there!” Pastor had
called, an air of authority about his movements. He held out the
phone to point at Christopher, even though the line was still open,
the other hand in his trousers pocket . . . a
clear indication of class!

“Who, me?” Christopher asked after
looking frantically behind him, then touching and tapping his chest
lightly for three successive times to make sure he wasn’t making
mistakes.

“Yes, you. Can I see you a moment?”
the Pastor insisted. He had retreated to a less crowded part of the
arena to stride and make his long calls, walking back and forth
leisurely. Not rushing the calls, a quiet mien boldly written about
him.

Christopher straightened his
shirt, straightened the folded tail of his trousers and broke into
a short run to join the Pastor. The Pastor was still busy with a
call. He saw Christopher approaching and gestured him to wait with
a wave of the hand―a closed fist showing the back of the phalanges
with the middle finger pointing skywards slowly.
Big men have their ways,
Christopher observed, still racked by nervousness.

From his vantage point, he
regarded the pastor who stood some inches away from him for a
moment. Money radiated all over him. This was a man whom Presidents
of countries queue up to see standing within close quarters from
him! The feeling sparked off some scary feeling in him. He felt he
should just take off and save himself from whatever embarrassment
that lay in wait for him. He tried to examine his conscience,
wondering what he could have done to deserve the meeting.
Could it be the woman I forgot to give her balance
yesterday after buying my cold water? he
became fidgety.

His mind was in commotion. He couldn’t
think straight. He was convinced the man of God could see right
through him. He felt exposed, naked! His knees almost buckled as
his weight suddenly threatened the tensile strength of his feet.
His sins had finally caught up with him eventually.

“Young man, I’m sorry to keep you
waiting,” the Pastor apologized as he finished his call, flipped
the phone to a close with the left hand and stretched the right
hand to cuddle Christopher, who dragged himself to meet his light
caress halfway. The Pastor tapped him on the shoulder gently as he
spoke up, his voice startling him. Christopher waited to hear the
bad part.

“I have watched you this past day with
keen interest,” the Pastor started and gently pushed him forward
lightly to indicate they should go for a walk around the arena.
Christopher’s heart skipped a beat.

“You appear to be a very dedicated and
hardworking young man?” he asked rather rhetorically, but
Christopher, who was by now put off by his presence and closeness,
replied in a bid to fill the unhealthy pause.

“Thank you, pastor,” he muttered,
looking at the ground and locking his fingers like he should be
pitied.

“That’s good to know,” the
Pastor replied and kept repeating―That’s
good to know―quietly for about three times
as he figured out what to say next. Christopher waited in bated
breath.

“You must be from this village,
right?” he asked as if he suddenly hit at something heinous about
him and was weighing his options.

“Yes, Sir,” Christopher replied. His
voice showed a clearly punctured confidence.

“Well, I have a growing church by the
grace of God, in Aba, to be precise. And I need hardworking and
dedicated young men like you to help me. You might be surprised why
I should be asking you when I can easily use my congregation who
could do the job very willingly?” he gave a curt smile as he asked.
“The point here is that I need people whom I can groom into the
ministry,” he began gently, sizing Christopher up like he was
trying to figure out if he fitted in.

Christopher was calm by now, though
his heart still pounded. His fears had given way to excitement. He
couldn’t believe his ears. It must have been one of those fleeting
dreams that had been the precursors to malaria attacks. He was sure
he would wake up and it would just pass, he thought.

He was jolted back to the fairy tale
unfolding before him when he heard the pastor continue.

“So take it that you would be going
into some form of apprenticeship arrangement with me. You would be
provided for both accommodation and feeding. You would also get a
monthly stipend to aid your upkeep. At the end of a certain number
of years which I and your parents would agree upon, you would be
set up and would be free to start your own church or whatever you
may wish to go into as the spirit directs. Now, how do you see
it?”

Christopher was lost in the maze of it
all. He couldn’t look the Pastor in the face as he stuttered
inwardly. He could barely hear himself. His mouth felt
dry.

“Yes, I like the idea, but would love
to hear from my parents first.”

“Of course! That wouldn’t be a
problem.” It was going his way after all. Pastor tried to hide his
excitement.

“In fact, I would love you to take me
to them right away so that we can wrap up the arrangement before
the end of this revival. I plan to go back as soon as I’m done
here, God willing.”

“Okay, Sir. Anytime you
want . . . .”

“I want it now and let me get my car
so we can go right away. Let’s go together to the car please.”
There was a sense of urgency in the Pastor’s voice. He felt like
breaking into a run, but restrained himself.

Christopher followed. Some distance
from where they were was a sizeable expanse of land calved out as
parking lot. Families lined up, also sprawled on the floor with
mats, as though they were at picnic scene. Cries and yelling of
babies filled the air as everyone hurried, getting ready for the
day’s program.

The car park was guarded by young men
who wore aprons with ‘SECURITY’ boldly written on the back. Pastor
Mathew led the way. The gangway was lined oneach side by vehicles.
Fifteen metres down the row, Pastor stretched his hand towards the
direction of the vehicles, depressed a button on the remote
attached to his bunch of keys. Indicator lights beamed on one of
the vehicles. It was a Mercedes Benz, the Beast model.

Christopher closed his mouth
with his right hand to stifle the aahh that almost escaped him. The
Pastor gestured him to the offside door while he walked briskly to
the driver’s side. Christopher did as he was instructed, but was a
touch mechanical. Opening the door and entering, he carried the
door like a crate of eggs and pulled to close. Pastor stretched
from his seat to help him do a better job.

The inside of the car was heavenly.
The seat felt soft and supple to the touch. Christopher was at a
loss. How could he comport himself, sitting all alone with such a
great mind? He shifted and adjusted uneasily, not knowing where and
how to drop his hands and not adjudged as being disrespectful. At
the entrance into the mini-park, the pastor wound down the glass
with a touch of a button and handed out a red plastic tally to the
security men.

The ride to Vincent’s house was most
memorable. The car just cruised as if they were suspended in
mid-air. When they got home, the members of Christopher’s family
could not hide their perplexity as they rushed and converged at the
door leading into the house as soon as they heard the horn. Their
expression was askance. They stared in utter awe and at the same
time fear. Who could it be?

The vehicle rolled to a stop
under the Ube tree
at the corner of the compound. His siblings led by his mother
jauntily walked towards the car as if they were in a trance. His
sisters encircled the car, running lines on the body with their
outstretched hands barring their fingers. Christopher’s mum battled
to see through the tinted glass and she wasn’t hiding her action
one bit. His father never made any move. The bulk stops in his parlour! Whoever
it was would still come to him, so he waited, holding his wrapper
firmly with one hand and continued cleaning his teeth with a local
chewing stick.

Hidden behind the tinted glass,
Christopher was grinning from teeth to teeth, waving at his sisters
and wishing they saw him. He couldn’t wait to alight.

And when he finally opened the door,
neighbours would mistake him for a car owner who just reunited with
his family. His siblings shouted ‘Christopher’ in unison,
wonderment in their expression. Every attention shifted from the
car to him as they regarded him closely, as if he had been away for
many years on a trip. Their movement could be likened to one who
was not familiar with his terrain and so afraid of the next spot to
plant his feet . . . as though there were
landmines all over the compound.

It was Vincent who acknowledged Pastor
Mathew’s presence. With one hand supporting the knot of his
wrapper, he stretched the other for a warm handshake and guided him
into the house.

“Oh oh ya-o,” he shouted as soon as
they entered the living room, still confused as to where to
begin.

“Pastor, to what do I owe this
wonderful visit to my house? This is a big surprise, I must say,”
he started beaming with smiles.

“My coming is not carnal; it is
divinely inspired,” the Pastor replied, savouring the moment,
smiles playing around his poker-faced expression.

“Please sit down,” Vincent said,
pointing him to a set of settees that had survived many years of
austerity.

The seats, which had the
covers all torn and dirty, were arranged in a U-shape around the
parlour. Too many a set for the small space! Pastor Mathew looked
around but couldn’t pick anyone that was manageable. He decided to
apply the theory of comparative badness―pick the best from the
filthy bunch! And he needed to be fast about his decision lest he
gave himself away. Every man had his
dignity, he noted.

“Oh, thank you,” he said as he walked
to the two-in-one couch close to the window.

The parlour was sparsely furnished,
though it didn’t lack the basic ingredients that make up a living
room of once-a-rich-man. A black and white TV set sat menacingly on
the table at the corner and heaps of disc players stacked like yam
barn lay beside it. A record player that had accumulated so much
dust was laid right by the side of the TV. At the centre of the
parlour stood a wooden table done with Formica that had cracked and
was flaking. Pastor sat on an edge as he took in the place in a
clean sweep.

“Agnes! Bring some kola for me,
please. Pastor, you can see we are almost set for today’s church
program,” Vincent said, still prodding the Pastor to get him
talking.

“No problem. Don’t worry about kola. I
don’t eat kola because of the nicotine content. I won’t also take
much of your time since I should be preaching today,” he replied,
clearing the grounds before he began.

“Well, just like you rightly put, you
must be wondering what brought me here? It’s okay. I am not from
this town, just as you know. I am from Owerri and have a lot of
people I could pick from if I so desired. In my ministry, I have
scores of devoted members who are ready to sacrifice their time for
the work of the Lord. What am I saying?” he asked rhetorically and
readjusted his sitting position.

“The point I’m trying to
make here is that the spirit of God revealed a lot of potentials in
your son. This revelation came to me as soon as I mounted the
rostrum to preach yesterday, but I waved it. It kept coming and
coming. Now I asked myself: “what do you stand to lose?” I met your
son this morning, we discussed but I requested to talk to you and
see how it plays out. I also know the God I serve can never lie.
The bottom line is, I have come to seek your consent to take your
son, Christopher, with me to Aba to help me with my ministry. He
would be under my tutelage for a certain period of time as the
spirit directs,” he continued now with renewed vigour. The
religious have the predilection for bringing God in all their
discussions.

“Like you well know, with the way my
ministry is going, there is need to establish branches, outreaches
and stations around very many other places. This is where more
trusted hands come in.” He concluded, watching the smile that was
beginning to form around Vincent’s cheeks.

Vincent was enthralled by
the pastor’s oratorical gift. They are all
specially gifted, he admitted with
admiration.

“Pastor, you have spoken well. I must
say, I’m lost for words here. In the real sense of it, which parent
wouldn’t embrace this one-in-a-million opportunity to work for God?
For me, I would say I am very happy and thank God for finding my
son worthy. I will discuss with Christopher and the mother and we
would give you a feedback before the close of today’s
program.”

“Yes, I think I need to start going
now and allow you to finish with your preparations. God bless you
and your family for the audience and warm reception.”

He rose to his feet, trying to assume
control once again, shook hands firmly with Vincent and stepped out
towards his car.

“Chriso!” Vincent called out to the
son, who was busy at the back of the house telling the story of how
he met the Pastor and what ensued in hushed voices.

“Mpa!” Christopher answered from
within.

“Come and walk the Pastor to his car,
please,” the father instructed, as if the Pastor’s car was parked a
mile away and the Pastor was in danger of harm and only Christopher
could grant him the rite of passage. Christopher burst out from the
back panting and really making a show of trying to catch his
breath.

Pastor left, the Udories converged at
the sitting room. The wife was already privy to Pastor’s mission,
but she pretended she had not got the full details. That was the
way with women. She needed to be officially let into it by her
husband.

She sat at the corner with her
daughters huddled together, all of them looking fixedly at the man
of the house. They knew there was no way they could turn down the
request. The meeting was to let what appeared like a dream sink in.
Discussing it would also help them savour the moment and share in
the joy that followed such a rare moment together as a
family.

That evening, Vincent’s consent was
relayed to the Pastor through Christopher. Preparation for
Christopher’s departure was fast and swift. He couldn’t boast of
much wearable materials, so he quickly washed the rags he had for
clothes and hung them to dry. A bag of Ghana-must-go swallowed his
personal effects and he was set to go!
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Nathaniel was still basking in the euphoria of
a newborn son, even after seven months of constant celebration and
merrymaking. Life couldn’t be better. He felt an immense joy
looking back to a family he could call his own.

Chinyere’s mum, Oruafor, had
been inspirational. The two months she was around with them during
the Omugwo—babysitting—was memorable. Her presence construed the dictum that learning
was eternal. Her coming was a blessing in disguise. Chinyere could
now boast of knowing a whole lot. Having prepared her adequately
before leaving, she could fare nicely on her own, taking care of
the child.

Things seemed to be moving very well
with the family. The child, who the couple gave Chibuzo, was very
healthy and never showed any sign of ill health; he never ran a
temperature, and slept peacefully in his fine cot. He proved to be
a meek and mild type, like most kids his age usually
were.

 

 


 

Plans were at top gear for the child’s
one year presentation. Nathaniel was hoping the occasion would
afford him a moment to not only show gratitude to God, but a time
to celebrate with his friends. He would also seize the opportunity
to reintegrate with his customers that were beginning to lose faith
in him.

Like an evil waiting to happen, his
house was visited by misfortune when he felt all was just
magnificent. Or how else could he describe it? That night marked
the beginning of years of grief in his once happy home.

It was 2:00 a.m. when the
sad event occurred. The neighbourhood had been without power for a
long time. The transformer had been faulty for three weeks now.
A very important component
blew up due to overloading, NEPA officials
reported. The entire neighbourhood needed to contribute money to
replace the damaged part, even though they paid their bills
promptly. Nathaniel had relied on his petrol generating set ever
since then.

Good ventilation was a luxury around
Amoba. At midnight, people had retired to rest. The atmosphere was
usually cool and aided sleep greatly. That night was no different
also. It was a routine he had learnt to keep.

His ménage was a relatively large one.
It was a three bedroom flat. He naturally shared a room with his
wife. His servant had one for himself while the maid slept in the
third with Chibuzo.

A sudden high-pitch sound, the type
the couple had never heard before from the child’s room, got them
to their feet. The sound was enough to rouse the couple to
consciousness, even Nathaniel, who was a heavy sleeper.

As if they were teleguided by an
irrepressible force, they sprang to their feet in unison, looked at
each other in horror and rushed towards the kid’s room with the
wife bringing the rear. Fear for the unknown was their mood. There
were so many questions going through their minds but too little
time for answers.

The couple bundled themselves into the
room. There, in his cot, Chibuzo was battling with a seizure! The
eyes were blank, the lips smacking. The jerking of the arms and
legs told them it was a convulsion. They were
forewarned!

The wife picked up the kid, sat down
by the edge of the bed where the maid lay still sleeping. She tried
to cuddle the kid and calm him, but every effort proved pointless.
The husband rushed to get the palm kernel oil the mother in-law
brought. Oruafo had instructed them to keep it safe, as it would
prove very useful someday. Little did they know that that day would
be today! Tenderly, Chinyere forced the child’s mouth open and
administered a spoonful. The seizure reduced, but the
uncontrollable and persistent shrill sound the child made as he
cried continued. Nothing could make him stop. Nathaniel was torn
apart.

It was 3:27 a.m., too late to take the
baby to the hospital, so they waited for dawn. Before 4:30, they
were already on their way. The gun-toting vigilante groups stopped
and wasted a chunk of one whole hour of their time. They mounted
roadblocks at every intersection, searching and shouting. They
needed to earn their salary, so they tried to keep busy, even when
the situation didn’t call for one.

Such
skunks, Nathaniel gasped.

By now, the child had quietened down,
but showed signs of detachment. He was so disconnected that
Chinyere became apprehensive. The eyes were dull and distant,
unlike him. The body burned with a temperature also.

After some hours in the Pediatrics
Unit, the doctor came out, a nurse clutching a blue file to her
chest followed an even distance away. When they approached the
expectant couple, the doctor, a very opinionated young man,
adjusted his bi-spectacles carefully to the bridge of his nose, as
if he was about to deliver an inaugural lecture citing works from a
pre-historic scroll.

“Your son suffered from Febrile
Convulsion,” the doctor announced.

“Eh!” the couple shouted
simultaneously.

“Yes. It usually comes in the form of
intense paroxysmal involuntary muscular contraction, or what you
call seizure . . . for a lay man, that is,” he
continued looking from one member of the couple to the other, who
nodded just to urge him on.

“This type of spasm is associated with
very abnormal EEG, that is electroencephalogram pattern. There can
be profound effect on development, regrettably,” he concluded,
nodding his head with that satisfaction of a deliverer of bad
news.

“Eh!” both shouted.
Nathaniel stared, mouth agape, wishing the man could speak English
and make the situation less painful. He regretted that even at a
very dicey moment of life and death, Doctor Luke Omeife could still
afford to hide behind his jargons. He can
be annoyingly pedantic, Nathaniel swore
under his breath, gritting his teeth in stifled fury.

“How much will it cost us?” Nathaniel
asked.

“I hope he would be okay?” Chinyere
added almost at once.

The doctor was annoyed; it was a
vacuous question, to say the least. He could understand their
ignorance. That was the odd thing about his job―having to make
people understand the simplest of things. He adjusted his
bi-spectacles again, took the file from the nurse who had been
standing guard, riffled through and scribbled on the page, closing
it, he handed it back to the obsequious nurse.

“We are doing our best, Madam,” he
said, preferring to answer the more sensible question from the two.
Moving as swiftly as he could, his pristine lab coat rustling,
clutching his stethoscope in one hand, he disappeared down the
hall.

“But Doc . . . ?”
Nathaniel’s statement trailed off. He stared between the exiting
doctor and the nurse. The nurse took the wailing wife by the hand
and led her to see Chibuzo.

 

 


 


The rain came in torrents and flooded the
streets of Surulere the night before. The puddle was still all over
the place, having overflowed the gutters. It made life a living
hell for pedestrians.

It had been six agonizing months for
Mark. Rain or flood meant little or nothing to him. Today he had
left very early as usual, so early to be drenched to his pants. He
was still dripping with water as he rounded off Brown’s street,
making his way towards Oladimeju Bus Stop. The job he was into was
highly dominated by his Hausa colleagues, even though he wasn’t any
different, judging from his appearance.

For him to succeed, he needed to
outsmart his competitors, because it was also highly contested. So,
usually he woke up early enough and tried to cover as many areas as
possible before his colleagues did, even though they started off
from the same bridge.

It took him sheer willpower
to have survived the last six months. He rarely had anything to eat
some really bad days, in spite of the efforts he put in, but he
wouldn’t relent. The little he made collecting and selling metal
scraps was too small to settle Agberos, who
stopped and intimidated him for settlement at every turn. It became
worse when they found out he was a JJC.

After picking the scraps from rubbish
heaps, he would take them to a recycling plant located at Apapa,
about sixty kilometres away where they were weighed and paid for
them. The payment, when it came, was usually not commensurate to
his sweat.

He had long given up hope of going
home. He just had to, of course! The fare, he heard, was so high
that it would be unattainable, with the way he was going. The more
he struggled to work and save the paltry bus fare, the more
difficult it was to come up with. Because of these little savings
carried on his person, he had suffered a number of robbery
incidences. Many such robberies were at gunpoint!

Mark had no one to turn to but Sadiq.
Sadiq had been wonderful for his listening ears. Sometimes Mark had
gone to him hoping he could get some financial help to make up the
fare, but the story he got was usually the same. The last time he
went, he wore a troubled expression and to make his story felt, he
lied about his mother’s health. He painted a pathetic picture of
his sick mother who, he claimed, must be in dire need of his
presence at the moment.

What he heard from Sadiq stunned him,
but on a second thought, he saw sense there. Sadiq had advised him
against travelling at this period in his life, in spite of
anything. He was of the view that to travel at this time when he
had nothing to show for all the months he was away was pointless.
He advocated that he should rather settle down and hustle, make out
something for himself first, as that would also enable him to foot
the hospital bills and provide for his mum as the case may
be.

Mark had bought the idea and
his hope soared. That day, Sadiq gave him more money than he had
ever done before and even took him out to lunch. Sadiq had an
uncanny way of infusing him with new blood. He can arouse the man in a she-soldier!

It was no easy road riding against the
current. It got so bad months later, he was tempted to run to Sadiq
to be enlisted into his gang, or whatever unscrupulous thing he was
into. He quickly dismissed such thoughts, lest they become
ingrained in his psyche. He had seen that he could not help his
thoughts running out of tangent most times, so the best he could do
was to continue to steer them back to things he considered healthy.
His mother advised him well.

Sadiq actually made some scathing
remark Mark couldn’t place when his complaints became regular and
unduly incessant. It was a passing remark he couldn’t capture. And
Sadiq had quickly changed the subject. It was followed closely by a
mischievous glint Mark saw in his eyes. He had tried to piece the
statement together, but could only arrive at something that
connoted a feeling of apathy. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but
one thing he had come to understand was that he needed to stay away
from Sadiq for the time being. He just realized that the handshake,
like his mother would always say, had gone beyond the elbow and
that wasn’t a good sign.

It still baffled him when he
remembered the things he had gone through and how he survived those
trying periods of his life. It wasn’t as if he was on the clear,
but he was getting stronger and terrific by the day. He could look
back now and just chuckle. Those were his formative stages in life.
Although he was virtually at odds against everything, he had waded
through it all and still stood unwavering, like the Northern Star!
Cold, lack of shelter, hunger and starvation had all hit him
hard.

The first month, he recalled, was
almost impossible. He cried himself hoarse! Time proved a worthy
teacher and he learned. While he cried and was busy getting moody,
his Hausa colleagues, younger in age than himself, were busy
laughing and even making jests of him! The streets had toughened
him and he became thick-skinned.

The incident that took place the first
two weeks he took to the street was an eye-opener; it set a worthy
precedence in his life and greatly influenced his
demeanour.

That was the very day he had
a run-in with an Agbero.
The man was too frail; Mark could finish him with
his bare hands any day. Physically, his assailant was no match, but
the scoundrel didn’t give him any chance. The thug freaked him out
trying to stamp his role in the street as the number one person he
needed to pass through before he could make his keeps as far as
Surulere was concerned.

His brazen display of raw
power infuriated Mark the more when the young man, whose lips had
been blackened by weed and his voice so strained that Mark could barely hear what he
was saying, tried to violently remove money from his
pockets.

The Agberos were known not to tolerate any
resistance, however trivial, from anybody and so Mark got the
surprise of his life when he tried to shove the man off. He was
struck a deadly blow that sent him hitting the sidewalk. Dazed and
blinded by fury, he jumped to his feet, staggered and lashed out at
the attacker with all the strength he could summon up.

And just like on cue, about
five of his assailant’s kind emerged from a kiosk close by. They
descended on Mark, hitting and kicking him. It took the bus drivers
close by who heard him shout ewuo-o
to rescue him. But before they did, Mark had
already received some bruises and a black eye. His ankles were
swollen from wounds he sustained from clubs.

That was a welcome party,
his initiation rite into the Lagos’ streets. He learnt three
lessons from the incident: one was to give to Caesar what was
Caesar’s, two, it toughened him and every fear he ever nursed
for Agberos vanished, and three was even more important; the street didn’t
give a hoot about your travails! You either
bend or break, life continued.

His adversity made him a
little popular. His heroics spread beyond Surulere. No one bothered
him about settlements again, even though he always made
preparations for that. Although he lost in the fight, the
Agberos were afraid of
anyone who could rise to challenge their excesses.

Mark was consoled by the fact that he
wasn’t the only one caught in the wood. In fact, he was better off,
compared to what he saw around him. Each time he looked around and
saw people that claimed they made it out of this disparaging
situation, it gave him the courage to carry on. Most times, he had
taken those success stories doing the rounds under the flyover with
a pinch of salt. He never gave them an afterthought, most times. He
knew what he was passing through and for someone to claim he
started like him and made it to the tops would be overstating it,
to say the least. How could he make it when he hardly had enough to
eat, let alone rise to stardom, picking scraps and always looking
over his shoulders for people who once tried to kill him? He was
sure it wouldn’t be long before Cyriacus caught up with him. His
constant exposure in the streets made him even more
vulnerable.

Ajao Estate had become his
nightmare. The mere mention of the name or anything close to it
sent a cold shiver through him. He lost his cool each time
conductors shouted Ajao Bus Stop
oranything related to that.

He remembered how he had
flinched the day an Okadaman stopped close by to pick up two
passengers. After climbing off the bike, one of the passengers had
told his partner to adjust his foot. Mark, who stood by, heard
‘adjust’ and
instantly turned pale. His system had reacted so unconsciously that
he took adjust for Ajao. The
sound instantly brought back uncomfortable memories.

He now lived a life within the cohorts
of fear. As a precautionary measure, he had become cautious of
where he took his scavenging business. He prided himself that
however Cyriacus tried, he may not recognize him easily in his
disguised outfit, but that wouldn’t stop him from looking over his
shoulders as long as he remained in Lagos. His disguise was his
only weapon of defense.

He wore his dirty trousers inside out,
his top was an oversized shirt Sadiq gave him and on his head he
tied an old boxer he found in a rich man’s dustbin. In all, he
looked dirty, like a bum, and not recognizable, even by close
relatives!

The work of scavenging Sadiq
introduced him to was an obnoxious one. He reeked of dirt. He
didn’t need to remind anyone to step out of the way when he was on
duty. No one wanted his friendship, except perhaps his colleagues
who also shared the same estate
under the flyover the first six months he was
there.

He kept records of days and months in
spite of all. By the tail end of the seventh month, he was
beginning to lose hope. The job was beginning to take a toll on
him. To cap it all, the more he tried to make ends meet, the more
it became a wishful thinking.

One thing gave him a
sleepless night. He wondered that if after the effort he put into
his work, there was still nothing to show for it, then something
must be wrong somewhere. It wouldn’t hurt exploring other options.
Who knew, he may have been wasting precious time all along, when he
could direct his little resources somewhere else and make something
better out of it. Some of his colleagues in other lines of jobs,
though closely related to his, could at least have some extra for
their sweat. He doubted if they also paid commissions to
Agberos like he did on
daily basis.

After one week of pondering it over,
he arrived at a decision. There was nothing to lose, after all. He
could use the same tool of trade, his wheelbarrow, and still double
his stakes. Lucky enough, he could do just anything in Lagos;
settle the relevant authorities and you are good to go. It wasn’t
his plans to go beyond his familiar terrain, no. That would present
further challenges. He would stick to the routes he had always
plied.

By Monday of the following
week, dressed in the same regalia, he hit the road. Armed with an
iron rod of not more than fifteen centimeters in length, he pushed
his wheelbarrow from one residential building to the other,
retrieving dust bins and getting an instant pay according to the
quantity. A bird at hand is worth two in
the bush, he thought as he faced the day
with renewed hope and a determination to succeed.
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A lot had happened in the village
ever since Mark left for Lagos. Akadie, his mother, was happy for
the relative good health she had enjoyed. Left for the occasional
fever that threatened her wellbeing, she was otherwise very
healthy. She had reduced her consumption of anything oily,
especially fruits like pear
and every oily food which everyone agreed caused
malaria.

She had added some more
wrinkles and shrunk in size as the years went by. Her movement had
slowed down and she could no longer do all those things she used to
do with ease. But for Nwokedi and Stella- a girl Nwokedi brought
for her whom she referred to as Sela- life would have been
hell.

Nwokedi was everything she had got. He
was there every step of the way, assisting her and encouraging her.
In fact, his closeness became more pronounced as soon as Mark
clocked one month in Lagos, that was when she needed his company
the most.

Such a man who could read the mind of
an old woman and knew that the absence of an only child would
create a vacuum that needed to be filled was just rare. Her
predicament was made worse by the lack of communication from
Cyriacus or even Mark.

Instances of Nwokedi’s benevolence
came to the fore when her thatched house needed repairs. Akadie was
greatly disturbed by the level the roof had deteriorated. The rains
were around the corner and she wouldn’t know how she could handle
it. She was no more the Akadie of old who could do things men shy
away from. She hoped and prayed for a miracle.

But just like in every other thing,
Nwokedi had taken her by surprise and that singular action, among
others, left a lasting impression on her. It happened on that
wonderful Orie day. Akadie had the premonition that something
wonderful would happen, because that very morning, she had struck
her right toe on a stump right outside her hut. Right toe! That was
an omen that something good was in the offing.

Before she left for the market,
Nwokedi had, in his usual gentle way, asked for the key to her
house. He had told her he planned to assist the house―help fill her
ceramic pots with water, since he wasn’t engaged either at the
church or at the office, and besides, the house help would be going
to school. She had handed him the key and left, not suspecting
anything more than that.

By the time she came back in the
evening, her house was wearing a new look. She felt she had lost
her way, as everything had changed before her. The old black
leaking raffia thatches had been replaced! It was
unimaginable!

She was speechless. How Nwokedi could
have accomplished that was a question still begging for answers.
She recalled the rigors she underwent when she undertook the
renovation herself last three years, even with Unaa’s help. First,
it took her fortunes to assemble the raffia thatches and the wooden
materials that accompanied it. Talk about labour and refreshment
that would be a discussion for another day! Does it mean Nwokedi
had been stacking the materials all along?

Nwakpataji did all this for
me?she asked aloud and to no one in
particular. It was unbelievable. Removing her head-tie and tying it
around her waist, she danced to a beat she generated with her
throat, circling the Abor
she laid on the floor of the compound. Tears of
joy overtook her as she started calling on the spirit of her dead
husband to bless Nwokedi.

Which one would she say and leave the
other? Was it the many letters Unaa sent and the money that
accompanied them? Some men would deny ever seeing money in such
letters, but Nwokedi had delivered them in situ and even turned
down when she offered him some amount out of it.

Words could not describe the joy those
letters brought to her. She would clutch them to her chest long
after Nwokedi had finished reading and replying them for her.
Clutching the letters felt like she was holding Unaa, she had
always looked forward to such moments.

According to her, Unaa never
disappointed her, right from the first two months he left. The
mails had been regular. The bag of rice and some tubers of yam he
sent during the Iri-Ji festival was a pointer that he was actually
in good hands.

The last time Cyriacus visited was
three months after Mark’s departure. According to Nwokedi, Cyriacus
regrettably had suffered a double tragedy. He lost his father, and
adding to that, was his only surviving brother who was killed by
armed robbers on his way from Lagos to inform him.

Maybe had Akadie not gone to beg
Oruafo that Orie morning to help her buy some ingredients from the
market, as she wasn’t feeling so strong, she probably may not have
met him. Not that she was angry with him anyway, provided Unaa was
fine, which appeared to be the case, Cyriacus could not be
faulted.

She was leaving Nwokedi’s house when a
giant car emerged from nowhere and almost ran her over. It happened
so fast. She could neither run nor jump and was surprised how she
survived what could have been another collateral loss.

“If they had sent you, tell them you
didn’t see me!” she fired as soon as she regained her balance. She
was about to rain curses on the careless driver when the car got to
a stop and Cyriacus alighted. She regarded him a second. From what
she saw, Cyriacus didn’t show any sign he was expecting to see her
and it didn’t make sense.

 

 


 

Cyriacus had planned to make the visit
a very quick one. Probably come in, drop the ill-fated news of
Mark’s disappearance to Nwokedi and move on. Akadie’s presence
would change all that!

Cyriacus had recognized her
immediately as he drove into the vicinity. How can he forget that scarecrow so soon?he wondered. In fact, what happened wasn’t a mistake. He was
truly furious with himself, thinking things through as he drove in
like it had been the case ever since Mark messed his life up―the
things he was made to go through because of that lowlife when all
of a sudden Akadie appeared. His immediate plan was to knock her
down and end it once and for all.

Getting down from the car and feigning
he was seeing Akadie for the very first time, he ran to meet her
halfway. With subdued annoyance, Akadie lowered her guard. She
forced herself to brighten up, but still regarded Cyriacus
painstakingly, equal parts surprise and annoyance. Cyriacus gave
her a bear hug that almost pushed her down, left for her walking
stick.

“Mama,” he called amidst
stage-managed sobs, burying his head between her head and her broad
head-tie. Elderly people sure have a
peculiar odour, he frowned, contorting his
face in disgust above her shoulder. The old woman must have heard
of his loss by now and so he needed to put up a solemn appearance.
And his grief was evident!

“Iwuu!” Akadie exclaimed. To shed tears was the easiest thing she
knew how to do best. She only needed to just see a reason to engage
in it and it rained.

“Death is very wicked,” she continued,
contrasting her shoulders and looking smaller than her size. “Take
heart, my son,” she placated.

Cyriacus, whose face was contorted by
his crocodile tears, disengaged from her embrace, his hankie
mopping frantically, he retreated immediately to meet Nwokedi, who
stood some distance away watching the scene. They discussed in
silence as Akadie hung on to wait for the right time to ask after
her son.

She watched and could vow she saw
Nwokedi almost have a heart attack and turn pale when Cyriacus
probably gave him the news of his father’s death. After offering
Cyriacus kola nuts and spirits, Schnapps, they both retired to the
back of the building to consort and finish the rest of the
discussion in suppressed voices. By now, she could vouch she saw
Nwokedi’s countenance had changed for real. Nwokedi, like her, had
quick emotional outbursts.

Akadie often wondered how Nwokedi was
able to tame Cyriacus, the son of Mgbemere, remembering that the
animosity between the two families dated longer than she could
recall. It gave her deep concern about the arrangement initially,
but because of his involvement, she relaxed.

Nwakpataji can achieve just
anything with this his church, she had
said, referring to Nwokedi by the name of a long dead relative it
was agreed reincarnated him. Akadie had the predilection to address
most people in names other than their firsts. For Ahamba it was
Nwogaraku, aka ‘Mkporo.’

As soon as they were done, Cyriacus
came round to announce he was ready to go; he needed to meet with
the elders of his village to know how to go about the burial
arrangements. Akadie was itching to hear about Mark, in spite of
all, and breathed a deep sigh of relief when Cyriacus took a wad of
money from his glove compartment and handed it to her.

“Mark is okay and sent his regards,”
he told her, doing well to avoid her eyes.

“I hope he is not giving you
troubles?” she asked as she extended her hand to collect the money.
“All these for me . . . ?” she stared at the
money, eyes wide open. “Why do you have to worry yourself, eh? You
would need every bit of it for the burial, eh?” By the time she
finished the statement, the money was safely stashed away in the
knot of her wrapper; a quick look over her shoulders to make sure
no other person was present, apart from Nwokedi.

Cyriacus had left immediately and
promised to visit before going back to Lagos. But that was the last
Akadie heard from him. Nwokedi assured her Mark was fine and
healthy. Couple of weeks later would mark the beginning of an
outpouring of mails from Mark.

Nwokedi’s closeness doubled and every
fear she ever entertained vaporized.

They will never fair
well! Akadie cursed as she remembered the
gruesome murder of Emeka, Cyriacus’ brother, by armed robbers. She
stamped her walking stick on the ground subsequently to seal the
curse as she prepared to turn in for the night.

 

 


 

There was more to Cyriacus’
visit than met the eyes. Things had turned belly-up and parties
involved ought to be in the know. Cyriacus was more aggrieved for
the loss of Mark than he was for his father, or even his younger
brother, because of the opportunities Mark’s sacrifice would have
presented. Either way, he was still one step ahead of the
Elemuos. Emekafoolishly wasted his life for
nothing. The opportunities Mark presented
could not have been equaled and more painful was the fact that the
episode had strained his relationship and devotion to the
Brotherhood.

Emeka’s killing in error was not, in
his remotest knowledge, a part of the script. His death had brought
nothing but misery to him. The Brotherhood accused him of knowing
about the arrangement beforehand. They suspected he was in another
organization and may be feeding Mark fat for some other purpose.
They felt it was an effort at arm-twisting them, trying to shove
his brother down their throats. He had a hard time trying to talk
them into using Emeka’s blood for the ritual, but the circumstances
of his death was a sacrilege nobody ever wanted to associate with.
Every entreaty failed . . . he simply met a
wall. His plans to keep Emeka for a later engagement flushed down
the drain pipe. His death was a waste of resources.

The shame was so much, he felt like
committing suicide to end it all. He was made a laughingstock
before his mentors. Regrettably, he needed to start from scratch
again, working his way up the ladder! It was an unimaginable waste!
To add insult to injury, he was to experience a more devastating
humiliation of his life yet. Amanda, the only person he could call
his own―his confidant, the only person he planned to go home to and
share his woes with―had left him for Odejinji! It bruised his
already smeared ego to no small
measure . . . .

 

 


 

Ahamba, to Akadie, was as good as
nonexistent. She swore never to be hoodwinked by his small show of
affection. She had not stopped showing him her detest, given every
slightest opportunity. She avoided him now like never before, but
he kept coming, trying to force himself on her. Sometimes, to
Akadie’s chagrin, he tried to unabashedly come up with conciliatory
overtures.

How
contemptible!

She had done quite enough to manage
the annoyance that was his presence. She had to inure to his
behaviours, just tag along with him, in spite of all. Agreed,
Ahamba could be quite annoying sometimes, sometimes she felt like
just summoning up courage and telling him a bit of her mind, but
she had restrained herself, knowing he would never change. There
was no crying over spilt milk. He had a deep stubborn streak that
had been his second nature.

She didn’t like dwelling on his
headache, but his hatred and wickedness had given her recourse to
worry. Nothing ever pleased him. He would always pick flaws.
Anything at all to pick quarrel was welcome. How could a man be way
so vile and irresponsible? Could she ever forgive him for having
put her through so much hardship? That would be in her next world;
after she was dead and gone, maybe!

 

 


 

Ahamba was as unrepentant as he was a
maverick. He kept to himself and did his things his own way.
Naturally, he had a low anger threshold, so to speak, a mercurial
temperament that made him flare up unusually. It was more worrisome
that even at such a decrepit age; he still could not control
himself and put his anger in check. Because of this, he was badly
misunderstood. People misinterpreted his every statement so much so
that he was always quarrelling at town meetings.

Nwokedi stole the show because of
these lapses. He became the bread winner, the only reasonable male
mind in the family worthy of laying complaints to. He became the
best brain that settled feuds and acted out a fatherly
role.

Ahamba is garrulous and
would never stop brewing troubles, the
villagers would say.

Ahamba, in turn, couldn’t just fathom
why his actions were always misconstrued. He was fair to all in all
his dealings and treated everyone with respect. To Akadie, he had
strived to protect her at all times as his late elder brother’s
wife. Each time she made her usual rash and uncouth decisions, he
had voiced out his displeasure outright. He was not the type to
pretend. He believed in telling people point blank the deep ca-ca
they were in, instead of seeing them wallow in a cesspit of
self-delusion.

He and Nwokedi were always at daggers’
drawn; they never saw eye to eye with each other. Whatever he did
was an anathema, a taboo, no matter how well
intentioned.

As the younger brother, Nwokedi never
had a single respect for him. Because people perceived him to be
bad and thus the Machiavellian one, quarrels between the two always
ended in Nwokedi’s favour, even when facts pointed otherwise. Same
sorry impression went to the community at large.

He had lived like an outcast, an
ostracized loner, both in his family and the community. People
cited his childlessness as being the cause of his wickedness. And
left for Nwokedi, whose name preceded him as a catechist on one
hand and as a man of sublime character on the other hand, nobody
would have had anything to do with the Elemuos.

In the market, he was avoided like the
plagued; only strangers bought from him. At home, only the same few
persons, whom the town likened to his kind, patronized his palm
wine business, a source of livelihood he sustained after his
brother’s death, in keeping with the family’s tradition.

Calamity befell him of
recent and it took a miracle to wriggle from it. Like a bolt from
the blues, one of his regulars tasted his keg of wine just like
buyers were wont before buying. They usually took some fine gulps
of the wine to taste as though they were some wine connoisseur. But
this time round, the man, whose name was Marcel, clutched his
throat and dropped to the ground, gasping for air. Before he could
be taken to Apiti, the closest dibia
in town, he was dead.

All fingers naturally
pointed at Ahamba. It was a closed case; he
couldn’t escape this one, the people fumed.
The allegation reached a feverish pitch and got so portent that
Ahamba was forced to eat a piece of kola nut placed on top of the
dead man’s casket to prove his innocence.

Ahamba had agreed and humbly did as he
was instructed, to the satisfaction of his accusers. Although he
was unrepentant, the whole proceeding, just like everyone expected,
they absorbed his tantrums, knowing his end had come eventually. He
was a personification of arrogance, a villain whose death would be
a welcome one.

He had defiantly maintained in his
usual obdurate nature, that he had no hand in whatever killed his
friend and reminded them that his dead friend was a drunk and also
a chain smoker. The crowd would hear no such thing; they shouted
him down.

One year came and went
without a scratch on his body. That was enough evidence to clear
him of any culpability, but nobody celebrated with him. They rather
accused him of using Ntigbu
Nshi―an amulet worn
or taken during oath taking,
which had the power to counter the potency of an
oath.

He learned his lesson and subsequently
retracted into his shell, living his uproarious life and hoping
that someday someone would see through him and embrace the humane
side of him. Just someday, someone would see he was no scurvy old
reprobate!

But if wishes were horses; beggars
would ride. His wishes were wishful as every new day was fraught
with its own challenges and as he was wont, he needed to shout
himself hoarse to establish a point!

 


 


 


Francis Adumekwe was the only son of his
father. Ekeonu, his father, was one of the first men to embrace
enlightenment through his business endeavours. Growing up, he
traded in goats and sheep, shuttling between Kafanchan and
Umualaike before he relocated finally to Lagos. He was among the
first men to ride in Ojukwu Transportation, back in the day. The
famous 911 truck, serving as their luxury bus, was the buggy way
they journeyed.

Growing up in Lagos came with plenty
of promises for Francis, owing to his background and education. He
cut across as a regular everyday young man, average height with
muscular body, handsome, with chubby cheeks lined with well-trimmed
sideburns.

He was married to Patience Onwudiwe at
the age of twenty-five. Patience bore him two beautiful kids and
life seemed to be very perfect. Patrick, his son, came first and
Obiageli followed two years later.

But for the exigencies of work, every
other thing was just magnificent. As a banker, the pressures were
part of the system and he and his wife had grown to be accustomed
to it.

His wife was the best thing to happen
to him. He had heard complaints around official circles, his
colleagues baring their minds over the cold war in their homes with
no other than their very own wives, and Francis came to really
understand that he and his wife were meant for each
other.

Their meeting had been
remarkable and he still remembered how it happened.
How many ladies could do what she
did, considering
the circumstance?he would ask, even after
over thirty-five years of marriage. The whole event opened up whole
new vistas in his life and he could still see it in his mind’s eye
ever as fresh as could be.

As a Marketer with ACB, he was always
on the road. Part of his job description was to meet people and
talk them into doing business with his bank. It was initially very
strenuous and could be quite a demeaning adventure at times, but he
learned. Most diehard businessmen would rather keep their money
under their pillows than take it to the bank. Regrettably, some had
suffered untold hardships from banks due to the recurring banks
that went into liquidation and to have an audience with such people
was like a passage through the eye of a needle.

His job as a marketer was increasingly
becoming challenging and some of his colleagues had regrettably
lost their jobs, because they could not meet their various targets.
The targets were unimaginably outrageous, to be candid. It was
sometimes an impossible thing to ask of someone, but God had been
faithful to Francis.

His female colleagues had a way of
meeting up, even before the stipulated deadline. No one envied
them. They were the veritable standard to keep the men on their
toes.

That faithful day, Francis was rushing
to meet a client as usual when, all of a sudden, his official car
stopped at the middle of the road around the Ikoyi area of Lagos.
His driver, Segun, a man of over fifty years of age, couldn’t do
much, but was hopeful the car could start if it were given a little
push.

Another challenge was the inadequate
manpower to engage the pushing. Francis cursed inwardly, took off
his suit jacket and strode to the back to commence pushing, while
the driver tried to engage gears behind the wheel. Francis pushed
and pushed, but no way. The weight of the car was too much for one
man. The car didn’t stir.

People were busy going about their
business and no one took notice of them. Ten minutes later, Francis
was dripping from all pores and gasping for air.

And just when he was about to give up
hope and let go, this young lady happened by. Seeing how pitiable
the situation was and how desperate Francis needed more hands, she
volunteered to help out.

It didn’t take a pole before the car
jumped to life. Francis couldn’t believe it. He battled to breathe
as well as try to assess the situation. He was very grateful to the
lady, a fellow banker, whose name turned out to be Patience
Onwudiwe. They exchanged addresses and Francis promised to call on
her before long.

That was the fate that brought them
together. And what took off on a friendly note, later snowballed
into marriage and the rest was history.

The union took off on a happy start,
even though Patience didn’t have the luxury of visiting Francis’
home town six years after their marriage. At first, she didn’t
bother, since the necessary marriage rites were taken care of by
the parents of both parties who, lucky enough, resided in Lagos
also.

Her job with Union Bank made the
possibility of travelling even worse. She had nothing to fear,
anyway, as words were sent to the villages of both parties and
questions that bordered on lineage and the works were taken care
of.

After six years of their marriage with
two wonderful kids to show for it, the strains and stresses of
living with a man without knowing his home town began to eat
Patience up. She sulked at the idea and it began to weigh her down
tremendously.

Francis would admit, without
equivocation, that his wife actually tried to have held on this
long. And to give her a sense of purpose and assuage her desires,
he began to make plans to visit home during the Christmas of the
seventh year.

Travelling at the heat of the
celebration was usually hectic, but they made it to the village
eventually. The couple had just two days of grace, but they were
also lucky the Christmas fell on a Monday, so there was Saturday,
Sunday, Monday and even Tuesday which was Boxing Day, to
ball.

Umualaike had not changed one bit and
one thing that was ever present was the love he got from the
villagers each time he was around. He could see and feel their joy
at having him and family around. The last time he was around was
during the burial ceremony of his father. It was a long time now.
His father’s untimely death had devastated him and that was about
fifteen years ago.

Patience was almost thrown into tears
as she couldn’t imagine she had been away from these wonderful
villagers that rushed to welcome her. She felt a certain
completeness she never experienced all her entire life.

Francis’ father’s house was overgrown
with weeds and it took his driver, Nwokedi, a relative within the
kindred, and some villagers, to clear it within the shortest of
times. The brotherly love was killing. In a heartbeat, the
villagers had assembled as if he had hired them. He couldn’t
possibly imagine what pushed his dad to scare him away for so long
with the strict warning that still rang in his head. It was a
passionate appeal he couldn’t oppose; it was an agreement he could
not renege on. And what could have been his fears as to why he
should not mix with his people freely? Where else in the world
could the love he saw in the last few hours be possible? Francis
had regurgitated his regrets and resolved to carry on
unabashedly.

The next day was mind-blowing. Before
he even woke up, his house was swarming with well-wishers that came
to celebrate and welcome him. He was so much at ease with them and
it was so remarkable how they appreciated the little money he
shared. They danced and rained him with blessings.

Nwokedi stood out remarkably! Francis
couldn’t remember having crossed paths with him, but the man was
something else. A brother by virtue of the kindred, Umudim, both
families shared, even though his house was around the corner.
Nothing else and the man had proved to be a father, more than just
a mere neighbour.

Nwokedi, Francis noted, knowing he had
been away for long and wasn’t conversant with the tradition, was
always there to assist and direct him. That Saturday especially,
Nwokedi had helped him buy a keg of palm wine for his visitors. He
was so considerate, he even advised him palm wine would conserve
the red wines and spirits he brought from Lagos. What a
man!

As if that wasn’t enough, he further
spotted areas of the house that needed repairs and made quick
arrangements. Francis couldn’t believe Umualaike still had such a
man.

It was the most fulfilling holiday of
his life and he looked forward to more of such homecoming. This
time round, he needed to plan it very well.

By Tuesday morning when he was ready
to go, he thanked Nwokedi for making his visit a huge success when
Nwokedi came to bid him and family goodbye. He gave him some money
as a mark of his profound
appreciation . . . .


 

19

After four years of selfless service to God
under Pastor Mathew, whom he fondly referred to as MOD—Man of God,
Christopher was set free. He was at liberty to establish his own
church anywhere he may choose. But Pastor Mathew preferred he
picked any other place but Aba, so that there wouldn’t be a clash
of interest.

There was a lot embedded in
the setting up process, which equipped him with the necessary tools to tackle
peoples’ ever increasing spiritual needs. What transpired within
that process was unmentionable, but the bottom line was that he
endured it all knowing what lay beyond the blurred present. The
service of God was a spiritual exercise and required spiritual
approach . . . the type not easily
understandable by the fainthearted.

Fire-in-the-Spoken-Word Ministry’s
fast rising popularity was as sweeping as it was hot. It was the
newest in town and the faithful swarmed with self abandon to have a
taste of what it dished out. Within the first quarter of its birth,
it had become a household name, spreading like wild
fire.

Christopher’s longstanding loyalty to
his boss necessitated his relocation to Lagos. He wouldn’t want to
compete with his master for converts for all the money in the
world. Even at that, the constitution of the Inner Circle was very
clear on that.

And so Lagos also proved a fertile
ground to start his church. He knew it would be big; he only needed
to get started and the rest would be history. Not with what he had
been through . . . .

And what would turn out to
become a mega-church, one of the fastest growing types, actually
started under a canopy on a small plot of land a member of
Inner Circle gave him on
lease. Before the first one month, the foundation for the main
church building was already in place. Its transformation was
meteoric. Money poured in from individuals who wanted to identify
with the fledgling ministry. It was an imposing sight to behold
when it was completed . . . a dome-like mega
structure with its own built in parking lot and the
works.

Part of what he learnt as Pastor
Mathew’s protégé was how to milk his members and still keep his
dealings within the godly realm of spirituality. Christopher,
having been instrumental to the establishment of a number of
branches under Pastor Mathew, knew what was needed to get started.
It was magical what happened the first one month.

For starters, he had hired the finest
of voices as choir members and a smart lead guitarist whom he paid
handsomely to head the musical band. His sound system was the best
there was. People loved good gospel music. He had learnt how people
were attracted to angelic sounds. Their love and curiosity had been
their undoing, regrettably.

Christopher also gave power to the
people. There was an enduring crave for authority. It was a master
plan carried out masterfully; a grandiose scheme, whose brilliance
remained a masterpiece! It was a type whose execution came with a
sublime precision.

While some converts were attracted by
other extraneous niceties to the church, quite a few were wowed by
the rapport of testimonies from the teeming crowd. They saw real
miracles and healings from close quarters; miracles that could be
felt and not stage-managed.

Before their very eyes, the lame
walked, the deaf and dumb were healed, and peoples’ dwindling
finances blossomed. The prophecies, when they came, always had a
thing linking the members’ chequered pasts and not the mischievous
prophesies from charlatans who shoot the breeze after consuming
litres of liquor. People could do anything to be part of such
atmosphere.

Anything!

At Fire-in-the-Spoken-Word Ministry,
nothing was hidden under the sun. During counseling, peoples’ lives
and their attendant problems were sang like songs and that was what
thrilled members most. Christopher could see through them! He could
read them like books. Even the dreams they had when they played in
the sand as toddlers, scores of years back, were relayed before
them, all to their bewilderment.

Christopher was trained to read their
minds and knew how to twist and turn them for the right results.
Solutions to problems were where he applied a lot of caution. That
was also where the money came. But he was consoled by the irony of
it; spiritual things were not malaria tablets which needed to show
its effectiveness in hours. Like Hail Mary, members who had
problems beyond his powers were told to exercise patience and have
deep faith. After all, they could see a discernible link behind
each pronouncement.

On the other hand, Pastor Christopher,
now Bishop Christopher, had a way of avoiding a hard nut case,
especially when they proved quite intractable. To deflect
attentions and completely obliterate suspicion, he would brand such
stubborn ones as unbelievers who came from the pit of hell
purposely to distract him.

He had unceremoniously
added Bishop to his
name because he needed to send a profound message. Proliferation of
churches and pastors were on the rise. He figured it was time he
separated the boys from the men and the men from the men. It was a
toga singling him out from the crowded bunch! He learnt from the
master; Pastor Mathew was the best there was!

 


 


 


Husband and wife had returned to their work.
Everything seemed to have returned to normalcy. It was another year
of great expectation ahead of them and it had started on a very
good note. Every family had a specific target for themselves, and
for the Adumekwes, it was another school year for both Patrick and
Obiageli. Now, the cost of putting children through private schools
had sky rocketed.

Barely two weeks of their
resumption of office, Francis started noticing remarkable changes
in the way he discharged his duties. The first month came and went
and he could not boast of a dime from a customer as target. He
blamed himself for not putting in enough effort.Don’t sit on your oars, he tried to
encourage, psyching himself up.

When the engine of his wife’s car
knocked a week later, he blamed the driver for not carrying out the
routine of checking water and oil in the morning before starting
the car. It sparked off quarrels between the couple and husband and
wife became bitter enemies overnight. Patience didn’t like how the
husband should make so much fuss for something that was bound to
happen!

For every mistake he made, he usually
saw better ways he could have approached it, which would have also
averted it. Before he knew it, he was slammed with his first query!
Well, he was yet to have some respite, as other queries followed in
quick succession, to his consternation. His career was headed for
the rocks.

He used to be very close to his branch
manager. They were the best of pals before things started falling
apart for him. He was nowhere near his target for the month under
review. The manager couldn’t hide his discontentment. Their
friendship, notwithstanding, could not make it fly this
time.

When the result of the
month’s Staff Appraisal came, Francis wasn’t surprised he was given
a ‘C.’ He didn’t complain, because he knew he deserved it all
right. Seeing the way things were going with him, his manager had
requested his presence in his expanse office to rub minds together.
As a friendly gesture, the manager, Mr. Raymond Okafor, decided
to remand him to
the counter, but that move also pushed him further into the deep.
His woes followed him to that counter!

Either he overpaid a customer or he
lodged money into a wrong account. By the time he finished
reimbursing these extra moneys by the end of each month, his
salaries were exhausted. He was left with nothing; his months of
toiling were for God, so to speak.

The wife lost her job three months
later to Union Bank’s downsizing exercise. As if that was not
enough, ACB became insolvent and lost its credibility. It was a
soft landing for Francis; he was out in the cold, naturally. But he
was consoled by the fact that he wasn’t sacked. All these happened
in a space of three months.

Husband and wife withdrew their
children from a private school to a public one while they searched
for jobs that never came. Before the end of the year, their
apartment rent had expired and they packed to a crowded Lagos
suburb of Maroko. With what was left of their savings, Francis
bought a small Nissan Sunny car and took to the road, sustaining
his family as a taxi driver.

Right now, Francis was not worried
about himself and wife anymore. His headache was the two adults he
called his children. Obiageli would be twenty-one by June and was
not thinking of anything to do with her life. Patrick was worse; he
was neither here nor there. Francis could bet with every certainty
that Patrick, his son, after all these years,may not have graduated
from the university. How could he have graduated with his moronic
attitude to life?

With all the happenings around him, he
couldn’t imagine where he had gone wrong. He was hardworking and
treated people fairly. He had toiled all through the years to fend
for his family, starved himself to eke out a living, but the more
he tried, the more life seemed to give him the raw deal.

 


 


 


Christopher swiveled in his chair
behind the oak table in his sparsely decorated office. He was deep
in thought; always was! As a man of God, he had always worn that
serious air about him. Nobody knew when he was deeply troubled
again. It goes with the
work, he shook his head in
agreement.

His life was in the public domain,
closely scrutinized by would-be converts, making his being and his
calling an imprisonment. He was always on his guard, because a
slight misinterpretation could trigger off an avalanche of
criticisms, which could be catastrophic to his reputation and that
of his burgeoning ministry.

That Tuesday was not like every other
day; he had left an instruction not to see anyone for counseling,
even though members who came in their droves had paid and were
waiting.

He was looking pale. The sudden
increment of the counseling fee to an abominable amount was done on
purpose, but the members stubbornly paid nevertheless.

His need to
recharge was his source of
worry now! He paced the length and breadth of the office, muttering
to himself as he did so. To his ministers who poked their heads
through the door―he was searching for the
face of God! They would never
understand . . . .

Bishop Christopher’s office
was almost bereft of furniture: his swivel chair, the table
supporting a laptop and various sizes and designs of Bibles, two
wooden chairs for visitors. Very simple! He planned the office to
look that way,ab intio. It had a lot to say about his level of humility.

The more people looked; the less they
should see. The only thing out of place was the wall mirror by the
door as you enter the office. His members once argued over its
importance. They wondered why it should be there, but quickly
dismissed it as devil-inspired speculation. They realized looking
good was associated with men of the pulpit and Christopher never
disappointed them with his unequalled taste for designer
clothes.

Some referred to it as
his Prada Obsession! It was a common sight among pastors, they observed.
If you only know, the
Bishop would muse with some elation.

With annoyance, he paced back and
forth, anger written all over his face. All of a sudden, he struck
the empty air, kicked the empty carton close by, and shook his head
sadly. He was wondering why he could not execute his plans without
having to pass through the debilitating moments of anxiety he was
in at the moment. It wasn’t the first time it had happened. His
first encounter and what followed was the most embarrassing moment
in his budding career. His present state of mind was due to the
heart trauma that singular rejection caused him. Left for his
resourcefulness, it would have been quite a disaster.

There had to be a way around it! He
just couldn’t continue going to meet Pastor Mathew and the crew to
be spiritually uplifted, nor would he also continue to wait for the
bi-monthly meetings in Ghana to resuscitate and recoup his
energies! There had to be a way to get his kind or enlist one
before he smeared the mud! Kelechi just wasn’t enough for the
outpouring of miracles that sap and enervate him! And he remembered
how the nightmare that was his rejection
happened . . . .

 

 


 

He couldn’t figure out what
hit him that day. It was a very bad precedence for a Pastor who was
barely two weeks in the ministry . . . a Pastor
who was yet to taste the murky waters of modern day evangelism. He
couldn’t forget that night in a hurry. Nobody forgets the first day!

How could he ever forget to call to
mind a young boy he picked from the crusade ground after what
seemed like a fruitless two weeks of endless search? A boy who
turned out to be a denier of bliss?

Seeing the excitement on the young,
handsome face, his fine athletic physic that lured him, Bishop
Christopher had desires rushing through him, even while he was
still on the pulpit preaching.

His attention had been drawn to the
boy immediately as he mounted the stage. Pastor had wriggled his
tail, trying to enchant the boy, hypnotizing him with his stylized
English and battling to send a message across to him
sensually.

And truly that night’s outing was one
of a kind; the lame walked and the blind saw. The anointing was
just so much as it overflowed. The crowd went wild with celestial
ecstasy. They swung with his every movement he made, totally
lost.

He felt like a god; he could do all
things. He had always been naïve with the powers he wielded, he
could no longer wait. Pastor Mathew lived in the past! The church
had exploded and taken a more radical turn. Mathew could go to hell
and shove his tactfulness to the dustbin, for all he
cared.

By now everyone in the crowd was
experiencing a seizure. Their mood was frenzy at best. They fought,
kicked and pulled the Holy Spirit, whom they were told had taken
over the arena. The Bishop also gyrated, shouting, and
gesticulating. He was the precursor of spiritual
things . . . a lead actor in the paranormal
flick where he was looming large.

They mistook his showmanship for his
professed love for God. What they didn’t know was that Bishop
Christopher was celebrating his freedom, his emancipation! What
they didn’t see was that he was happy for the meal that awaited
him!

He wound up at about 1:00 a.m.,
exhausted. The pint of rum he took backstage before the crusade had
worn off, leaving him famished and empty. Immense powers had gone
out of him and there was no doubt about that. He was in a desperate
need to revitalize his lost energy, to recapture his dynamism. And
there was only one way to do that.

He assured himself that it wouldn’t be
a problem, not with the performance he put up tonight. He could see
acceptance in the boy already. The era of futile search should be a
thing of the past tonight. No wonder famous Pastors got what they
wanted―just a snap of the fingers and the world was at their feet.
It was time to put his fame to a good use. Who wouldn’t want to
wind up with him, anyway?

He could see the longing in
the crowd, the admiration was very evident. They milled around him
at the end of the program. They battled to touch him. They fought
and went against every odd to get his attention. But for the
security guards, they would have hemmed him in! Nevertheless, his
attention was beyond the surging crowd. It
was going to be point and kill all right,
he had agreed with certainty, a curt smile around his
chin.

 

 


 

The boy was around the neighbourhood
of fifteen or sixteen years of age and the right age for his
course. Masked by the rush, the push and pull of the crowd, Bishop
had made his way towards the boy. He was laying his hands on
people’s heads as he moved pew after pew, from one gangway to the
next, till he got to him. Talking to a male faithful wasn’t
anything unusual. Pastor had casually asked the boy to see him as
soon as the service was over.

See me after service
wasn’t anything strange. It was discreet yet
carelessly stated. He was beyond suspicion. The boy didn’t
disappoint him either. Just like he expected, he stood by his car
outside the church.

Nobody can turn me
down, he muttered silently and licked his
lips.

You either convince them or
confuse them. The easier you make the life of your members, the
wiser they become and you lose them in droves, Pastor Mathew had warned him.

“How are you, young man?” Christopher
had asked on meeting the boy. With the wave of the hand, he told
his security men who were about to pounce on the boy for daring to
touch his car that he invited him, otherwise the boy had no
business vilifying his saintly car.

The crowd couldn’t be contained; they
all needed him too. Even at 1:30 a.m., mothers with their babies on
their backs cried out to be prayed for. Girls threw themselves at
him, though they were not his scene.

He needed to be careful and
systematic at the way he rejected his female flock, too.
They make one-third of my members and donate
more, he agreed. Every action, word, every
nuance, however imperceptible, should be laced in spirituality, he
reminded himself. Part of his training was how not to leave prints.
It would take a fellow Inner Circle to nail him!

“I am fi—”

“While I was ministering, the Lord
spoke to me,” he said, cutting the boy off as if what he was about
to say never counted. The world was watching, he
recalled.

“Your name is Jude right?”

“Y-yes—”

“Jude Ifeanyi Okeke, am I right?” he
added dismissively.

“Yes but Bish—.”

“You are from Egbema Umubi in Aguata
Local Government, right?” Christopher added, totally in
control.

“Yes, Bishop,” the boy answered.
Pockets of sweat beads had broken down his forehead, even though it
was a cold night. His expression was one of
bewilderment.

“The Lord has answered your
prayers,” the pastor continued, with marked emphasis on
the Lord, his lips
projecting out remarkably to form a pipe.

“Amen!” replied both the confused boy
and the bystanders.

“Something is not right in
your family. The devil is at work, but today the
Lord said I should tell
you that your problems are over.”

A thunderous ‘Amen’ again was heard
from the boy and the crowd in unison.

“Get into the car,” the Pastor
commanded in a quiet demeanour.

On hearing this, the crowd couldn’t
hide their jealousy; their hubbub helped pastor in sealing the
boy’s fate. Everyone wished they were in the boy’s shoes. To have
been fingered out for a private prayer meant the boy was lucky and
special.

Jude, now safely belted at
the back of the SUV, was perplexed. His coming to the crusade was
unconnected to his family, or a
family. In fact, he grew up in an Orphanage
Home. He never knew his parents. It was the fear for what lay ahead
that drove him to the crusade. He had tried to protest, but each
time he did that, he was cut off, so he decided to just tag along.
Bishop Christopher was a reputable man of God and men of God never
lied. There must be a connection in all
these. There must be a discernible link, he
assured himself.

Less than twenty minutes later and
they were at the pastor’s palatial home at Mushin area of Lagos.
The Pastor, who never uttered a word all through the short ride,
alighted spiritedly with a renewed energy, gesturing Jude to
follow. There was food around the corner. He took the boy straight
to his bedroom and bolted the door.

The boy scanned the room with his
eyes. There was nothing in the room to invoke fear. It was just the
normal everyday bedroom; family sized bed, a reading table and a
small fridge by the corner doubling also as a stand for a sixteen
inch Plasma TV. The window unit A/C was running and churning out
cold air at the far side of the wall, with the compressor bellowing
noisily.

The boy was still baffled but just
couldn’t protest. If this was what he had to go through to relieve
him of whatever dangers that lay ahead, so be it. But he couldn’t
still imagine himself and such a great man of God in the same room
together. He was happy they were same sex, so nothing that bordered
on sodomy worried him. He had been a victim of a number of sexual
abuses from homosexuals ever since he was seven. He could take care
of himself any day.

The boy was made shy to the point of
self-effacement when the pastor stripped before him. He quickly
turned to face the wall. The Pastor smiled as he tied a towel
around his waist. It was part of the big plan. Minutes later, the
boy could hear the shower running in the bathroom, and the Pastor
whistling happily.

As soon as the Pastor was
done bathing, he ordered the boy to go do the same. Like an
Ekuke dog in the midst of
a stronger breed, the boy walked with obvious apprehension into the
bathroom. He spent close to ten prolonged minutes there. Part of
the time he spent pondering over what this was all
about.

By now the Pastor who was sprawled on
the bed waiting, had become impatient, totally disquiet. He had
finished the second can of his energy drink and the medium
sized-Alumo Bitters he bought. His nerve endings had been
energized. He tiptoed towards the bathroom, gumshoeing noiselessly,
but quickly made a U-turn as soon as he bumped into the boy on his
way out.

“Jude, will you hurry up and let us do
this thing . . .  I mean pray for you and rest
please? I am tired,” he quickly corrected himself realizing the
slip.

He proceeded to the wardrobe, took a
snow-white kimono, a small sized towel and handed them to Kelechi.
The boy, who was in his trousers, soaked and dripping, retreated to
the bathroom to clean up and change. The pastor waited in bated
breath.

The boy finished changing and came out
completely disoriented the more at where to sit. Would he sit on
the bed with a man of God in a towel or go to the only couch in the
room? He chose the latter. Pastor, who pretended to be reading the
Bible, noticed the boy wasn’t coming to the bed. He looked up and
snapped his fingers to get his attention. When Jude turned, four
fingers closed up and moving back and forth, Pastor was beckoning
him!

The Pastor knew it wasn’t going to be
easy, but he planned to take it one at a time; first times were
usually not easy. He began by running his fingers all over the boy
like he was playing the piano while he read a verse aloud from the
Bible. The boy stiffened, but wouldn’t dare to protest. Pastor’s
real intention had not really sunk in yet.

Pastor, on his part, had it thought
out. He wouldn’t be caught pants down in case his plan failed.
While he caressed and almost snogged the boy, he was also muttering
prayers. Slowly, his tempo reached a fever pitch and he got to a
crescendo. He felt he had got the boy on his leash. To him, it had
been very easy after all . . . much ado about
nothing all along!

The coast was very clear
now. The signs shouted green and
beckoned. With a surge of confidence, he
proceeded to mount the boy. That was the extent he got!

Jude, who had been patient enough,
couldn’t take it anymore. With every bit of strength in him and
every ounce of willpower he could summon, he pushed the
Pastor.

“Pastor!” he shouted, terror was
written all over him as he jumped out of the bed.

The pastor also jumped to his feet
half naked, his manhood dangling menacingly.

“I need to do this for your own good,”
was all the pastor could come up with.

“No!” The boy maintained, close to
tears. “You can’t do this, no,” he continued stubbornly.

Pastor, now knowing he was losing it,
walked to the boy, cap in hand, pleading like a school boy. All
entreaties fell on deaf ears. He continued begging for another ten
minutes, but only met a wall. The boy was stubbornly
adamant.

Pastor was mad; he became
indignant and began to threaten the boy, reminding him of his
immense powers. This was not taking him anywhere either.
Could this be happening?he
wondered. He was yet to believe he had been staunchly rejected by a
mere lad who should ordinarily run into his waiting arms at the
hint of going to bed with him.

He was flustered. His brain had
frozen; he couldn’t think; he could no longer function. He buried
his head in shame, trying hard to focus. His reputation could be in
tatters, too. He must right this wrong, else face the consequences
the rest of his miserable life.

Without any further
hesitation, he chose to swing into action. Pastor Mathew called
it damage control and this was the best time to bring it to bear in his career.
He should be in control here and not the other way
around.

“By the power bestowed on me as a true
servant of God, I reject every spirit that stands against your
healing tonight . . .” he began to pray fervently
and at the top of his voice too. He wasn’t addressing the boy this
time, but the coterie of his workforce around the building who saw
him take the boy to his room.

“Father,
Lorder, the hour of
mercy has comer and
I present your son before your holy presencer. Heal him and take the
gloryer. Heal
him,Lorder
and take the magnificationer in the mighty name of
Jesuser.
Amen.”

“Amen!” shouted the boy, who was
innocently bewildered by the turnaround of events.

That was a good sign,
the pastor noted. He smiled and walked to the bed
for a good night’s sleep.

Devil is a
liar, he cursed as he cuddled his pillow
between his thighs.


20

Ebere adjusted the black mask around his head
to cover every inch of his face, leaving his eyes, nose and mouth.
Although he never fired a gun, or owned a firearm all his life, he
was not ready to let Ibrahim, his only hope of breaking even, down.
The site of the Mark4 gun in his hands unnerved him. He was shaking
visibly, even as he tried to steady his grip around the rusted
handle and magazine. It would be over soon, that he knew for sure
and subsequent encounters would be like a walk in a
park.

He seemed to be the only
green horn in the group, from the look of things. Everyone around
him carried on like they were going to a party. He fought to calm
himself. Even after downing a full bottle of kai kai to steady his nerves, he was
still shaking pitiably. There was always a
first time, he consoled himself.

He couldn’t avoid this day. It was
like an evil day that would come and sure did. He had always been
on the receiving end all along. Other members had toiled the nights
while he sat pretty and carted home the booty. His smartness had
served its course. The members probably got wise and the table
turned against him.

One thing was clear also, for the gang
to have arrived at such a harsh decision meant that his complacency
could not be tolerated anymore. It also meant the members could
have gotten greedy. Bottom line was that his vacation was over. The
gang had given its verdict and its effectiveness was
immediate.

Whichever way he looked at it, he
still felt he was used. He provided most of the tips, even rat on
his business colleagues just to consolidate his inclusion in the
gang, but what had he got? A stab in his broad back!

Like the job before them, he came with
the tip off, followed it until now that it was about to be
reasonably concluded, and so there was no justification why he
should be involved in the operation, considering his closeness to
the major players in the market. It was insane; it was a conspiracy
to ruin him.

Interestingly, the operation sounded
well thought-out. He had had his ears to the ground and it paid
off. From what he gathered, the businessmen were loaded. The hit
would be a big one if it pulled through. Ebere was lost in thought.
His palm had turned white from his vice-like grip on the
gun.

“Dan Allah alkuran zan
pasamaka baki—I swear in God’s name that I
will break your jaw!”

His colleagues played and giggled with
self-abandon some metres away, in Hausa language. They felt
nothing; it was their second nature. To them, it was like every
other operation, nothing different. Ebere envied them and looked
forward to the day he could go about an operation like a normal
day’s work.

The long wait was killing. He was
becoming impatient. His heartbeat was threatening to tear off
through his chest. It skipped a beat at every unusual sound close
by. It got so bad that it felt he would have a heart
attack.

It was going to be an easy one, an
easy run, he had consoled himself. His confidence was in the fact
that the driver of the car that would convey the businessmen was a
part of the plan too. He had been in constant communication with
Ibrahim, feeding him with updates on their location every step of
the way.

According to Ibrahim, the arrangement
was perfect. The ren-dezvous was top-notch―a piece of land
overgrown with thick bushes at the outskirts of the metropolis
leading to Wudil Local Government Area. The driver would flash his
headlights two times. The vehicle would lurch to a sudden stop some
poles away from the rendezvous. The driver would come down, walk to
the front and open the bonnet to fiddle with the engine. He would
try to play around with the wires, the battery heads and the fuses
till Ibrahim and his men arrived two minutes later. It was very
simple, but watertight. It was devised in a diabolical
brilliance!

 

 


 

It was 8:38 p.m. on the dot when the
long wait paid off. The signal the gang got from the driver was as
succinct as it was expected. He was true to his side of the
bargain. Ebere and his partners in crime crawled out from the
different shrubbery clusters and underbrush they were hiding when
they heard the Peugeot 504 Wagon cough to a stop. The headlights
died with the engine.

“Yowa! Zo muje. Let’s
gwo!” Ibrahim ordered. Quickly, he gave his
rap of weed a deep
drag, threw the smoldering remnant and broke into a run towards the
vehicle, with the rest of his gang in tow.

 


 


 


Nathaniel had accepted his misfortune without
question. It was his fate, so he had no one to blame. He and the
wife had played their parts and never failed to deliver on promise.
Life wasn’t fair!

It was almost three years now and yet
Chibuzo’s condition never improved. It was clear half of the poor
boy’s body would remain eternally useless. Two and half years and
still counting and the boy had not uttered a word or made an
attempt to walk. How time flew. Every herbal home, every hospital
around did their part and took money with nothing to show for the
promises. For over a year now, Nathaniel had battled to help the
kid survive the strange ailment. His business suffered, but that
could wait. Chibuzo was all that mattered.

The running around started as soon as
doctors diagnosed the disabilities. After a year and some months,
the futility of his endeavour was beginning to dawn on him and he
had begun to consider accepting his fate, regrettably. The child
was getting worse by the day. The more he matured, the more other
impairments were discovered.

From what he had experienced
ever since Chibuzo came, Nathaniel now knew why the aging process
was very rapid once a man got married. In less than three and half
years of marriage, he had become eight years older than his age. He
had wrinkled and grey hair sprouted around his spherical
head. The vicissitudes of marriage,
his dad had called it.

Was it destiny or just sheer
ill luck? he would ask himself. When he
mixed with friends and discussion touched on children and their
funny antics, Nathaniel would experience an excruciating pain like
an arrow had been shot through his heart. Where would he begin? His
woes had overwhelmed him and he was becoming increasingly confused.
Could it also be his fault? The last adversity could have been his
fault, no doubt, and it pained him that the number of times he beat
his wife, the reasons were just painfully flimsy. Could the beating
have resulted in the death of the second child? How could he have
been so irresponsible beating a woman, and his wife at that, during
pregnancy?

Nathaniel would indulge in his
afterthoughts, looking ever distantly for hours like a star gazer.
His receding state of mind was becoming a source of concern for the
wife, who feared her husband may lose his mind if something was not
done.

The death of their last child was a
disaster and it would take Nathaniel some time to recover from the
shock. The child would have been a perfect consolation over
Chibuzo’s condition. But regrettably, that wouldn’t be.

Seeing it was crystal clear Chibuzo’s
case was beyond salvage, having done everything within their powers
to make him recover without success, they had decided to work at
making more babies. Life would go on, no matter what. This time
they had planned to put their all in the project; time, energy and
money, just everything!

It is going to be
okay, he had reassured
Chinyere with great expectation.

 


 


 


The date for the hit on Kazeem had been
chosen. The battle line was drawn. There was no going back now. An
attempt to withdraw would be met by a deadly consequence. Any sign
of weakness on Obinna’s part was an invitation to his ruin, having
known so much. Ave didn’t train him to back out half way into a
mission either!

In all, Obinna was still human and had
blood and water running through his veins. To say he didn’t
experience an occasional grip of fear would be to understate the
magnitude of it all. But on individual note, he loved a touch of
anxiety whenever he prepared for a job, because it put him on his
toes. It also showed he still needed to work harder at
it.

Nothing should be left to chance. The
eyes of every Ave member, top echelons nationwide, were on him. He
was on the road to writing his name in gold. He was on the path to
making history. If the hit succeeded, it would be the first of its
kind. His name would be remembered even after he was dead and
gone.

Kazeem Ibrahim, Obinna was told, was
nineteen yearsold, average height, good looking, and most
importantly, the second son of Emir of Daura. He learnt Kazeem was
the Capon of Shikina Confraternity, which made the job more
interesting. Obinna didn’t care to know why the Capon should be the
target of the hit, what he did know was that the order had been
given and that was final. Kazeem had been earmarked for death and
Obinna Elemuo, aka ‘Colombo’, was found worthy to make that happen.
Like a soldier, he had vowed never to question a direct order.
Whatever the reason was, Ave, he knew so well, wouldn’t involve
itself in something as big as this without a very plausible
reason.

Shikina Confraternity must have
stepped on toes big time to have attracted the wrath of Ave. In
every intent and purpose, Kareem deserved what he was about to get.
He should be ready to eat what Obinna was cooking!

 

 


 

The date was the eighth of June. The
hit was slated for the month of Ramadan; a perfect time to move in
on Kazeem, considering his Muslim faith. Every Muslim faithful, the
world over, laid down their guards during this all important
period. Fasting and praying weakened the walls around the
individuals, even though it strengthened them spiritually on the
other hand. They stripped themselves of every charm and amulet
during prayers and that was why Obinna was ecstatic that the date
fell within this period.

His army of informants had
fed him with the preliminary intelligent reports that would enable
him to visualize the stuff Kazeem was made of. It had been very
easy penetrating the walls around Kazeem. Some members of Shikina
had been cornered, money had exchanged hands over a
barkin kwuluba―a black
kettle―filled to the brim with foaming beer and the rest was
history. One of Kazeem’s bodyguards had been compromised as well.
Within Ave Confraternity, information was like wares in Ochanja
Market; those who had money made the most bountiful
purchases!

Obinna wouldn’t rely on the intel from
the enemy’s camp inasmuch as he would give them that benefit of the
doubt. In his line of job, everyone was suspect. He could only
trust himself alone. He learnt early enough that his mother could
rat on him if the money was right. He had planned to find out
things by himself.

He would be in Maiduguri two weeks to
the date, lay surveillance on his target, and then reconnoiter the
possible vicinity of the hit two days before he struck. With these
plans painstakingly carried out to the letter, he was always ahead
of his competitors. Some of his rivals had accused him of being
possessed by some unknown force, but then a black mafia was more
lethal and more dangerous than his white colleagues anywhere in the
world. A black mafia brought equal percentage of his brains and
black magic into the mix and those were very rare combinations! His
rise and rise had remained a mystery, due to careful
planning.

Ave Confraternity had provided him
with every financial support for both his trip and the hit; no
expense was spared. To his surprise, he was provided with a
gleaming Kalashi gun just to boost his morale and assured him that
the club was solidly behind him. Shakpoki, his Capon, wanted
nothing less than a flawless and a non-attributable kill and that
was what Obinna promised.

The Kalashi was his baby from the day
he took delivery of it; he cuddled it, caressed it, oiled it with
care and finally shared his bed with it. He was told guns gave the
best of results if they were treated with care and
affection.

In the confines of his room, he had
tested Osaro’s work using the gun and the result was mind blowing.
Osaro was the man, and no wonder he was rated so high.

To put the juju in real battle
situation also, he had taken the gun for operation when he was
picked to lead a road job. Ordinarily, the stick-up wasn’t supposed
to attract much publicity, because customers and officials at the
bank were so scared that no one as much as whimpered. Although the
situation didn’t call for shooting, Obinna had a different agenda.
He brought his baby for a purpose and that purpose must be
fulfilled. By the time he released some shots, after recalling the
gun through a series of invocations, everybody agreed with
him.

There was a spirit associated with
firearms that compelled shooters to go on a spree. That spirit
grabbed Obinna as he spread the bullets around. He discovered the
test won’t be complete if he didn’t leave one or two body bags. On
a second thought, he ended up pouring some lead into some limbs,
leaving the victims with stories of agony to go home
with.

 

 


 

Before 8:30 that Saturday morning, the
Ifesinachi bus he boarded was already ploughing along Enugu-Kogi
road at full speed. The journey to Maiduguri took at least
thirty-eight hours. The journey would be in two phases. The plan
was to re-route them through Abuja and transfer the passengers to
another bus, which would continue the journey to
Maiduguri.

Before he left his apartment that
morning, Obinna was worried about the possibility of the invocation
failing to regurgitate the guns at the eleventh hour.

So having oiled and polished both the
Automatic Kalashnikov 47 and the Awka-made hand gun that had served
him from the very beginning before going to bed that night, he had
woken up early the next day with that dreadful fear still tugging
at his mind.

After dressing up and ready to go, he
braced himself and prepared for the worst before he carried out
Osaro’s instructions for the very last time. What followed was
magical. He reversed the process and wasn’t disappointed. His face
lit up. He grabbed his knapsack, which contained some few clothes
and toiletries, slung it on his back and off he went.

He was still sleeping when the driver
made a brief stop at Okene, Kogi State for refreshment. The bus had
veered into the vicinity, which swarmed with people, and parked.
Passengers filed along the gangway, crowding it, forcing their way,
trying to get down the bus and that was when Obinna woke up. What
was going on didn’t register immediately, he looked up until he
heard the conductor calling on everyone to follow suit. Flustered
and still wondering, he stood and joined others
nonetheless.

On getting down, he looked around him,
buses were crammed in rows. Some of them were either coming in or
going out. All roads led to the restaurant. Obinna saw he was also
hungry! Instinctively, he followed his co-passengers. Some metres
into the building, it hit him with the force of a sledge hammer. He
stiffened and still kept a straight face. Osaro’s warning had come
back to haunt him! He just remembered he was warned not to taste
anything prepared with oil! The warning didn’t register initially
and Osaro didn’t specify on the kind of oil. Just oil!

The temptation to eat was
just too much to bear, but he needed to avoid it, lest all his
efforts would come to naught. He was already on the concourse
filing with others into the building. He needed to turn back; he
must turn back. Luckily for him, there were women selling loaves of
bread and assortments of biscuits on each side of the entrance. He
turned to a woman by his right, surveyed the carefully displayed
loaves, pretending he was searching for a particular brand. The
expectant bread seller was, by now, eager for a quick sale. She
selected the biggest of her waterproofs and waited for her would-be
buyer to indicate the one he wanted. But all of a sudden, Obinna
clutched his left trousers’ pocket. The expression on his face was
one of surprise. He felt the outlines of his pocket-clip to show
his phone within just for the woman to see, and dug his hand to
retrieve it. The message was to show that he just got a call and
must, as matter of urgency, take it. He put the phone to his ear
and rushed out, shouting hello
repeatedly to a hypothetical caller. The bread
hawker hissed a noisy sigh and resumed her fight for
customers.

The ruse worked quite perfectly and he
was safely cleared from every probing eye by the time he made it to
the back of the vehicle that brought him. From that vantage
position, he surveyed the facade closely. He needed some time by
himself to pick his thoughts.

Mallams were selling suya, beef steaks, at different points at the arena. Suya? No, that was ruled out! There
was also bread, banana and biscuits to be considered. Biscuits were
ruled out also. Was bread baked with oil? he asked himself,
bewildered. No point making mistakes. Banana and some groundnuts won’t be a bad
combination, he decided. The reality of
Osaro’s warning had dawned on him and he couldn’t imagine it would
come to this.

Be a man, he told himself. You can do
this!

He bought a sizeable bunch of bananas
and the accompanying raps of groundnuts from a teenage girl and
ordered for a canned Coca Cola from her neighbour. Satisfied now,
he retreated to the back of the bus and leaning against the huge
body, he went to work.

By his calculation, they spent roughly
twenty minutes at the restaurant. The driver, whom he later found
was given a preferential treatment by the owner of the restaurant,
emerged much later, fanning himself with a broad locally made hand
fan, with a toothpick sticking between his thin, blackened
lips.

Obinna heard that drivers were treated
to choice meals. He learnt they had a room reserved for them
especially by the owners of the restaurants. The sole task of
bringing the horde of passengers to the restaurant was enough
reason to accord them that luxury. Restaurants were scattered at
different points on the road and the drivers were at liberty to
choose from any. The owners were ready to do anything humanly
possible to get their attention.

Back on the road again, the passengers
were settling in and looking forward to a quiet journey the rest of
the way to Abuja. Having let off a drug seller, who had been
talking ever since they left Nsukka, cajoling them to buy
innumerable products, their joy was cut short when a man of average
height mounted the aisle.

“Praise the Lord,” he had
shouted. Passengers hissed and some pockets of others shouted a
weak, half-hearted alleluia.

The society had become so ludicrously
religious, that even when you were singled out to be swindled, God
was invoked to take the centre stage.

“Shout Alleluia if you are a child of God,”
the hawker continued, knowing it would be out of place to do
otherwise.

The Alleluia that followed was deafening.
Even Obinna, who wouldn’t want to be found wanting in the public
show of love for God, partook in the earth-shaking response and
then relapsed to his former position to sleep―his head against the
headrest of the seat next to him. It is a
long way ahead, he thought.

The hawker had been able to get the
attention he craved, but to make sure he had the passengers to the
throat; he dealt them yet another crushing blow to the
jaws.

“Touch your neighbour and ask him or
her: Are you happy?”

That was the last straw that broke the
camel’s back. Obinna, who was beginning to drift away slowly now,
was roughly roused by his neighbour―a burly woman sitting next to
him. He had not been too open to the woman, even though she had
tried to chat him up without success. She wasn’t his type and he
didn’t see any reason to encourage her. The woman had also been
pissing him off, by the way. It had been a quiet and imperceptible
contest for who controlled the lone armrest between their seats.
Obinna played along, allowing the woman to feel she had outsmarted
him. To him, that was an unnecessary distraction he could
avoid.

She dug her fingers into
Obinna’s ribcage crudely and shook vigorously. Obinna was flushed
with anger at what he called an intrusion into his privacy. The
venom in him was stirred and he could be dangerous at such troubled
emotional states. He looked up, his eyes enflamed, and staring
right into his face laughing from teeth to teeth, was his partner.
Obinna opened his mouth to protest and was met
with―Are you happy?―from the woman, who also searched him closely, hoping to
hear the same in return. Obinna swallowed hard, took the bait and
fired back.

“Are you happy?”
he retorted non-committedly, forcing a mirthless
smile that faded in seconds and went back to sleep.

The hawker’s face lit up; his laughter
was broad. He could already reach out and embrace destination. The
coast was very clear. A good beginning begot a happy
ending.

The prayer that followed was
very long and all-encompassing. He took his time and touched every
fabric of the passengers’ grim travails. By the time he finished,
the Amen that
followed assured him of a very encouraging patronage
ahead.

He had been around long enough in the
business to know how to carry his would-be customers along. There
was no rushing it. After one or two jokes that saw the passengers
chortling with laughter, he became a friend and a member of family
of travelers.

It was time for the sucker
punch, he thought. The atmosphere was ripe
to unveil the moment he had saved for the last. Everyone was
yearning to see what he had to offer now.

He started rolling out his wares,
packet after packet, piece after piece. Passengers around him also
helped out, after all, they were helping their own. The packets
were always the remaining few―just for the first lucky ten! The
rush was swift. Passengers saw an obligation to patronize
him.

Some of the drugs didn’t come with a
name tag incidentally, but the most important thing was that they
could cure scores of ailment; just follow the instructions he
dished out to the letter, and you won’t go wrong. The drugs were a
must-get for every family and were worth a million naira for those
who knew their value.

“Buy them as present, instead of
Schnapps, to your dad,” he joked, in his usual antediluvian jibe.
“Just remember that pregnant women should not take them, please,”
he continued, a touch of reasonableness in his voice.

The trade continued till the hawker
exhausted his wares and relapsed into quiet, reclining in a corner
to marvel at his gains. By this time, half of the passengers had
slept off.

It was 4:25 p.m. when they arrived at
Ifesinachi Maitama Bus Terminal, Abuja. It took another twenty
minutes to disembark and transfer their luggage into the connecting
bus whose engine was already running.

Passengers also used the opportunity
to ease themselves, and ate too, knowing it would be a long night.
They may not have such opportunity again.

Before everyone assembled to take
their seats, the driver was already honking the horn, signaling
them that he was set to move. He was an older man of sixty years of
age, grey haired, with high cheekbones and a chubby moustache that
discoloured around the edges, from regular brushes with
tobacco.

Climbing the short stairs into the
bus, the driver caught his attention. Obinna stopped momentarily to
observe and watch the man muttering to himself, his eyes very
distant. The man was so occupied, he didn’t care if passengers were
watching as he took a piece of kola nut, broke it into two, threw a
piece out through the window and ate the rest. Memories of Osaro
seated in his shrine quickly flashed through Obinna’s
mind.

Everything is
connected, he muttered as he continued to
his seat, carrying the loaf of bread and a packet of fruit juice he
bought for dinner with him. It wasn’t long before the bus took off
and pierced through the blackening November evening.
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Nathaniel could still recall how it happened.
He wished he could reverse it, but the deed had been done. With
Chibuzo’s condition still hovering above their heads like ill
winds, in the silence of their room, Nathaniel and wife had
celebrated Chinyere’s test result some months later. They found joy
once more, a worthy course to celebrate nevertheless. Like he was
wont, he doted on her.

News of pregnancies was
usually heartwarming. Nathaniel found his rhythm again. He never
missed singing to the unborn child before he went to bed or left
for work. He would hold Chinyere’s tummy tenderly and try to
communicate to his second
son. Sometimes they would playfully joke
about their individual preference for the sex. Nathaniel would
predict it would be male while the wife would foretell it would be
female. How she would love a cute
daughter!

Such were the happy moments filled
with great expectations Nathaniel shared with the wife. He
cherished and treasured the moments, yet some other times he would
behave as if he was under a spell by unleashing a built-up anger on
the innocent wife . . . a mistake he regretted
as soon as he was done and the woman battered.

The ninth month came and Nathaniel’s
expectations were stacked high. He had acquired some experiences,
having gone through this road before. He couldn’t boast of knowing
the signs, but he could handle them when they showed themselves and
knew the tools he needed in his box.

The D-day came and his world was
summarily shattered with the most devastating piece of news ever.
First, it started with the wife having some complications and so
needed to go through the Caesarean Section.

‘Why?’ was all Nathaniel could ask!
His whole body shook. ‘Not again!’ he shouted in horror. He became
restless. His look was desolate at best.

‘What sort of complications?’ he
queried, but nobody did him the honour of explaining. The bill
wouldn’t be a problem, provided the operation was successful. He
rushed home and brought more money to augment the one he had on his
person. He was ready to go the whole hog without questions, so long
as it went well.

The operation took six agonizing
hours! Nathaniel died and resurrected more times than he could
recall. The wait was maddening. He wasn’t allowed beyond the
waiting room, so he paced the corridor leading to the theatre.
Every man or woman in white coveralls, he would accost, hoping to
get information that never came. The news came eventually and all
was lost.

He was inconsolable. He cried like a
child. Tears rolled down his sere cheeks and his body heaved
spasmodically from hysteria.

 


 


 


Mark was wide awake, even when his colleagues
slept unperturbed. The heat was ironically unbearable for him, but
not his roommates. They had seen worse situations and were built
for it. Circumstances threw him into their world.

A lot of things kept him from
sleeping; the heat, occasioned by the smallness of the room was
one, and the crowd he had for roommates, quite another. He had no
choice. It was a dream come true whichever way he looked at it. He
prided himself an achiever for having been able to get a room to
lay his head, even though he did that with four others of his kind.
He knew with time, he would acclimatize with the environment. He
had always done. The water-side was filled to overflowing with such
structures, such shanties. The room was a make-shift type of
batcher, constructed using wooden planks. His roommates were his
Hausa colleagues who had been with him right from flyover days and
did the same kind of job with him. All of them have gone through
good and bad times together and that closeness strengthened their
relationship, though not without some individual
misgivings.

Mark had nothing to lose though. He
had nothing worthy to call his own, apart from being a part-owner
of the room. He could only boast of the few rags he had for
clothes, which he put in a small Ghana-must-go bag and his little
earnings right in his pocket. He was lucky he could acquire a piece
of sliced foam that was about three inches thick. Most of his
roommates used cartons to sleep on. Their World Receiver radios,
which blared all round the clock, got better attention for them
than mere foam. Nothing else was of value in the room.

He felt very lonely and
forlorn, most times. He was the odd man out in the
house. His roommates
conversed in Hausa and would rather not speak any other language.
Some of them would rather expect him to think in terms of what they
were gunning at when they tried to talk to him just like Musa,
his Oga’sgate
keeper, back at Ajao. The loneliness gave him an opportunity to
think, but he really missed the crowd some other times.

Whichever way it was, he still felt
accomplished so far. There was no way he could begin to compare his
present abode with life under the bridge. He would remain eternally
grateful, at least, for getting this far.

The eight months he survived under the
flyover would always be remembered. It was an experience that had
registered indelibly in his subconscious and he could recall every
bit of it without prompting.

He remembered Sadiq and
longed to see him as soon as time permitted. They were worlds apart
now. Such a good guy, he recalled. He felt he had not been fair to Sadiq by
running off from the vicinity without notifying him. It wasn’t the
best way to show gratitude to a man who took him in when the world
was against him and treated him like a leprous bum. He had to do
what he did for his own safety. He never felt this safe all the
period he was at the flyover. He was constantly reminded he was a
drifter, in case he had forgotten and his life was in constant
turmoil. When the time was right, he hoped to go see Sadiq and
thank him especially for his kindness. As soon as he was fully back
on his feet, appreciating him would be his first
priority.

He had the belief that things would be
okay, from the way he was going. Ever since he discovered he could
combine two jobs, his life had changed for the better. How could he
have known he could pack people’s refuse in the morning and also
scout for scraps in the afternoon, if he had not decided to take up
the latter? He remembered how he had wondered what gave his
colleagues so much income back in the days while they were under
the bridge and no one could let him into the secret. He had
stumbled on it out of sheer necessity. He could conveniently move
around now, assemble dirt from the beautiful homes not too far from
the riverside, push his trolley to the mega dumpsite and commence
the second phase of the routine.

So far he had come to understand that
he could achieve a lot by just following his instincts and shun any
form of procrastination. And to try to engrave his latest discovery
into his system, he had made it a point to always seize every
little opportunity to ponder things through. Those little
indulgencies that had helped him stay on his feet were not to be
ignored.

The mosquitoes proved to be very
helpful here. He no more required anyone to wake him up; the
discomfort did that for him. The mental exercise wasn’t yielding
immediate results, as it usually left him drowsy in the morning,
but he knew with time, it would be a part of him.

Three years and still
counting, Sadiq’s advice had kept him going. Travelling home had
been ruled out, yet the period felt like three days. It was like
yesterday. No word from home; not even from his Uncle
Nwokedi. Has everybody forgotten me?
he asked.

And how could he get the
message from home, even if his uncle had tried to reach him? He was
very sure uncle Nwokedi must have been very worried about him. How
could he ever know that his most trusted Cyriacus was a
murderer? Or am I making things up
here?

What he saw must have been a ritual
scene, no doubt! And what a day that would be when he would let his
uncle into his little secret. His uncle’s reaction could only be
imagined! Mark chuckled into the darkness and tried to will himself
to sleep counting one, two, three,
four . . . .

 



 


For Nathaniel, the world around him was
crumbling. The things he called his own were slipping through his
hands and he could only stare and mope. Pressure from the home
front was just too much.

His mother couldn’t wait any
longer for what she called Nathaniel’s unimaginable
peaceful resolution. Her
patience had worn out and only a grandson could assuage her
desire.

His father was more matured about it.
He stood by him and blamed his misfortune on ill luck. According to
him, the union was still young and so it would be wrong to write it
off too soon.

While Ugochi, the mother, threatened
to get another wife for Nathaniel, even without his consent, the
father saw hope and tried to encourage him. Ugochi concluded that
nothing good would come out from the marriage. She was a mother,
the signs were there and she needed no one to help her interpret
them.

After series of spirited efforts that
sometimes saw her throwing hissy fits, she had backed down by the
majority votes. She accepted her fate with a lot of inhibitions. In
fact, she didn’t back down without declaring that the signs she had
seen as a woman showed the union would not bode well.

Nathaniel, discouraged and forlorn,
decided to give childbearing another shot. He had been boxed to a
corner, but wouldn’t give up without a fight. His contribution to
what may have happened to the last pregnancy rang in his head.
Beating his wife then was one mistake he couldn’t bring himself to
letting anyone know.

While everyone either encouraged or
blamed him, within him he knew he was remotely part of what befell
him and wife. The best course of action now was to try to make
amends; stand by his wife no matter what and see it to the very
end.

With this renewed zeal, Nathaniel
found an inner strength. His dead coital desire was resuscitated
and the smoldering fire was set aglow. It wasn’t easy at first, not
with all the hate buttoned up, but with time, he found his
rhythm.

 

 


 

Chinyere could not hide her joy when
her husband started showing affection towards her all of a sudden.
Nathaniel had kept away and avoided her ever since the last mishap.
It never bothered her at first, probably because of the Doctor’s
warning to allow her time to get healed properly, due to injuries
sustained during the operation, but she was alarmed when he totally
retracted into his shell, shutting her out totally, as if she never
existed.

One month after the incident,
Nathaniel hit the lush, coming home at odd hours and sometimes
messed up in his own vomit. She wasn’t foolish; she quite
understood what her husband was passing through and so steered
clear. She believed he would come around when the time was right
and he had eventually done that.

She recalled how she felt when her
mother-in-law visited them unannounced. It was one week after the
unfortunate incident. The mother had openly displayed her
displeasure at seeing her in such a brazen manner. Chinyere was
treated like an outsider. She was shut out of every discussion and
cut out of their confidence. Every attempt to get what they
discussed behind her back from Nathaniel fell on deaf ears. She was
made an outsider in her own home. She wouldn’t tell which of her
travails hurt most―the operation and the consequent death of her
child or the misgivings under her own roof!

The mother-in-law would hiss noisily
and contort her face at every chance encounter, especially if they
mistakenly brushed past each other along the corridor. Nothing
would make her change her rooted resolve to have Chinyere thrown
out of Nathaniel’s life!

 




 


By the time Obinna got to Maiduguri,
Taiwo, the pro of Ave Confraternity, UNIMAID Chapter, was already
at the park waiting to pick him up. Taiwo was given express
instruction to make sure Obinna didn’t lack anything during his
short stay. He identified himself by writing Obinna boldly on a broad cardboard
paper and held it to his breasts with both hands. Obinna didn’t
have a problem spotting him.

Quick, cryptic introductions were made
and they proceeded towards Taiwo’s car parked outside the premises.
Obinna was already snoring by the time they got halfway to Taiwo’s
condominium, a thirty minute drive into Maiduguri town.

The temperature was a screaming
thirty-seven degrees Celsius! Hot air filled Obinna’s lungs and to
continue sleeping became a big labour. He sustained his dehydrating
system by gulping sachet after sachet of water on the way. Every
weakness caused by the enervating journey vanished by the time they
reached Taiwo’s place.

Taiwo, tall, black, first son of a
former Minister from Oyo State, was a third-year Law student. A
staunch Moslem, whose devotion was evident by the black dot on his
forehead: indicating he said his prayers five times daily as
stipulated by the Holy book.

Obinna was stunned to behold Taiwo’s
apartment when he was ushered into the two-bedroom detached flat.
He couldn’t believe a student could live in so much comfort.
Nevertheless, he didn’t travel miles to admire someone else’s home.
He had other important plans in his kitty.

 




 


The period the doctor gave them for
abstinence from sex was like the worst punishment she had ever
experienced. Inasmuch as Chinyere wanted to assuage her husband’s sexual
desires, the doctor’s warning rang like a bell in her head. And at
such times, even though the animal in Nathaniel had been awoken,
she would subtly refuse him without appearing offensive. But how
long could she continue fending him off? It had got to a point of
life and death.

Six months into the stipulated time,
the love the couple once shared had assumed a different dimension.
The Nathaniel Chinyere knew had come back to stay and nothing could
stop them. Like a sex-starved bull, Nathaniel was all over her and
it took a load of willpower to stay protected.

By the twelfth month, they were riding
on a silver horse and sailing on a cloudless sky. Two months later,
Nathaniel didn’t need any soothsayer, for he recognized the signs
when he saw them. It was knowledge borne out of many years of
experience. Chinyere’s sudden physiological changes and constant
vomiting gave her away to be pregnant again.

Friends lent their voices! They
advised Nathaniel to try a different hospital for a change and he
heeded. A specialist hospital around GRA, Onitsha, was sorted and
adopted. Chinyere commenced her prenatal program almost at once.
Nothing should be left to chance this time.

Things were becoming a little rough
for Nathaniel and consequently upon this, his second shop was put
under the hammer. He was more concerned with pulling through his
predicament at the moment than owning multiple shops.

 

 


 

Chinyere’s delivery came without much
fanfare. It was a road the couple had traversed and gotten bruised.
There was nothing new. She gave birth to a male and the news was
received with mixed feelings, just like everyone naturally would
expect. Her mother-in-law assimilated it with some subdued
resentment.

“Ka anyi lemenu
anya, let us be on the watch out,” she had
exclaimed when the news got to her.

And to give everyone the benefit of
the doubt, everything was in place to aid the child’s development.
Anaele was a child whose life was fraught with uncertainties. No
one gave him a chance at survival. The parents, the grandparents
all lived in the labyrinth of fears, hence his name. Anaele,
meaning: to suggest that the family should be on the lookout at all
times, just as the mother-in-law exclaimed.

And just like an evil day that was
bound to come, when it did, it left the parents and well-wishers
crestfallen. Like every father would do to save a son from the
throng of death, Nathaniel fought with all his might. Like Chibuzo,
Anaele also survived the seizure that befell him after four months,
but signs that Chibuzo’s fate had rubbed off on him were
glaring.

Much as Nathaniel tried, tears
wouldn’t come. He was too embittered to cry. He took it like a man.
His father, who had been very supportive, now had a reason to back
out. Everyone left him! They now saw that something was terribly
wrong somewhere, yet no one could put a finger on it. Fingers were
naturally pointed at poor Chinyere like she foresaw and
feared.

Pressures from home urging him to do
the needful poured in, and sustained. Nathaniel was torn between
his loss and the love he once shared with his wife. The thought of
executing the plans the way he and his family agreed it should be
carried out became difficult. He suddenly developed cold feet and
preferred to exercise restraint, because he wouldn’t want to be
blamed afterwards for taking a hasty decision.

One year and six months was
what Nathaniel gave her. It was enough time to nurse and watch the
kids. He prayed for a miracle, but none came. It was the most
difficult time of his life. His parents had literarily disowned
him for his stubbornness, according to them. His friends avoided him like he was
cursed. Others felt he was under a spell. For him, his adversity
pitted him against the world! He became taciturn and his once
boisterous home appeared like it was a graveyard.

After carefully thinking things
through, he had decided to use his head and be mature about it.
Buoyed by all the sad happenings, he was moved to tears the night
he summoned courage and delivered the hapless news. But even at
that, he couldn’t bring himself to carry out the plans as raw as
his parents wanted him to. He still felt something for his wife.
Chinyere didn’t deserve such heartless treatment. Interestingly, he
had arrived at an idea, the type that would give Chinyere a soft
landing. Now instead of telling her to pack out of his life and
throw her out like was agreed, he had cleverly told her to take the
kids to her parents for a while.

His reasons, Chinyere innocently
presumed, were in line, even though she was at the receiving end.
She took it with every sense of reasonableness, believing it was
done in good faith. According to her, what happened to them so far
was too much for one man to handle. Nathaniel, no doubt, needed
some time by himself to pick up the pieces. His business was badly
hit and from the way things were going, it may be difficult to
remain afloat if something drastic was not done.

The next morning, Chinyere and her two
differently abled, Chibuzo and Anaele, were bundled into the car
and taken to ITC bus terminal for the onward journey back to
Umualaike.

 




 


Ebere couldn’t believe it was over. Before
three minutes, the operation was concluded, even as the victims
still wondered what hit them. He was the more surprised to realize
that not only did it take less time to conclude, it was also a
wonder that the operation posed no threat to him personally. The
victims were not given the chance to even look up. A gun shot into
the air sealed their fate and they pleaded to be spared alive,
while they buried their faces, sprawled on the ground, prostrate.
Those of them who were lily-livered even pissed in their pants and
shook visibly.

It turned out to be very exciting
after all, and to think that he almost cried out some ten minutes
before the operation, made it the more ridiculous. It felt like he
was a hero in a local movie. A whole new confidence came over him,
and given the opportunity, he could do it again and again. With the
gun in his hands, he could never go wrong, as people were usually
differential with men who carried guns. Mark4, especially, would
stand him out in any crowd.

Thirty minutes later, huddled together
around a table in a dingy hideout in town, his mind blew like
bubble gum when his share of the loot was parceled to him. He
couldn’t believe the little show he partook back there could yield
such a magnificent reward.

His mind went on a tailspin. He did a
mental calculation and projected where his finance would have been
if he had known this earlier. If he had known that what he had been
offered all along was a paltry sum compared to what the gang made
at every operation, he would have plunged in headlong right from
the start. It was as if he was given a pro-rata percentage of his
meager effort.

Ebere had finally found his calling
and embraced it like a long lost relative. Every subsequent
operation felt so effortless and quite interesting. Now he could do
what he had always wanted and at the same time make huge amounts of
money from it. The future looked bright and he could record
exploits with the way things were turning out.

He no more had any use for Sabon Gari
Market, and even if he did, he only went there to sleep and nose
around for information. His mission there was to put in an
appearance and fulfill all righteousness.

And when the security outfit in the
market tightened up and became impenetrable for his gang, the
battle was taken to peoples’ homes, unleashing mayhem in their
wake. Every week saw a different home broken into. Life became a
nightmare for the residents of Sabon Gari and environs.

Marketers were awed at the robber’s
level of sophistication and expertise. It was rumoured that the
robbers used juju, otherwise how could they know when their
would-be victims relocate their moneys?

Every effort by the combined teams of
Police and vigilantes to nail the gang equally proved unsuccessful.
The gang was always a step ahead of their pursuers.
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Bishop Christopher had seen Mark a number of
times from his window overlooking the entrance into his palatial
home. His attention had been drawn to the young and handsome boy on
two occasions. His curiosity was heightened when he assessed the
sublime physique and innocence which the boy hid behind
rags.

He had shamefully failed to
nail a bed mate, but his gift for picking out candidates for his
course was never in doubt. The boy he saw through his window came
with so much potential. He could be an asset if he could turn him
in. And the fact that he was a scavenger made it much more
interesting. The snap of his fingers and that would be it. Problem
would be to work on him by way of polishing him and making him fit
for consumption. He
giggled inwardly at his devious, but blunt thought.
The boy look like he could use the assistance
anyway, he thought, as he opened his fridge
in search of the right wine. He could afford to celebrate in
advance.

Painful! He smacked himself
for having not thought of applying this method all along. Probably
he wouldn’t have roasted
this long, relying on Kelechi and the bi-monthly
meetings to revitalize his spiritual energies. He suddenly
remembered how his master, the redoubtable Mathew, also applied the
same method to woo him back in the days. He smiled at the icy air
that spat on his face as he reached out to a bottle of Henkel
wine.

A week later, he chanced upon the boy
trying to upturn a silo filled with dirt into his trolley right in
front of his house. He ordered his driver to stop briefly by the
sidewalk. He looked the boy over and shook his head, appearing to
like what he saw. There was something about the boy he just
couldn’t place, some mutual attraction that existed between them
already.

The second time he met Mark was after
three weeks. He had stopped briefly like before, but this time, he
took it a notch further by inviting the boy to his side of the car.
His tinted glass wound halfway; he beckoned to him to come. Within
this time, his intimidating motorcade lined up and waited,
resulting in a gridlock. If there was anything the members admired
him for, it was his love for the poor and the
homeless . . . .

Mark had looked up in surprise,
sensing trouble. He had seen so much in the streets, to be
harangued by the rich. He had also gathered some level of street
credibility over the years, so there was nothing to be afraid of.
Eyes peeled, he took six unsteady steps towards the car. His
countenance changed when the man in the car extended a wad of minty
twenties through the window. His mouth moistened at the fragrance
that oozed out of the window. The sight of the money melted and
broke his knees and he was at a loss what they were for. The scene
wowed him. No explanation was sought; none was given, either. It
happened very quickly and money in hand, mouth agape, he was left
to wonder after the fleet of cars as they sped off into the already
building traffic.

The Bishop was elated with
the impressive meeting. The coast is
clear, he told himself. He had prepared the
stage for a better and promising encounter. The next meeting would
be more decisive; he had it all thought out. Hard work had its
reward. He chuckled as he sifted and skimmed through the Sun
Newspaper he bought, trying to see if the advertisement he placed
was actually captured. The anticipated
crusade would be off the hook!

His face furrowed minutes later when
he remembered he had actually succeeded in all his endeavours, but
had failed in one of the most important aspects of his calling. And
that usually gave him the creeps.

 

 


 

Before he attained the level of
consciousness he now enjoyed, he was very free with female church
members back in the days at the village. His association with them
was strictly on platonic levels and the discussions were platonic
dialogues equally. Everything had changed for him now. The table
had turned and it was the other way around. One would expect him to
be more at home with the male counterparts than the females, but
that wasn’t the case. It was as though concupiscence was suspended
in him!

It goes with attaining a
height in life, he reminded himself again.
He was consoled by the fact that even his master must have had
similar experience before they met, otherwise he couldn’t have
stooped so low as to court him in public. The irony of the meeting
had rubbed off on him and he was about to put it to his
advantage.

Consequent upon this, he laid siege to
the scavenger whom he hoped would just fall for him as soon as they
met. He waited longer than he had envisaged. Sometimes he would
wake up unusually before four in the morning to keep
watch.

Sani, his gatekeeper, whom he had
treated with so much disdain all along, now became his trusted ally
all of a sudden. Sometimes they sat together at Sani’s guardhouse
and shared small jokes like pals.

Mark’s scarcity was understandable.
People didn’t dispose of their refuse every day. Considering this,
he had tailored it to suite his itinerary.

When he showed up two weeks later,
Bishop couldn’t hide his excitement. There was that pervading sense
of urgency evidenced in his action and words. He ran outside the
gate in shorts, a white singlet and a pair of slippers. His revered
dog collar was nowhere near his neck. It was an opportunity of a
lifetime and protocols could wait.

Mark was astounded as he
watched the big man battle for words. It was terrible watching him fidget uneasily
and stutter when he found his voice. He was perplexed, he couldn’t
figure out what could have prompted a meeting this early. Though he
warmed up to it, remembering the gift he got during their last
encounter.

He recalled it was the security man
who attended to him each time he stopped by. He was more confused
when his big friend rushed for the rubbish heap, lifted it and
stood solicitously before him, grinning reverentially, like a
desperate salesman.

Mark hurried to retrieve the dustbin
from him, but Bishop laid it gently on the sidewalk instead and
played for time. Bishop’s next move was a desperate attempt at
overture, but he was very smart to have his words couched in
official yarns.

The money Mark took last time weakened
his strength to protest, even if he wanted to. It pulled down every
one of his defense mechanisms and left him susceptible. He just
stood and allowed himself to be tossed around by the unfolding
drama.

“W-what is your name?” the man had
begun, scratching the side of his head gently and fighting not to
inhale the foul odour from Mark’s trolley and his silo.

“My name is Mark. Mark Elemuo,” Mark
replied, in total control.

“How are you?” Bishop asked pitifully.
His confidence had begun to build up nevertheless.

“I’m good,” Mark answered brusquely.
Life in the streets had steeled him. He noticed the oddness in the
question, but waited for events to unfold.

Bishop Christopher had become stable
by the tick, not minding the odour around Mark. He was known for
his rhetoric . . . his gift of the garb,
according to his teeming congregation, but regrettably that
attribute may not be important in this scenario. His admirers once
told him that they were awed by how he could weave, twist and turn
the words and still send a lucid message to his
congregation.

Mark was beginning to show signs of
uneasiness now. Any time wasted was money lost. He needed to round
off as many streets as possible before his competitors
did.

Within the interval of questioning and
its reply, the Bishop fought to get started. He knew what to say,
but was undecided at how best to approach it without sending the
wrong signal. The situation at hand wasn’t the same as church
programs, where he could say anything without someone demanding
clarifications. News was replete of ritual killers going around in
religious garbs and he could be taken for one if he didn’t handle
this well.

“I have been hoping to see you for
some time now,” he began, gathering speed. “What part of the
country are you from?”

“I am from Imo State.” Mark didn’t see
where that question fit in. He waited.

Bishop couldn’t believe his
luck.

“You mean it?” he shouted, a wild
smile creasing his face, “what a coincidence! I am from Imo State,
too. This is wonderful. You see God has a way of doing
things?”

By now Mark couldn’t be contained any
more. He looked down the street, probably to check if any of his
competitors were coming. The man ought to reciprocate the emotional
security he had offered so far and respect himself. The show of
affection had gone on for an unbearably long time and he was no
more in the mood. Bishop noticed this too and decided to cut his
preambles short.

“Now tell me, Mark, if I ask you to
come live with me in this place, would you do that?” he asked,
regarding Mark as he did so. His heartbeat was pummeling against
his ribcage as he waited in anticipation.

Mark didn’t believe he heard him well.
He became alert and his interest intensified. He began to lay down
his guard. His countenance took a quick U-turn, but he reminded
himself to brace up, having gone through this beaten path
before.

“How do you mean, Sir? What will I be
doing,” he asked incredulously.

“You see, I am a Pastor, a Bishop by
His grace, and own a very big church here in Lagos,” heanswered,
borrowing Pastor Mathew’s lines and putting emphasis on ‘big
church.’

“I need young men with your kind of
energy to work with me. You would be provided with both
accommodation and feeding. Monthly stipend would be made available
for your upkeep, also. If you do well, you would get your reward
beyond your imagination. The ball is in your court now,” he
concluded, looking forward to a positive response.

Mark couldn’t, in his faintest dream,
believe what he just heard. He remembered in a flash what he had
gone through the past years living in squalor: the thought of going
home to see his ailing mother which had stalled because he couldn’t
make up the fare, how he had lived from hand to mouth and couldn’t
boast of the smallest of achievements in spite of the efforts he
put in the past years. All these thoughts came alive before him.
Had fate decided to reward his hard work in a most striking
manner?

The Bishop looked in utter puzzlement.
He followed Mark’s line of sight and saw the boy was looking beyond
the arena . . . he was operating from another
sphere entirely.

“Hello?” Bishop called, in an effort
to rouse him and steer his mind to the present.

Mark gave a slight jolt, but pretended
he was quite in control of himself.

“Sorry, I was lost for words. Our
meeting is surprising. We don’t even know each other from Adam and
to suggest I should live with you feels uncomfortable,” Mark
chipped, in weak defense. The experience he had with Cyriacus was
one mistake he wouldn’t want to repeat the rest of his
life.

“Like I said before, I am a man of God
and this is where I live,” Bishop added, pointing in the direction
of his house. “There are others like you living with me and doing
the work of God, too. Come and join me,” he pleaded. His
desperateness was not lost in his voice. “If after a month or two
you find out you can’t handle it, then you can go.” He had said
this without meaning any word of it. He could kill to have the boy
for the rest of his life. He could already see beyond the boy’s
dirty exterior and his carnal hunger was beginning to
stir.

“How do I get started?” Mark had asked
eventually.

 



 


Chinyere’s return shattered the father.
Nwokedi knew what her coming portended. He knew the tradition and
had seen the pattern. So many times during his office hours at the
church, he had also advised married men, in similar situations, how
best to handle dissolutions without raising eyebrows. And his
advice tallied with his daughter’s fate. It was as if his advice to
people had boomeranged.

My case should be different;
I’m not like them?he would try to exonerate
himself, exasperated. What baffled him was what could have gone
wrong? What led to this sorry pass was what he couldn’t understand,
after all the steps he took to make sure everything went well? He
felt the more ashamed for having not done enough to protect his
daughter from his adversaries. He should have, perhaps, been more
radical in his approach.

He regretted how getting deep into
church work had softened him. He had been so engrossed with the
activities at the church that he forgot the most paramount thing to
him, which was his family. Now he had been hit so hard, especially
at the time when his world was on the cusp of transformation, at
the time when success was somewhere within his grasp.

He had invested so much in
his friendship with Dibia Ishimkpi not to deserve what he got. By
every standard, he felt both of them ought to be working in close
concert by now, in cahoots, yes! His following with the
great dibia had
surpassed the level where he needed to communicate him before he
consulted Udumoyoyo on his behalf. By now, he ought to have been a
part of the in-house arrangement whose interest should be placed on
top priority.

And so that morning when he set out to
see Dibia Ishimkpi, it was with so much angst and
vituperation.

So much had happened lately
to inform his fury. Obinna, his son, had gone AWOL and only God
knew if he was still in school. Mark broke loose and could not be
found. Even though the dibia
assured him the boy was gone for good, he was
beginning to be troubled with the way things were going. Ebere was
yet another case. And to cap it all, his daughter and grandsons
were all sent home. All these he had borne as a man and still
walked with a straight face. Only he knew how they ate him deeper
and deeper by the day.

On a second thought, the mystery
behind what could be responsible for his sons’ prolonged stay away
began to clear. Could the gods have a hand here? Have the gods
foreseen the troubled home front and stepped in, barring his sons
from visiting till it boiled over?

All these got to change. Dibia
Ishimkpi should be in a better position to tell.

My enemies must not see my
tears, he declared.

He was still fuming with
this profound anger when he strode into Dibia Ishimkpi’s abode. His
mood was melancholic; he was incandescent with rage. Restraint
could wait for now. He had reached his tether and the slate needed
to be cleaned, straight out! He was poised to bring down the roof,
but the aura that surrounded Dibia Ishimkpi seized him all of a
sudden. He had planned to send an apt picture, the type that would
depict the extent of his disappointment, but he suddenly grew cold
feet before the shrine, like a spell was cast on his person.
It didnt make sense, he
wondered.

He was bereft of the nerves to
confront Dibia Ishimkpi quite suddenly. Every iota of strength,
every plan to unleash his spleen melted as soon as he beheld the
revered mediator.

“Dibia Ishimkpi,” he called, extolling
him instead, his shoulder bag whose shoulder strap was missing,
clutched under his armpit.

“The only inimitable
dibia among us who was
chosen singly by the gods
themselves . . . !”

Dibia Ishimkpi, who held a buffet of
herbs some metres to the shrine, responded with equal
zing.

“Who knows me?
Onye?” he shouted, and
froze to the spot, basking in the soul-lifting hails. Such praises
could make him go gaga when he was in his elements.

“Dibia Ishimkpi! The biggest of them
all, husband of the widows, protector of the downtrodden. Dibia
Ishimkpi! Fortress that shields the weak, I salute you,” Nwokedi
continued.

By now Dibia Ishimkpi was
beginning to experience a seizure, as that would be the best way to
express his mood. All his hair had stood on end!
Gwodom, gwodom, gwodom he
moved, swaying gingerly and puffing up as though he had grown
larger than his size. He gwodomed
and waltzed toward the shrine in his habitual
swagger, all ears for the good news that would follow such a
remarkable entrance.

“Dibia Ishimkpi, the goat has eaten up
the palm leaves on my head,” Nwokedi reported in tears.


“Abomination . . . !” Dibia Ishimkpi
countered, spinning around. “Don’t speak evil! Not when I’m still
breathing. Tell me again, what is it?” he asked, concern in his
voice as he took his seat in a great hurry.

“Dibia Ishimkpi, my house is on fire.
Dibia Ishimkpi, my daughter, my daughter, Dibia
Ishimkpi . . .” Nwokedi wailed.

Dibia Ishimkpi was still confused. He
battled to grasp what the man before him was driving at. He had
shuddered in shock when he heard him mention his daughter. His
wrinkled eyes glowered as he feared for the worst. He urged Nwokedi
to speak up.

“Dibia Ishimkpi, my daughter and her
ill-fated children have been bundled home like sacks of fermenting
cassava,” he said, bursting into uncontrollable tears like a school
boy.


“Abomination . . . !” Dibia Ishimkpi
shouted and muttered some inaudible curses under his breath. He
fought within him to come up with a possible excuse. This could be
another of such situations he needed to be on his guard, or lose
his reverence. He knew instantly that Udumoyoyo had taken what
pleased it, but he wouldn’t dare utter it. The signs were very
clear. He needed not to press for details to know the gods had gone
for their reward. Those who gather ant-infested fire woods should
also be prepared to host the lizards.

The cowries before him made a haphazard
pattern on the floor. He stared at them, burying an expression
which was laced with indecision. He couldn’t afford to make eye
contact, lest he gave himself away. It was also unthinkable to lose
the customer before him. He was in a precarious situation here.
Visits from people in government excited him. Their presence
assured him his reputation was also felt at the other divide. He
gnashed his teeth noisily.

When he looked up, their eyes locked.
Dibia Ishimkpi’s confidence was evident by the fire in his eyes.
Without flinching, he spoke up.

“He whom the gods protect and provide
for would not but know he is favoured,” he roared.

“But I—”

“When last did you give Udumoyoyo a
he-goat?” he asked, cutting Nwokedi off.

“It was not long I did that, Dibia
Ishimkpi, I—”

“And did you remember my instructions
fifteen years ago when I fortified you and your household against
harm?”

“I still remember, Dibia Ishimkpi, I
still remember.”

Nwokedi shifted uneasily, changed the
direction of his sight as though he was suddenly shy. How could he
have forgotten the interminable sacrifice of a cock the beginning
of every month, a ritual he had stopped and forgotten long ago? Of
course how could he continue such sacrifice when his life was in
public domain as a catechist?

“Dibia Ishimkpi, but I thought the
he-goat I gave Udumoyoyo once would cover for twenty new months?”
he said in defense, realization dawning on him. Dibia Ishimkpi was
right after all. He truly had failed Udumoyoyo, he realized in deep
regret. His face became sullen. He shuddered and hung his shoulders
mid-air, gnashing his teeth.

“Nwokedi, you have failed to live up
to your obligation and have you seen the result! Your enemies moved
in from all directions and like an old woman trapped in the midst
of rampaging soldier ants, you were caught in a cleft
stick.”

Those words were like an arrow through
Nwokedi’s heart. He stiffened some more, gritted his teeth, making
the outlines of his cheekbones become more visible.

“Dibia Ishimkpi, what do I do? You can
turn around my fate? Dibia Ishimkpi, you must do something,” he
pleaded helplessly. He was a pitiable sight.

Dibia Ishimkpi gnashed his teeth one
more time. It was a swift victory, the type to be savoured. He felt
like laughing aloud, but restrained himself. It was thrilling how
it all worked out. They have always done. Perhaps the source of the
dowries for his proposed sixth wife had emerged eventually. Fate
had a way of seeing him through difficult times. Udumoyoyo had
never failed.

Snatching his gong which was smeared
with dried blood, he hit the forked metallic endings, sending
piercing sounds that reached a hundred decibels. Every note was
followed by a stream of incantations rasped out
urgently.

“Your enemies are not done yet! What
befell your daughter was actually meant for you,” he threw at
Nwokedi when he looked up. The words hit Nwokedi like a sledge
hammer. He recoiled in downright panic.

“Dibia Ishimkpi, please don’t
say . . . ?” Nwokedi charged at him, dismay
written all over him. He was by now soaked in his own sweat. He
clenched his fists to steady his nerves. His eyes bore into Dibia
Ishimkpi’s.

“Go home, Nwokedi. Prepare yourself
adequately and come back in two market days. Udumoyoyo would defend
its own.”

“Did you say I should go?” he asked,
not sure he heard well. He didn’t sound sold at all.

“Go! Udumoyoyo would make a name for
itself.”

Nwokedi rose uneasily to his feet,
breathed deeply and turned to go. The day was still young. With
luck, he could make it in time for the Stations of the Cross at the
Church. He scuttled towards his bicycle, his cap covering half of
his face from probing eyes as he mounted it in a hurry.
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Mark ended up with the pastor that same day,
after what felt like a convincing persuasion. It took some
willpower to part with his wheelbarrow, which he had come to share
some affinity with. It felt he had lost a relative, his only friend
and company.

He was shown a room in the big house.
His roommate, Kelechi Ibeachu, was about the same age as him,
average height, fair complexioned and handsome. Unlike Mark,
Ibeachu hailed from Awka in Anambra State. Both he and Mark shared
so much in common; same age bracket, same good looks and same slim
athletic features. Pastor Christopher chose well.

Mark had everything he needed.
Christopher took him to a boutique that very morning and changed
his outlook, before showing him to the rest of his staff later in
the day. He was so transformed that the rest of the Pastor’s
household could not believe it if they were told that he had
survived the last three years scavenging and living off dirt. It
was a whole new beginning for him. That notwithstanding, he felt
odd in his new apparels!

The Church activities, Mark was later
to discover, were not as tedious as Bishop had painted them. Maybe
he was just coming into the fold; otherwise his job description was
just to dress up and keep busy. The horde of church members did the
running around. Most of the tasks he and Kelechi carried out were
willingly done of their own accord.

A month later, he and Kelechi were
provided with a car with which they used to run such small errands,
like going to deposit money in the banks, going for groceries for
the cooks and other behind-the-scene messages for the
Bishop.

Bishop Christopher treated Mark as
though he was a piece of priceless gem entrusted in his lap from
above. He usually checked on him to know if he was happy and even
bought him biscuits sometimes, like he was a younger sister who
should be consoled for his frequent absence.

Most times he would send for Kelechi
at the dead of the night for prayers or whatever it was, but what
Mark noticed was that Kelechi usually came back hours later,
panting and sapped.

Two weeks after his arrival, he began
to miss his job. He had never been used to the luxury around him.
The strain of staying at a place was in itself a bore. He had begun
to wonder what exactly could be so important to have informed his
joining the pastor.

 



 


Taiwo had a wonderful apartment, no
doubt, but not so good a home to make Obinna get carried away and
lose focus. The mission was all! It was never his plan to stay with
Taiwo, even though the young man warmed up to it. He could bet he
saw what looked like disappointment on Taiwo’s face when he asked
to be shown a hotel in a crowded area of the town. Obinna was
prepared to go about his task all alone. Taiwo wouldn’t understand,
and more so, he was attention
in itself and posed a big risk to his mission. He
could only be brought in just for extraneous issues.

Avoid foreign
entanglement, his Capon had
warned.

Adamu Dan Bornu Hotel wasn’t
the plushest of hotels by every standard. The basic amenities were
provided to its customers as though they were being done a favour.
Obinna wouldn’t mind. It suited him perfectly. A perfect hideout, he muttered under
his breath.

The hotel was reserved for the Fulani
herdsmen and locals who sneaked in every once in a while to quench
their carnal needs. Taiwo couldn’t hide his detest. His hankie
covering his nose, he made flip remarks and scowled at the
receptionist, trying to pick fault in any movement the man
made.

Every plea to discourage Obinna fell
on deaf ears. Even to sit out awhile was also rebuffed on the
excuse that he needed to rest.

Obinna had barely checked in, locked
the door, when he initiated the invocation for his tools. When he
was done, he laid them under the bed, breathed a sigh of relief and
sleep was immediate.

He woke up four hours later to
discover how famished he had become. Instinctively, he reached out
for his guns to make sure they were still where he left them.
Taking a step towards the only window in the room, he belched and
brushed the fading blinds to the left and surveyed the façade. A
stale putrid smell hit his nostrils; he quickly closed the window
panes.

Two days and I am
out, he declared. But first, he needed to
go see the town.

 

 


 


Taiwo’s inexperience could be pardoned, but
his knowledge of the town could be put to a great use. Obinna
realized it was time he explored the various spots Taiwo spoke
about, places where students hung out and converged for drinks. If
he played it well, he could accomplish his goal even before he got
started.

It was too soon to start getting
jumpy, but time, he had observed, never reciprocated gestures. It
wouldn’t be a bad idea nosing around a little, gather as much as he
could; whatever specter of information he could lay his hands on
would be helpful. He disliked wasting a day, especially when he was
on a mission this huge. The worms in his stomach rumbled. He
remembered he needed to eat first.

He took his Nokia 3310, a priceless
possession by a chosen few and dialed Taiwo’s number. Taiwo picked
up almost before the second ring. Obinna apologized for having to
call him after turning down the offer of a sit out.

“I can use the drink
now . . .” he said with a chuckle.

“Oh, that’s great, chairman!” came
Taiwo’s excited response.

Taiwo was elated and promised to come
pick him up in a jiffy. Before thirty minutes, he had arrived and
Obinna, who was waiting by the hotel gate, joined him in his
well-worn Mazda 626 car.

Obinna was sure Taiwo wasn’t privy to
his mission at UNIMAID. Ave wouldn’t dare make the mistake. Such
undertaking was kept under the hat, even from top echelons of the
group, possibly. Apparently, Taiwo must have been told he was a
member from the east, probably here for admission of a young one or
some other similar stories to have his imagination spin on. It
wasn’t the first time such deception happened. Obinna realized this
and hence decided not to have the young man’s ignorance stand in
his way.

However, Taiwo cut across as a good
guy, if not, Obinna wouldn’t have cared. Besides, Ave protected its
own, no matter what. Right now, he was beset with two serious
issues. The first was to knock off Kazeem clean and the second was
to do that without compromising the identity of Taiwo. And he could
achieve the later by keeping Taiwo off the grid.

Word got around, and sooner or later,
his presence in UNIMAID would get into the wrong ears. If Shikina
got a wind of his mission, it would have a rebuttal effect on Ave
members. Such wars were won even before they got
started.

Keep Taiwo out of harm’s
way!

 



 


Bishop Christopher felt the thrust of the
taxiing Triax Airplane pin him forcefully to his seat as the huge
plane took off into the beckoning blue cloud. It climbed to an
altitude of twenty-seven thousand feet, banking to the left to
avoid a huge ball of coagulated black clouds some seventy-five
metres away.

Bishop planned to take a brief nap to
clear his head and pick his thoughts the rest of the trip. Now he
was in a hurry, he couldn’t wait for the plane to come to a cruise
control. The forty-seven minute flight to Nigeria always gave him
ample time to think. He looked forward to it every other
month.

As soon as a voice from the shrouded
speakers announced that the passengers were free to move around, he
unstrapped the discomfort that was the seatbelt and laid his head
against the headrest to grab the much needed nap. The practiced
voice of the flight attendant roused him almost immediately after
he closed his eyes.

“Tea or coffee, Sir?” she had chimed,
in the usual high-pitched voice.

Bishop waved her on with an angry
sigh. He had had his fill back in Ghana and enough to last him a
whole day, too.

East Ville Hotel, East
Legon, Ghana was a perfect hideout. Not only did the environment
suite the purpose, East Ville was also a home away from home, with
every facility in place. It was also some minutes’ walk from
The Mall where the Inner
Circle members shopped. It felt like having a honeymoon before the
wedding. The Inner Circle chose well. The experience was
awesome.

The raunchy coital part really juiced
him to the bones. He relished every moment of it, even though he
was afraid it would take him some time to recoup his energy, his
physical energy, so to speak. His spiritual energy was filled to
the brink and overflowing.

What awaited him at home could be
scary to the fainthearted. The usual mind-boggling bustling and
hustling that characterized his calling could be boring, to say the
least. But that was what he signed for; it brought food to his
table.

Initially, he had frowned at the idea
of having to travel to Ghana for the bi-monthly meeting of members
of the ‘Inner Circle,’ but the insight behind the arrangement had
come to him and he marveled at the thoughtfulness of the pioneers.
The members needed some privacy and that could only be achieved
when the meeting was held outside the shores. The walls had
ears . . . .

Brilliant
idea, he muttered under his
breath.

He ignored his seat partner, who
almost smeared his trousers with coffee as his mind began to make a
quick voyage to the meeting, which spared no one, especially erring
members whose miracles were beginning to raise eyebrows and make
headlines.

Inner Circle members who abuse the use
of handkerchiefs were chastised. They attracted huge fines for
throwing the Inner Circle into public scrutiny. They were reminded
to be discreet about how they use such tools, lest risk exposure.
On his part, Christopher was not spared for adding ‘Bishop’ to his
name.

The meeting was like a workshop where
new ideas were exchanged―abused ones, hackneyed were discarded. It
was instructive also. They were reminded to imbibe humility against
the temptation to be proud . . . against the
desire to be at the centre of the world. It taught him, most
especially, to put Inner Circle and its resolve to stay discreet
first at all times. But for the copulation, the meeting was a
hopeless digression!

That was the least of Christopher’s
problems at the moment. What bothered him now was beyond what
transpired in Ghana. He had a more troubling situation at home to
deal with than the merry making session in Ghana. He couldn’t
believe that after sleeping in a cemetery for one full month and
making love to a female Monkey for seven days, he would still be
struggling to broach a simple issue that should have been a given
to a mere street urchin? It pained him how he could be tongue-tied
to an ordinary scavenger. Ordinarily, it wouldn’t have bothered
him, but his continual failure to turn in bed mates had become a
task he must accomplish. Worse still, Inner Circle was against
using diabolical powers to influence such unions!

He had arrived at a decision. The boy
should start being productive or be ready to be shown the door. He
had given him an opportunity of a lifetime and he should jump at
it. His home wasn’t built on
charity . . . .

Talking about his bizarre experience
in the cemetery, the mere thought of it sent a cold chill down his
spine. He remembered, with horror, how he would disguise himself
like a mad man, wait till night fall before trudging like he was
homeless into the burial ground. It was an experience he was not
ready to relive. But he prided himself for seeing it through to the
end.

Was it his
wife, the Monkey, whom he
bedded for seven days? How I miss
her!he thought. Their closeness sparked off
a feeling that could only be found between married couples. It was
difficult to let go by the time the seven days was up. Bishop
Christopher chuckled and breathed deeply.

 

 


 

“Welcome to Nigeria—” a voice from the
speakers jolted him back to his senses. His train of thought was
cut short. He cast a frantic look around him. The man sitting next
to him had woken up.

He feared he could have
voiced out his thoughts, but was consoled by the calm around him.
He felt exposed, all the same, and shifted uneasily. A look on the
faces of his co-passengers reassured him there was nothing to
fear. The human mind is like a knapsack;
everyone carries his.

He strained his neck to
check on Prophet Oluwale Jacobs, who sat two rows to the front. The
Inner Circle’s plan to have few members aboard one plane was
unreasonably taking the discreet mantra too far.
They failed it here, he
thought. So much ado for
caution!

Five minutes later, the plane lost
altitude. Christopher lounged at the hand rest for support, having
belted up. His frequent use of air transport had not erased his
fears for height. It became more troubling now that his colleagues
were beginning to add private jets to their fleet and he wouldn’t
mind putting a stab in that direction in the near future. The Inner
Circle should be ready for what would hit it soon!

He opened the frosted glass
window and looked down. With the dejected look of someone who saw
ruins, but could do little to help out, he quickly shut the
blind. Lagos is an eyesore from aerial
view, he noted.

Five minutes later, the plane touched
down and taxied to a stop. Bishop rose, locked his hands behind his
head, stretched and belched. He picked his briefcase from the
baggage lock just above his head and filed alongside the other
passengers on the crowded gangway and marched towards the motorized
stairs.

On the concourse, the air
felt fresh and filled his lungs as it buffeted his face. Female
passengers fought to keep their skirts in check as the breeze blew
high on their thighs and flung itself against the glistening
fuselage, caressing it. Such
nuisance, the Bishop noticed.

Immigration checks were
swift. Bishop kept a straight face. He still nursed a loathing for
the treatment he got the first day he travelled. How the officers
ripped off new travelers before his very eyes was still fresh on
his mind. The kennel-like glass kiosks were the offices, their
fiefdom where they ruled supreme. That was
then, he thought. The fire in his eyes now
was enough to scare the shit out of them, even if he
erred.

He stopped at the baggage claim
carousel to retrieve his luggage. The delay here cost him another
good three minutes of nervous waiting. He was in an unusual rush to
get home and put his plan into action. It was time to hit the
ground running.

 

 


 


By the time he and Taiwo, his guide, got to
Edibles Restaurant adjacent to 302 Hostel and some metres away from
the Second Gate, Obinna was already salivating. The aroma hit him
even outside the parking lot.

A dark, obese woman took
their order. Minutes later, they were served. Obinna pounced on
the garri with
watery egusi soup
set before him. There was no time for being selective and picky
here. This is what stepping away from my
comfort zone entails, he regretted as he
followed the oily soup that trickled down his elbow with his
tongue. Good table manners were not his strong point and he
displayed it here in a barefaced manner. The best part was the
chilled bottled water. The right
temperature, he noted, beaming with smiles
after emptying his plate and demanding for an extra.

The boisterous side of him had been
awakened. He loosened up and became more open with Taiwo, even
though he was very careful not to bring his covert mission to the
table.

From the expression on the burly
restaurateur behind the counter and the manner at which the
attendants cleaned and dusted the table, even while Obinna and his
colleague were still there, Obinna instantly understood that
eat-and-go was an unwritten policy at the restaurant and must be
adhered to. He made a move to pick up the bill, but Taiwo beat him
to it.

“Na wa for you,” Obinna said
by way of appreciation. Saying thank
you was never his thing. To him, favours
were debts; if he didn’t pay now, he did that later. The
bottom-line was that there was always a payday.

The short drive towards the gigantic
Second Gate gave Obinna a better view of the 202 Hostel standing in
its monstrosity. It was the second hostel located off the campus.
The destructive nature of the Sahara, not quite far from the state,
was not lost in the construction of the buildings. The fascia
boards were hidden from the winds with mud, parapets, or concrete
fascias. Obinna had observed, as he licked his lips repeatedly to
moisten them from drying.

Taiwo was issued with a tally at the
gate which gave them access into the campus. Two poles away from
the gate; he pressed the accelerator pedal of the rickety car to
the floor and sped through the finely terraced tarred
road.

The topography was steep and
undulating. The buildings stood as though they were hewn out of
rocks. Faculty of Arts came in view with its awe-inspiring
hotchpotch of structures interspersed with sculptures. There was
graffiti on the walls, some of which looked fiendish, like
silhouettes, but actually representing the bucolic scene with
nomads in hats amidst grazing cattle in the field. Pockets of
students were seen leaning against their drawing boards. They would
gaze briefly beyond the bushy horizon and throw some strokes with
their paintbrushes held lightly between the fingers.

Obinna remembered he once had a
passion for painting, growing up. It came, flooding his mind, and
he regretted how his strokes were not only awful, but they lacked
imagination. He was told he didn’t come within the fold of a
naturally artistic bent. His opportunity was further thwarted by
his inability to see things differently like a painter
should.

“I have a younger brother who studies
Art too,” Taiwo’s voice came suddenly, jarring his train of
thought.

“Here in UNIMAID?”

“Yes, he is in second year. He loved
painting right from day one and never wanted to read anything else.
He stays in Imam Ibrahim Hall close to the Faculty of Social
Sciences.” Taiwo said, pointing at the direction of the
hall.

“You mean it?” Obinna threw in, trying
to show his gratitude for Taiwo’s continual jabber.

“We were supposed to stay at my place
together, but he preferred the hostels, because they are close to
his department,” he continued, prattling nonstop.

Their next stop was an off-the-scene
drinking parlour after the tour of the campus. The locals were
predominantly Moslems and alcohols were not allowed to be sold at
public places. The building they entered would come across to a
visitor as a residential home. There was no indication there was
convivial drinking going on inside. It was a true representation of
shebeen!

Taiwo parked right inside the big
compound, squeezing his car between two other vehicles. The iron
door swung open before they got inches from the entrance like it
was automatic. Two hippies kept guard by the door. Light R & B
was playing at the background beyond the dimly lit short passage.
Obinna made effort to adjust his eyes to the environment. He
blinked repeatedly to get a better view of the bar before
him.

Moments later, he could see more
clearly and noticed the place was crowded with students sitting in
groups around tables set in a disorderly form. Their discussions
were buried by the soft music being played by the disc jockey that
stood over his equipment, earphones in place and fingers busy
spinning his wheels.

Taiwo knew the place like the back of
his palms. Everyone chanted his name as he led Obinna to a table
beside the oak-paneled bar. There was a friendly air about him as
he shook hands with them. Two of his friends were already seated.
One straddled his chair, indicating a domineering pose. The table
before them was flooded with Star and Gulder bottles, some emptied,
while others taken halfway.

The two young men rose to their feet
as Taiwo edged closer. The greeting was the usual Ave hand
signal―hand clenched in a fist, then opened with a burst as soon as
it stretched to connect with a colleague’s, like the proverbial
sower of seeds. The introduction was usually informal. Obinna was
no green horn here; he responded with ease.

Taiwo and his friends took off to
exciting patters in Yoruba language, leaving Obinna to himself,
like an uninvited intruder in a long-established organization.
Taiwo had found his match and could be quite chirpy. Obinna, who
couldn’t pick a word, relished the quiet fate offered him. He was
no teetotaler when it came to liquor. He could empty bottles when
he was in the right frame of mind. Although he wasn’t in that mood
now, he chose to sip his cold beer, rock and caress the bottle as
if it was a new found lover.

There was an uneasy calm about him
made worse by the absence of his guns. He became alert long before
he took his seat. A quick sweep of the place with his hawk eyes
assured him there was nothing to be afraid of. Even at that, he
wouldn’t rest on his oars. Every movement was internally processed
and interpreted. He picked every nuance, every nasal inflection,
however light. He was in a different terrain and should be very
careful how he treaded. First thing he learnt as an Ave member was
not to trust anyone, not even Ebere, his brother!

 




 


The next day was a Sunday and Adamu Dan Borno
Hotel had run its course. It was time to move on. He had squeezed
enough information from Taiwo to enable him survive and move around
the city unaided.

With his tools safely transported to
God-knows-where, he picked his luggage and stepped out of the
room.

Standing at the gate, he flagged down
a taxi and gave the driver the direction of a hotel north of
Maiduguri towards Damaturu.

It feels wonderful to be on
the road again, he thought as he released
the armrest to demarcate the seats―he liked travelling in style.
The driver was abnormally thin, with a tapered chin, making it look
like the air in his mouth had been sucked with a vacuum
pipe.

Every inch of the dashboard
and windscreen of the Nissan Sunny, 1982 model car, was lined with
pictures of Sikh men, showing their finely trimmed grey sideburns
in their turbans. A tasbih—a colourful Islamic
chaplet—hung
against the rearview mirror. It dangled to and fro like a pendulum
bulb. Music by a local artist gushed out from every speaker
embedded within every corner of the inside of the car. The noise
reminded Obinna of his last night out at Studio 10 Night Club, back
at Nsukka.

So much had been said about
Mai Gida Hotel. Obinna’s mouth began to water at the thought of the
fun that lay before him. The hotel promised to be a melting pot
for broads and
students from the high and mighty alike. He had not forgotten what
roles street girls played in his mission. They had something that
was worth exploring. That part would be quite another exercisable
option tonight. Perhaps it wouldn’t be out of place to get a little
reckless.

Bottom-line was, he was doing it alone
and had not made any slips so far. No prying eyes and no
bureaucratic bullshit from Ave shadows! It was not his first time
doing Ave’s dirty job; it was not the first time he walked their
talk, so he was at liberty to call the shots.

He breathed deeply now, looking out
the window. Thatched houses rushed past like flowing river. Slim
Fulani nomads, in their local type of sombrero hats, battled to
keep their restive herds of cattle off the highway.

The ride had gone for about
twenty minutes now. The hotel should be close―considering what the
security man at Dan Borno told him. And just like on cue, the
driver had slowed down, his indicator light pointing to the
left.Obinna looked
ahead to see the drive-in to the three star hotel thirty yards
away. He swallowed hard. It is worth the
troubles, after
all, he told himself, licking his
lips.

They arrived! The driver honked his
horn two successive times and the huge black gate swung open to
expose a short drive bedecked on each side with hedges of finely
trimmed flowers. A tally was extended to him by a security man in a
blue uniform, holding a walkie-talkie. There was a small lawn at
the centre of the wide clearing with hedges around it. An arresting
sculptured statue of a sword-wielding Fulani warrior, probably that
of Usman Dan Fodio, stood at the middle with water gushing out from
his horse’s mouth. The lawn was watered by mechanized sprinklers
stationed every fifteen metre radius. The taxi driver circled and
parked close to the giant power generating set bellowing noisily
and sending black fumes into the dusty atmosphere. The hotel was an
eyeful. It was a three-story structure with concrete columns done
in rococo style, giving it a kingly appearance.

Obinna paid the driver, and
picking his luggage, he headed to the reception. Locating the
receptionist’s office posed no problem; it overlooked the entrance
into the building. A young lady in her early twenties draped
in Njab,
exposing only her face, sat behind the marbled
counter. The air in the hall was chilled by four split units
positioned at various points. Huge and magnificent chandeliers hung
down from the Plaster of Paris ceiling. Beautiful artwork also
lined the walls. The interior of the hall was
breathtaking.

“Welcome, Sir,” the receptionist
chimed. Her voice was very light, like a soft flute. It sounded as
though it came from a new born―a typical Fulani voice.

“I need a room, please,” Obinna
demanded. He would be damned if he was told the rooms were all
taken. Such silly thoughts shouldn’t even cross his
mind.

He didn’t get an immediate answer; he
waited, fear-stricken. The receptionist rather picked a laminated
sheet and delicately handed it to him. Obinna read through: one
bedroom single bed, one bedroom double bed with A/C and so on, all
were with en-suite bathrooms. The prices were against each item, a
little steep.

Everyone has his
price tag, Obinna reminded
himself.

He pointed out the one he wanted and
proceeded to pay.

“One minute, Sir,” the receptionist
pleaded. Obinna had his back to her by now and was busy enjoying a
look around the plush surroundings.

With a single touch on the telephone
button by the counter, the receptionist spoke into the mouthpiece.
Two minutes later, a man in brown khaki trousers and a matching
blue top came by. He was given a miniature toilet soap, a roll of
tissue paper and a single key which had ‘12’ branded on the wooden
holder. Obinna looked at the insignia on the man’s breast pocket.
It read: Diamond Securities.

Room 12 overlooked a swimming pool. It
was a screaming Olympic-size set beyond the façade. Beautiful girls
in bikinis giggled and played splash-a-splash around the shallow
edges. The water glistened, a blue background sparkling as the sun
hit the surface.

The security cum concierge led Obinna
to his room. The wall was lined with paint works; the rail was
polished steel, but designed so delicately to have a feminine
appeal.

As soon as his guide laid the
toiletries in the bathroom and headed to the door, Obinna walked up
to him, tipping him handsomely, and spoke into his ear.

“To,” the man shouted in Hausa, shaking his head repeatedly and
beaming with smiles.

Twenty minutes later, Obinna
heard a light tap on his door. Opening it, a young lady of about
nineteen years of age edged into the room. It is sure going to be a busy weekend,
he muttered under his breath, licking his lips as he eased the door
to a close.
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The girl, whose name was Aisha, was also
forthcoming. She was a second-year Theatre Arts student and Obinna
could vouch she knew her art, no doubt.

She was in the league of girls who
left their pictures and phone numbers in hotels. Hers was a sleek
and well thought out way of running an otherwise dirty means of
livelihood: she was never seen or picked by the police wandering
the streets, she was never involved in a brawl at nightclubs. But
as interesting as her job was, she was busier than the night
prowlers. It pays the bills, and besides, never stands on my
religious devotion, she told Obinna
shamelessly.

Obinna was not surprised at what he
heard when he engaged her in a chat. She was hard coming by
initially; they always were. But trust Obinna, no one girl held out
for long. When one formula hit a dead end, another followed in
quick succession.

The girl started singing when he
applied the State Security Service’s approach of interrogation―ask
the question, follow it with a long pause, allowing the question to
simmer and creating some level of discomfort, then finally, looking
intently into the girl’s eyes, giving her the impression that he
knew she had the answer to his question and he was waiting to have
it. It worked like magic.

Obinna couldn’t afford to compromise
his operation prematurely. When he asked the questions, they were
done in passing. They were usually seen as a scathing attempt by a
curious visitor . . . an innocent endeavour to
know the right crowd to hang out with in a totally new environment.
No frills!

Aisha not only knew Kazeem, but had
bedded him a number of times and could describe the blemish he had
on the side of his left shoulder. Still trying to contain his
excitement, Obinna lightly urged her on. According to her, Kazeem
was a son of the Emir of Daura from the third wife, Hajia Rufiat.
Now trying to prove to Obinna that she knew Kazeem to the bones,
Aisha went further to add that Kazeem stayed in Tafawa Balewa Hall
with his bodyguards for a reason no one could fathom.

Obinna had cackled when he
heard that part. It was a rueful laughter that was taken a touch
too far. He did that as a ploy to diffuse suspicion.
How could you ever know?
he had asked under his breath. Only the select few knew of course
and had the nerves to tell what went behind Kazeem’s closed
door.

Obinna needed to find out more, but
any further attempt could give him away. But he couldn’t help it,
even at the risk of jeopardizing his mission. He pressed on
nonetheless. One thing became clear from Aisha’s narration; it
would be difficult to track down Kazeem. Such people were not
easily boxed in. But he would find a way, he was sure of
that.

“How can I see him? I think I’m
beginning to like him. I like such people,” Obinna said, taking his
time to calm the girl, whose eyebrows betrayed her surprise by his
battery of enquiries.

“I have forgotten his room
number, but even at that, he hardly stays around. You can only know
when he is around if he worships in the Masalachi in the campus, usually
Fridays. Whichever way, it is still very difficult to see him. I
wish you best of luck, but you need to be careful not to arouse
suspicion. He is the son of an Emir and I do hope you would
remember that?”

Obinna waved that part, as if luck was
inconsequential to his assignment.

“Come on. I’m just
curious.”

 

 


 

The next day was a Monday. The mission
that would open another chapter in his life had begun. He had got
to a make-or-break stage now. Aisha earned her price and was
substantially rewarded for a job well done. She had sneaked out of
the room before the break of dawn for yet another week of intense
lectures.

Obinna took the only picture of Kazeem
he was given by Shakpoki, his Capon, folded it and squeezed it into
his back pocket. He walked down the hall, passing the receptionist,
and strode gingerly to the road. Flagging down a cab, he headed to
Balewa Hall. There was no time to waste. He was done balling. The
more he played around, the more he became vulnerable. It had become
disastrously clear he could blow his cover the longer he
stayed.

The taxi stopped him at the gate. He
trekked the rest of the way to Balewa Hall. The Hall Porter was an
elderly man in his mid-fifties who had seen many years of drudgery
and boredom in the Civil Service. He sat behind a table that had
seen better days. Files were stacked to the ceiling and scraps of
papers were clipped carefully in an organized pattern. Obinna
needed nobody to tell him that the porter was a very fastidious man
when it came to housekeeping. A standing fan was his only company,
squeaking at the far side as it swirled robotically.

The porter adjusted his bi-concave
spectacles to the bridge of his nose and regarded Obinna like an
expectant vulture would from a height when he knocked.

“Can I help you, young man?” There was
steel laced with control in his voice. He continued writing on a
broad sheet spread before him all the same. Students who loaf about
when they were supposed to be in lecture rooms bored
him.

“Good morning, Sir. My name is Abbey
Nwolu,” Obinna lied. “I came to make enquiries, please?”

“Are you an inmate?”

“No, Sir, but I plan to become one and
want to know if it can be arranged beforehand. I’m presently at Ado
Bayero Hall and a second year student in the department of Law. I
am not complaining, but I noticed that this hostel is closer to my
department and you are not only very organized here, like students
say, but also very close to your inmates. Words get around, you
know. So I have come to know if it would be possible to join you
next session,” Obinna finished, trying to get the man’s attention
with praises.

The porter looked up. His attention
had been drawn, no doubts. He removed his glasses and laid it
gently on his writing pad. Government work could be terrible
without the tips he got from students every now and
then.

“I can help you, but it would be a
little difficult, beside the paperwork. You see, we handpick our
inmates, because of the calibre of students we have here. This is
the only hostel authorized to do that. You could see security
presence as you came in,” he swallowed hard as he pointed out to
show the Mopols chatting absentmindedly outside.

Obinna couldn’t believe his luck. The
ploy was working and the man had swallowed it hook, line and
sinker. He felt the coast was clear enough to be more adventurous.
Dipping his hand into his pocket, he brought out some money and
held it. He would have nothing to lose whetting the man’s appetite
with a possible hope of a fat reward for his troubles.

“Yes, Kazeem is my friend and I know
he is also here, though I don’t know his room.”

“Oh! Kazeem?” he regarded Obinna a
minute. Obinna’s mind did a somersault. There was a short pause and
Obinna thought he had lost it.

“He is in room 415. He is a popular
son of our Emir. There are others still who have their rooms here.
Governors’ sons, Senators and big politicians, they are all here.”
He said dismissively, trying to show Obinna that he had seen it
all.

“So I heard. We are in the same
department, but it’s like he has not been around as usual? It’s
been a while we saw last,” Obinna pressed on.

“He went for
Kokowa Festival and just
came in yesterday.”

“Oh, that? Can I see him today? We
have an assignment we should discuss.”

Obinna concealed his fear. He counted
the money, trying hard to control his shaking hand, baiting the old
man, who fixed his attention on it as he spoke.

“He is not always around
these days and when he is, he either goes for lectures or stays
indoors. But you can see him during Salah, even though he also prays in
his room. We have our own Mosque here!” he said, pointing at the
Mosque twenty metres away, inside what appeared as an
atrium.

“Okay, thank you so much. I will try
and check him in class. Let me rush for a lecture now,” he said as
he handed the man the twenty naira bills. “And about the hostel, I
would come to remind you as the semester rolled by,” he added and
left in a hurry.

Instead of heading back to the hotel,
Obinna made to the staircase through the second wing of the twin
gigantic hostels and took the flight of stairs two at a time to the
fourth floor. It was a long corridor with doors leading to the
rooms. Most of the rooms were locked while very few others were
ajar. Some pockets of students were still around.

Somewhere along the corridor, just by
the stairs, sat a young cobbler, busy trying to resuscitate a flip
flop which had worn and bruised on all edges. Obinna went to sit by
him and tried to engage him in a chat. He was three rooms away from
room 415 and it gave him a bird’s view of movements around the
vicinity of the room.

His patience paid off at 12:00 a.m. on
the dot. It was time for Salah; three men filed out of the room.
The first man, carrying a kettle, probably for his ritual ablution,
led the way. A second man followed and the third brought the rear.
Obinna made a double take when he saw it was Kazeem, all right. To
confirm, he took out the picture he had with him and compared. It
was him, no doubt.

Yeah, that’s the honcho whose blood should
set the scores straight, he muttered under
his breath, his anger swelling.

His hair stood on endand it felt he
should swing into action and start the cleansing, but he thought
better of it after weighing the risk.

Tomorrow should be
ideal, he thought, still tensed and rooted
to the bench with anxiety.

 

 


 


Fire-in-the-Word Ministries, Inc.
was planning a special revival. Speakers from all over the world
were expected to grace the event entitled: Miracles Like of Old. It
promised to be the first of its kind. Posters and handbills were
all awash with it: The lame would walk and
the blind would see, they read.
It was going to be a moment like never
before. The rush for miracles was here
again. The waiting was killing.

Bishop Christopher, the
general overseer, was expected home in no time. He had gone to seek
the face of the Lord abroad. His customers waited in bated breath.
Hopes were high, because he usually operated from a different
sphere after embarking on such a trip.

Mark was at the centre of it all as
one of the major players whose job it was to make sure the pros and
cons were not overlooked. He played his part because he had no
choice, but to tag along otherwise, to him, the revival was otiose
at best. There was nothing new to be brought to the already
jam-packed table.

Something in him was not at home with
the whole setting, right from day one. The Markilian Enigma in him
wasn’t compatible with the charade and whenever it revolted, Mark
knew it wouldn’t bode well. He lived with the Bishop and did some
of his dirty jobs, so he knew better. He had also seen the pattern,
the same sham the faithful were fed with in form of miracles and
couldn’t have the chutzpah to show up later to confirm if it saw
the light of the day. Same good old ruse!

He could be wrong; he frequently was.
Maybe he was still a neophyte; hence he could have got it all wrong
from the outset. Maybe he didnt have the rubrics to discern it and
couldn’t really grasp the glitz and glamour that went with it, but
even at that, the little he had seen so far had given him the
boldness to say, without equivocation, that Bishop was like every
other shop owner somewhere in town―a grandiose charade subtly put
in place to rip adherents that saw him and his coterie of speakers
on equal footing with God . . . an infallibles
assemblage! The unsuspecting converts likened them to a bunch of
indefatigable superhumans who wined and dined with the
almighty . . . .

Without sounding off, Mark
could vouchsafe having seen and felt God in His majesty. He had
seen God in the streets each day he strived to make a living
picking rubbish, exposed to the elements. God was present in the
faces of the homeless and the hopeless that also battled to survive
the day like him. The God he knew and felt was never a bellboy like
Bishop Christopher Udorie made everyone to believe.
He was a God who sat atop a pedestal and watched
our battles and follies and came in when He desired to. He was a
God who saw through our walls and giggled at our foolish but little
antics . . . .

Incidentally, Mark was beginning to
settle down to the drama for what it was. Provided it paid the
bills, he was home. It put food on his table and he never had it so
good. He had planned to stick around and see how it would pan out.
Perhaps there could be something in it he was yet to
see . . . .

 



 


Before 8:00 o’clock the next day,
Obinna was already present at the hostel. He had reconnoitered the
perimeter of the hostel as soon as he arrived. Every road leading
in and out of the hostel down to the gate or connecting
apiamways—footpaths and
shortcuts—were noted. He understood that
Kazeem’s roommates were also Shikina members who doubled as guards
and also his fellow students. Very few people knew Kazeem for what
he was and his stay at the hostel was a clever cover.

Obinna had come to a perfect plan. His
findings proved it would be foolhardy to try to do anything in the
open. That would be suicidal and possibly amounted to him signing
his own death warrant . . . a one-way ticket to
hell!

Posed like a student waiting for his
turn to go for a bath, he watched from two rooms away. Every gadget
he needed to carry out his plan was ready and on his
person.

To the students rushing in and out of
the bathrooms, Obinna was probably another student who came to
‘crash’ with a friend. He was no threat. The fact that familiar
objects were never noticed also added to his advantage. Every
hostel the world over could be penetrated this way, posing like
fellow student, so he had no fear.

As soon as he saw the door to room 415
open and the two bodyguards come out, one carrying a bucket of
water, followed closely by Kazeem, Obinna swung into action. His
plans were working out just like he expected. And as fast and deft
as he could, he slipped out of his trousers, grabbed a towel
hanging on a clothes line against the rusted rails, and took hold
of a bucket he filled with water from a tap downstairs some twenty
minutes of his arrival, and followed Kazeem and his team, keeping a
safe distance.

The bank of washrooms lined up another
long corridor to the left, forming a ‘T’ with the line of rooms.
The two bodyguards kept watch by the door into the row of
bathrooms, while Kazeem, who had waited for other students to
finish using the bathrooms, whistled merrily as he took his
bath.

Obinna moved in noiselessly, the razor
wire he interlaced between his palms passing for his sponge. The
men at the door didn’t bother themselves with a mere ‘civilian’
that couldn’t get ordinary flipflops on his feet. Obinna didn’t
deserve their scrutiny.

Obinna got to the end of the line of
washrooms, making sure no one was there except Kazeem, five spaces
away from the entrance. He pretended he was checking to pick the
neatest of the washrooms, like students usually did, and finally
chose the one next to Kazeem’s.

The bathrooms had dwarf wooden doors
which were designed to expose the feet of the occupants. Some of
the locks were all bad, due to constant exposure to moisture.
Obinna laid his bucket of water and surreptitiously gumshoed
towards Kazeem’s side. He eased the door open. Kazeem had his back
to the door and was carried away by the song, he didn’t know when
Obinna crept right behind him.

With the razor wire held and knotted
from each end of both hands, Obinna, who now stood right behind the
stark-naked Kazeem, body soaked in foaming water with an
accompanying sweet fragrance, threw the wire around his neck and
tightened his grip.

Kazeem, bewildered and gasping for
air, kicked and flailed helplessly, clutching frantically at
nothing in particular, fought for his life till he gave up the
ghost. Obinna subsequently felt his pulse to make sure he was as
dead as a door hinge. Kazeem’s tongue stuck out and his eyes popped
out of their sockets, leaving him with a grotesque appearance. It
was as grisly as it was a gory scene.

Quickly, Obinna rushed to where he
left his bucket of water, scooped a sizeable quantity with his
cupped palms and splashed it on his body, enough to give him a safe
passage through the bouncers at the entrance. He strutted hurriedly
towards the door, the body guards were busy chatting and sharing a
rap of ‘weed’ when he walked past them. They giggled at seeing his
dangling dick!

As quickly as his legs could carry
him, he ran to where he hung his clothes as soon as he rounded the
corner facing the line of rooms. Slipping into them, he rushed out
of the hostel and into the horde of students walking to school for
lectures.

It was over eventually and it still
felt as though he was dreaming. His only regret was that after the
trouble he took to bring his guns this far, they could not be put
to a good use. A short distance outside the school gate, he got
lucky with a taxi and headed to his hotel room. He had no use for
the hotel room anymore. He would just pick his things and bolt.
Home was it and it would not be over until he was in the next
Ifesinachi bus heading eastward.
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Bishop’s strides, when he arrived, were with
marked vigour. There was air of control around him. His orders were
given in short but direct barks. Spiritual people could be quite
unpredictable; everyone watched from a safe distance, leaving him
with his space. Their hearts were usually in their hands, unaware
of what lay in store for them. To them, the anointing he usually
came back with could be felt from afar. Everyone held their breath
and waited patiently for the proposed revival, perhaps the time to
unlock their blessings was within reach.

His Prayer Warriors, who also doubled
as his closest associates, steered clear. They kept busy and
watched the Bishop strut and mull things over all by
himself.

He wasn’t unaware of the impression he
had created. It gave him an edge on everything and everyone else.
It was another opportunity to reinvent and reassess his ebbing
clout. He had learnt to take his tea sometimes without sugar, just
for a change. His main objective, apart from anything, was to
sustain the strained atmosphere till he was done with his plan
tonight. When he spoke, someone should listen. It was a class act
he put in motion to help make his plan an easy sell!

His siesta was disturbed by
the short dreams that saw him at war with the same forces that kept
him awake after long hours every night. It was nightmarish, no
doubt, and it was not as if he was not unaware of what he was up
against. It was something he had been associated with ever since he
crossed over. Those are the prices for
stardom, he had assured himself the
umpteenth time. And when the time was right, he would naturally ask
for forgiveness. God
forgives.

 


 


 


Ebere’s status had changed greatly. He now had
enough money than he could spend and it kept coming. He had long
packed into a two-bedroom flat and bought himself a fairly used
Mercedes Benz 190.

It was long he gave up hiding his
identity from his market community. What was the need for money if
it could not be spent? Many of his colleagues in the market had
expressed their surprise at his success and wondered what he could
have done to have such a sudden edge.

The security around the metropolis had
been beefed up greatly lately, making it difficult to move around.
Road blocks were mounted by the combined units of the Police and
the Vigilante groups at every turn.

Desperate times begot desperate
measures. Ebere’s gang had learnt to flow with the tide. They too
also strategized! The gang had become more careful with the
turnaround of events. Their operations were reduced to one in every
two months. To make matters worse, so much money was up for grab
for information leading to their capture by the Kano State
government. The aggrieved inhabitants would be fulfilled to do that
even without any monetary reward and the gang was not unaware of
this.

Opportunities were abound, but
surprisingly, a number of attempts at stick-ups lately had hit the
rocks. The police had foisted every effort to pull a fast grab.
Nothing seemed to be working out. The gang seemed to have become
clueless. Desperation followed this state of hopelessness. Members
turned to Ebere to wave what they had come to refer to as his magic
wand, but even he seemed to have been bereft of ideas.

Like the pop star that needed to
constantly churn out blockbusters, lest fade into oblivion, the
respect Ebere enjoyed from the gang members was beginning to wane.
He was in dire need to redeem himself. He didn’t have a chance in
the group if he could not come up with something, and fast too. He
was the only non-indigene and that made him very
expendable.

He almost shouted ‘Eureka!’ when he
hit at it. Familiar objects were not noticed really and he began to
see the truism in those words. He couldn’t believe he never thought
of it all along. He wondered what could have come over him all
these past months. The lead he just got was the type for which he
had all the facts. Without so much as breaking a sweat, he could
make this one happen. He danced round his room and thumbed his
chest in an outpouring of elation. Revenge was not about a greater
good, agreed; there was a visceral need to be satisfied,
nevertheless.

Picking up his phone, he hit
Ibrahim’s line. Ibrahim wasn’t excited about the idea and expressed
his fears over what he called an impenetrable turf, owing to the
improved security presence, but Ebere assured him he was on top of
this one. It is going to be an easy
sell, he told him excitedly,
I have it all thought out.
They met later in the day and made plans. A date was picked for yet
another hit that would bring an adversary to his knees. Ebere
couldn’t wait to laugh last.

 

 


 


It was holiday period; students had vacated
the campus. Sandwich students were trickling in twos and threes in
their usual laptop-sized business bags, matching safari frocks for
the men.

Ave members had waited and Obinna’s return
could only be expressed with one word―royalty. His exploit in
Maiduguri spread like wild fire. The members spoilt him with so
much love. The cult’s cohesion was further strengthened by this act
of selflessness. Shakpoki could not hide his excitement.

On a personal note, the long journey
sapped Obinna and made it difficult to even relay the story of his
exploits to his eagerly waiting colleagues. They didn’t press him;
they knew the drill. The mission made headlines on every tabloid
and news media, so Ave nationwide had no doubt he
delivered.

Alone in his room, a nostalgic feeling
suddenly struck him. It was over three years since he had visited
home. The hunger to see his parents after all these years suddenly
became unbearable. Perhaps it would be an opportunity to make it
right with his father. His old man should see he had become a man
and ought to know where to draw the lines.

Consequently, he sought for his
Capon’s consent for a week of grace and was given the green light
without qualms. He had done enough already to earn an express
approval without questions.

Weekend should be it and that would be
a breath of fresh air. But something of intrinsic importance
bothered him. His joy was tinged with the disappointing fear of
condescension. The journey to and from Maiduguri drained him
financially. If he must have a fulfilling stay at the village, he
must go loaded. It would be grossly out of place to start asking
for money from Ave members who looked up to him with so much
respect, or even his father at the village. He still had two days
to his departure. With his guns in hand, he would never go wrong!
After all, he had not got the dividends from investing so much on
Osaro.

 

 


 


Mark was surprised to hear he was summoned by
the Bishop at such an ungodly hour of the night. He and his partner
had had unencumbered freedom ever since the Bishop travelled. They
slept early and woke up late in the day.

That night was not an exception.
Everybody expected the floodgate of activities to open as soon as
the Bishop was rested and ready to resume God’s work, the next day
probably.

He staggered to the bathroom and
washed his face. It was the first time the Bishop was inviting him
at night and at such a time. He was apprehensive and wondered what
he could have done wrong, but was very confident he had not
misbehaved while the Bishop was away. This meant he had nothing to
fear. His worry should be what his answers would be if the pastor
asked him why he turned off the Nokia Blue Eyes cell phone the
Bishop bought him.

The phone, according to Bishop, cost a
fortune. Mark had handled it with kid gloves. He had just two
numbers in it―Bishop and Kelechi’s. The phone became useless as
soon as Bishop travelled; Kelechi was always with him!

He knocked lightly on Bishop’s bedroom
door using the rocker and turned the padlock handle to open. The
Bishop was dressed in a pristine white kimono and sat at the table.
His Bible was spread out on his right hand and rested on his right
knee. He tapped his left leg as he picked through the pages.
Without looking up, he waved Mark to sit on the bed.

With trepidation, Mark sat on the edge
of the bed. He tried to think, to decipher what awaited him, but
couldn’t put a finger on it. The fear of being sent back to the
street nagged him, haunting him!

For the Bishop, the stage was set. He
had rehearsed his lines over and over again and was satisfied they
would fly this time round. He wouldn’t mind anything at all to help
steady his nerves. He had taken two glasses of Martini on the rocks
and could bet he was in firm control of the situation. The aim was
mainly to beat the cohorts of fear that had enslaved him all
along.

His expression was all business,
leaving Mark the more confused. He turned the pages of the Bible
and would look, squinting closely, as if the fonts were too blurred
to read.

“Mark Unachukwu Elemuo,” his voice
boomed. Mark’s heart sank as if it had been strafed from a height.
This was about the first time the Bishop addressed him in his full
name. He couldn’t remember telling him his surname
either.

“Man of God,” he answered standing to
his feet.

“No, no, no, sit. Just sit. There are
things I need to tell you, but I have waited for the right time,
which is now, by the grace of God,” he said, standing to his feet.
“There are things around you. You may not know, except you are
told, that is.” He paced the room, Bible in hand and spread it
open. Mark watched him keenly.

“Nwokedi and Ahamba are your uncles,
right?” he asked.

Mark lurched forward in
surprise. What is happening? How did he
know? He wondered in bewilderment. The
Bishop’s laughter was light; a satisfactory expression of a student
ahead of his class on his face. He didn’t require a confirmation
from Mark to know he was right. He had seen it all. The boy’s many
travails were all written on his mirror in bold letters. He won’t
rush it though. Keep them coming back for
more, Pastor Mathew once advised
him.

“How did you know my uncles,
Bishop?”

“Never mind, bottom line is that your
liberation has come. So much evil has been done to you, but by the
time I’m through with what I am about to do, your life would
experience a turn around. Amen?”

“Amen . . .” Mark
replied, confused.

“Our meeting was not a carnal one. It
was spiritually inspired. You only need to believe and harken to
the word from the most high. Amen?”

But he didn’t get any reply. It didn’t
matter and he was not expecting one. The words had gone forth. He
laid his Bible gently on the table. His further movement was brisk.
He was in so much hurry, as though something was at stake. He
strode to the bed, sat close to Mark and tried to cop a feel. Mark
flinched. His mind was still on what the Bishop had just told him.
He was too preoccupied to react to his rather amorous touches.
Could he be saying the truth? Does anyone remotely have a hand in
his misfortunes? But how could that be possible? Had his instincts
fed him with a dummy? He was too stunned to even notice the
ridiculous bulge around the Bishop’s waist.

 

 


 

The Bishop was all smiles as he
horridly unbuttoned Mark’s shirt. It was easy, after all! He was
muttering prayers as he ran his hands all over Mark’s naked body,
casting and binding every force that may have held him captive.
Without leaving anything to chance and not allowing the urge that
was building up to abate, he stripped, his kimono forming a pool on
his feet. And that was when it happened.

Mark suddenly came to.

“Bishop . . . !
What are you doing?” he shouted, staring at the naked Bishop in
shock. He looked at himself and saw that his trousers were half way
down his thighs. His body convulsed. Disgusted, a wave of nausea
swept through him. Was he dreaming? Quickly, he pulled up his
trousers, zipped up his fly and picked up his shirt where the
Bishop had hauled it to a corner, like a piece of impediment that
finally gave way, a sense of déjà vu seizing him. He bolted to the
door, tugged at the doorknob and dashed out towards his
room.

Kelechi sprang to his feet as Mark
bandied into the room. He couldn’t make anything out of what was
happening. His brain was yet to register the impulse it received
from his racked motor neurons. Sleep had a firm, ironclad hold on
him.

Mark rushed to his corner of the room,
detaching his clothes hung in the wardrobe, grabbed the shirt
draped on a chair and shoved them into his box. He was in a mad
rush. Turning around, he gathered a few of his things on the table
into the box also, zipped and took off. Kelechi stared ahead of
him, still battling to come to terms with the ensuing drama. He was
so flustered that he just followed Mark halfway to the balcony,
looking pensive and watching helplessly.

The gate keeper was saying his prayers
just by the gate.

“Alahu
Akubar, God is great,” he muttered with
rapt concentration when Mark came into view. He was caught between
finishing his prayers and carrying out his job of opening the gate.
He decided on the former; the key to the padlock was not
hidden.

Mark unlocked the padlock and hauled
his luggage across. Coming out to the road now, he saw it was
deserted and empty. Bike men flew past at serpentine speed. He
wasn’t thinking; he just needed to get away. If he was destined to
always be on the run, so be it. He dragged his box and strode to a
safe distance down the road and waited.

A heavy duty truck came by and sped
past, the bright headlights blinding him. He cupped his forehead
with his palm to reduce the impact of the light into his eyes. Four
minutes later, his luck paid off. A taxi came by. Mark waved
frantically. The taxi braked to a stop.

 

 


 

Francis had had a busy day today. It
had not been easy fending for a family of four on the little he
made through taxi driving. Lagosians would rather board the popular
Molue bus than take a drop. Everybody in Lagos seemed to be going
into taxi driving as if that was the only business in town. It had
become very difficult to get a turn at the park these days. Traffic
jams had also been a clog in the wheel of his progress. It got
worse by the day. A thirty minute journey could end up lasting for
six hours or even more.

And so Francis wasn’t in the best of
moods after doing just a trip for a whole day. His vehicle’s shaft
had been faulty and he had managed it all along, hoping he could
make some money and commence the repairs, but the way things were
going, it would be difficult to achieve that any sooner. To say he
made just two thousand naira in spite of the fuel he bought for his
car, still going home late at night was just
inconceivable.

And so it didn’t come with so much
enthusiasm when he saw the young man desperately trying to stop
him. With luck, he could just have a quick one before he called it
a day finally.

“Where?” he asked. Mark didn’t reply,
he rather yanked the door open and got in, his bag taking up the
rest of the back seat as soon as the car stopped.

“Where?” the bewildered Francis
repeated, his curiosity mounting.


“Park . . . Jibowu, just anywhere,” Mark
replied, casting panicky look towards the Pastor’s gate.

“Park, this time of the night?”
Francis asked, looking at the clock on his dashboard.

“Please help me. I need to get out of
here, The Young, Ekene Dili Chukwu, anything please,” Mark pleaded,
in tears.

Francis looked at his rearview mirror
and was touched when he saw the desperate expression on his
passenger’s face. He engaged gears and veered into the driveway.
Jibowu would be the closest park from where they were.

“What part are you from?” the driver
asked, awash with pity. The boy’s features gave him
away.

“I’m from Imo State, please,” Mark
replied, not in any way in the mood for pleasantries.

“What part of Imo? I am also from Imo
State,” the driver insisted, his curiosity mounting
again.

“Umualaike!” he spat, now getting
annoyed. The driver was becoming embarrassingly
inquisitive.

Francis winced, made a double take and
quickly braked to a stop by the sidewalk. Bike men shouted and
cursed furiously. He turned around in his seat and looked Mark
over.

“Don’t be annoyed I’m acting this way.
I am from Umualaike also and you can imagine my surprise. Please,
what families in Umualaike are you from, which village?” Francis
asked stubbornly.

Mark had calmed down, assessing the
situation. Anybody in the driver’s shoes would act the same way. He
too shared the same fate. Now he would rather he gave the man the
answer to his question and get it done with, he thought.

“I am Mark Elemuo from Umudim in
Umualaike—”

“No wonder!” Francis
shouted, cutting him off. “I have been looking at you all along.
Something about you struck me as soon as I set my eyes on you. Look
at you? You have grown so big!” he said, breaking into laughter. He
was out of the car now, staring down at Mark through the wound
glass. Mark stared, unable to utter anything. He was still
confused. Could it be yet another chance
meet that would usher in more calamities?
he wondered, still looking at the driver who was all over
him.

“You are my brother!
O, this is wonderful! I
can’t believe I have my own brother out here in Lagos all along and
I never knew it?” he asked, placing both hands on Mark’s shoulders
when he came down and looked him over.

“I am from Umudim too. I was
at home two years ago. I met your mum, your Uncles, Nwokedi and
Ahamba. I remember when I saw you last, that was about eighteen
years ago. O, this
is great! You were a toddler then, running around naked, holding on
to your mother’s wrapper other times.”

Mark remembered him now with a
start―the only building in the village that had a black and white
TV back in the days! He remembered how they would converge to watch
wrestling on Saturdays and Tales by Moonlight every Sunday evening.
How could he forget it?

“Are you saying you are Uncle
Fran—?”

“Francis Adumekwe!” Francis finished
the name. “Look, I can’t allow you to travel this night for
anything. You have to come with me to my house. Tomorrow morning,
you can travel. And why are you in such a hurry as to even attempt
to travel this time of the night anyway?” Francis asked, now
assuming a serious demeanour.

“I—” Mark was about to begin his tale
but was cut short.

“Don’t worry. You can tell me your
story when we get to my place. Patience, my wife, would be worried
now,” he said, as he made his way to take the steering.
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It was a
dreary Harmattan night. Breezes whistled at the distance, skins
flaked and lips cracked. Ebere and gang slipped through security
checks as easily as taking a sunbath. The plan was airtight and
could outwit the most heedful of security guards. They had
disguised as businessmen returning late from a long journey, with
him in the front seat flashing his ID card at every guard.
Their goods were
neatly parked in the boot of the hired Peugeot 504 wagon
car.

The security men knew him all right
and waved him on. His ID card bore his picture and identified him
as a member of Sabon Gari Market Association (SGAS).

Still ahead, another set of security
guards accosted them. This one was stationed at the entrance into a
line of shops. The guard was a little diligent. Although he
swallowed the stories Ebere told him, he still needed to be
careful. It wouldn’t hurt to escort the traders to the parking lot
not far from his post, after all, that part was also within his
control. He could also assist them with unloading the goods if need
be.

Ebere grimaced when he noticed the
guard wouldn’t back down. He exchanged conspiratorial glances with
Musa, who sat at the back, and they arrived at a decision. The
guard walked by the moving car, breaking into a run when
necessary.

When they got to the parking lot, the
gang members alighted, with two of them posing as locals Ebere and
Ibrahim had picked on their way to help them with unloading. The
security man’s eyes blazed. He wouldn’t want to miss anything. He
expected the traders to open the boot and get on with
it.

Ibrahim proceeded to open the boot,
with the driver making efforts at positioning the car. The two boys
crowded the boot, shielding the guard from having access to the
goods. The guard innocently forced his way through the human wall,
trying to lend a helping hand.

He was momentarily carried away and
didn’t see when Ebere withdrew to the back and plunged his
razor-sharp dagger right through his neck, severing the larynx in a
clean sweep.

The guard clutched his neck and
kicked. His hands, which were forcefully pinned to his back in a
vice-like grip by the two boys, ensured he didn’t attract attention
while Ibrahim finished him off by breaking his neck.

“Dan buru
uba,” Ibrahim cursed.

He was gone in minutes. Blood oozed
out as Ebere removed and cleaned the blood stains on the sacks
loaded with sawdust in the boot.

The team took off, much more
vigilant this time. All roads led to Ignatus’ shop, his
Oga! Another guard policed
the locked entrance. He was the only barrier now standing between
the gang and their destination.

With their legs barely making any
sound on the concrete floor, Ebere led the way. He was in his zone
and understood the terrain better than anyone in the group. This
was an assignment like no other. His reasoning was clouded by
hubris. He tiptoed and sneaked behind the guard, who was busy
savouring a stick of Benson & Hedges between his gloved
fingers.

Like lightning, Ebere jumped on him,
covered his mouth with his left hand and simultaneously stabbed him
in the back repeatedly with his right hand. The security man who
clutched his Pump Action short-barreled gun kicked frantically,
still holding fast to the gun. What happened next was a twist of
fate . . . the type nobody saw coming. The
guard had cocked his gun some ten minutes before Ebere pounced on
him. He had sensed trouble within the vicinity, but forgot to
return the pin to safety . . . a typical
mistake with ill-trained vigilantes. The gun fired as his finger
brushed past the trigger like a drowning man clutching at floating
debris. The bullet caromed and ricocheted off the opposite wall,
careened within inches of the dying security man, and slammed into
Ebere’s forehead, unfortunately. Ebere stiffened for some seconds
and head first, fell thudding to the ground, even before the guard
did.

The sound of the gunshot echoed into
the still night and was heard miles away. Other guards who heard it
followed the direction of the sound, and in seconds, the arena was
turned into a war zone. Fierce battle ensued. Staccato bursts of
gunfire erupted within minutes, with the gang holding the
fort.

Regrettably the gang couldn’t hold on
much longer, even with the locally made Molotov Cocktail Ibrahim
threw, in a desperate effort to disperse the charging security men.
They were overrun and caught in the crossfire after they ran out of
ammo minutes later. The fire power of the combined units of the
vigilante and Police was just too much for their small
armoury.

The securities’ gallantry was victory
over evil according to the management of the market. Ebere’s
remains was one corpse they wouldn’t waste time to get rid of.
Quick arrangement was made to do the needful.

 



 


Students had vacated the campus, making way
for their sandwich counterparts, who were taking up the hostels
quietly. The sandwich students were mostly married teachers who
still relished the opportunity to be a part of higher learning.
They comprised mainly parents from Middle Belt and other
neighbouring states that came with every edible needed to make the
program hunger free.

Overpowering them and making
away with their money would be a piece of cake, Obinna deliberated on his planned attack. He was playing the
game of scrabble with a friend who had a shop in the hostel and
observing the goings-on down the long Eni Njoku corridor. He was
satisfied with the number of sandwich students that had packed in.
The more that arrived meant enough money to cart home, he giggled
with delight at the idea. If everything went well, his plan was to
rip off every one of them room after room. Sandwich students were
mostly elderly people who would piss in their ‘dross’ at the sight
of his gun.

Two hours later, he retired to his
room. A little sleep wouldn’t be a bad idea. He needed to be in the
right frame of mind, so as not to lose focus during the mission.
Enlisting a member of Ave to assist him crossed his mind, but he
quickly waved the idea. He was not ready to make the mission an Ave
job. Bringing a second party would mean having to share the booty
also. Besides, if the wrong ears heard that he pulled a job without
the express approval of the Capon, the consequences would be the
type he could not handle, not even with his heroic deed in
Maiduguri. Why was he even worried with what would appear as the
simplest of jobs ever? It would be as simple as removing a piece of
lint from his shirt! No sweat.

By eight that evening, he was already
lurking in the dark, clad in black apparel, his face hidden under a
bobble hat. The first room he broke into was Room 102. The inmates
didn’t have much to offer, like he feared. The elderly occupants
explained, amidst sobs, how they just paid their school fees and
finished registration with the rest of the money they brought.
According to them, they were hoping to travel this weekend for
more. Obinna, assessing the situation, snatched the little they
offered and eased out.

He forced his way into the
next room, breaking through the door with his shoulder. The
occupants were a man and a woman whom he found to be married
couple. These ones had nothing to offer except a bucket of
garri! The man made a joke
of offering him a bucketful, too. Obinna wasn’t in the mood for
childish plays. Furious and piqued, he hooked the man a heavy blow
that flattened him on the bed with a battered jaw. He was in a mad
rush. There was no time to waste exchanging banters.
What is wrong with this
evening?he asked under his breath as he
rushed out.

The hinges of the door to Room 103
gave way when he applied a little force on the crowbar he brought.
The occupants were not around. Their absence was an added
advantage, because the money must be somewhere in the room waiting
to be picked. Bags and a number of luggages were on the two
eight-spring beds standing without foam mattresses on both sides of
the room. The owners must have gone for dinner. Obinna’s hands went
to work on the zippers with equal dexterity. With his sharp
pen-knife, he slid them open and dug his hands around, feeling the
edges for money or valuables.

Something dramatic was starting to
happen in the room he just left. The man he punched two minutes ago
had gained consciousness. He sprang to his feet a minute later
feeling an excruciating pain in his head. There were specks of
blood also around his chin. His jaw hung loosely and dripped with
blood. He felt dazed. Still mad with fury, he snatched his wife’s
pestle under the bed and headed to the door, daring his wife to
hold him back. At first he wasn’t serious, not knowing exactly what
he set out to achieve by his outburst. He only wanted to show off
to the wife that on a good day he could live up to his name, but
like one fed with rum; he was overpowered by his conceit. Revenge
became an obsession, a conquest!

He tiptoed to the next door, hoping to
find his assailant there, the wife fought to hold him back, tugging
at his sleeve desperately. He was past caring! The door to next
room was ajar, but enough to see his attacker busy some metres
within. He shouldered his way and entered unnoticed.

Obinna was too busy to notice him. He
was ransacking the bags when the man’s pestle landed on his head.
No sound escaped him as he slumped to the bed. His forehead was
ruptured and blood ran like tiny rivulets all over the place.
Whatever fortification Osaro carried out on him did not touch on
death by clubs or pestles!

 



 


Mark was beside himself with joy at meeting
with the only family he could thump his chest and call his own in
Lagos. His only regret was the belated discovery. Nevertheless, it
was a good feeling and was well worth it, especially now that it
appeared he might be returning to Lagos soon after his stay at
home.

Nobody slept till the small hours of
the morning. Everyone listened to his tear-jacking
tales . . . how he came to Lagos with dreams
and how those dreams dashed before his very eyes. It was a touchy
tale and Obiageli and Patrick were moved to tears. Surprisingly,
Francis and wife admitted they were planning to attend Bishop
Christopher’s revival!

By 7:30 a.m. the next morning, Uncle
Francis took Mark to Jibowu and helped him into The Young Shall
Grow bus en route to the east. Mark said his goodbye from seat
number 32 with tears running down his face.

 



 


The two inmates of room 103 returned six
minutes later. They met the body and the gory sight it left in its
wake. Quickly they raised alarm. Nobody could say what befell the
armed robber. Everybody stared in horror. The Hall Porter sent for
the security men who patrolled the hostels. Incidences that
bordered on murder were usually handled with tact. And luckily for
the inmates, the armed robber was still alive, even though he was
unconscious and when what might turn out to be a first-rate murder
happened within the campus―the school community took care of their
own. The security men rose to the challenge by first cordoning off
the scene from students who pushed and shoved to catch a glimpse of
the body. The school security also alerted the Divisional Police at
Opi.

Quick arrangement was made and Obinna
was rushed to the school’s Medical Centre. Circumstances aside, the
authority felt he needed to be resuscitated first, then would be
made to tell his story. The police confiscated the gun, the crowbar
and Obinna’s entire tools of the trade found on the crime scene as
evidence. They also arrested the inmates for questioning. The
inmates were confident; they banked on their watertight
alibi.

Doctors at the Medical Centre needed
no protocols before swinging into action. The presence of Nard’s
Chief Security Officer was enough to send a clear message―any
report of dereliction of duty could cost them their jobs. Obinna
was put in a protective custody. The hospital was put under serious
security watch, as policemen patrolled the vicinity right from the
moment he was admitted.

It had been four days now and no
improvement had been made to bring Obinna back to consciousness.
The doctors were very hopeful he would come to before long. The
concussion broke his suture and forced blood into his brain. The
operation done by a team of four doctors, luckily, was successful
and the damage was repaired.

Everybody wanted to be kept abreast of
the doctor’s progress: the Divisional Police Officer, the Vice
Chancellor and the Chief Security Officer of the school. The
doctors had never seen a thing like it. Fortunately, the sedative
given to the victim―or armed robber, as the case may be, was
beginning to wear off and hopefully he would come around soon.
Until that happened, only then would they breathe sighs of
relief.
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The news had spread like wildfire, even though
regular students were scarcely on campus. The Department of Exams
and Records was consulted and identification of the victim was
swift. Ave confraternity was also among the first to hear the news.
The Capon received it with equal disappointment. He knew Colombo
was ambitious and would end up badly. His worry was why he should
be so foolish as to engage in petty things Ave Prospects would
ordinarily frown at? Maiduguri notwithstanding, his success had
paled into insignificance with the turnout of events lately, and
so, what had to be done must be done. Any impetuous handling of
this would set a bad precedent for other Ave faithful.

The decision had been made. Right from
the moment Obinna was admitted into the hospital, Ave henchmen had
been on his trail. The order was to silence him before he regained
consciousness. But the Capon, in his wisdom, considered that it
would be a bloodbath to engage the police at the hospital. Two
attempts to get at him disguised as fellow patients proved quite
unsuccessful. Colombo was in a private ward and was heavily
guarded. It had been four days of futile wait and the boys were
growing impatient. The Capon insisted he must be hit on the road to
the police headquarters at Opi and must be outside the
school.

By the fifth day, the doctors jumped
and shouted for joy. The uneasy wait was over. Obinna had regained
consciousness and could respond to treatment now. The police
commissioner couldn’t wait for the green light to bring him in to
be interrogated. The Senate sat because of this incident also and
agreed that the law must take its course. It was a situation they
could not contain. Miscreants must be weeded out of the school. But
since there was no way the parents of the boy could be
communicated, they agreed he be taken briefly to see his parents
and brought back straight to police cell.

On the morning of the sixth day, the
entourage had already left for Umualaike with Obinna in cuffs. Ave
shadows were yet to survive the traumatizing news that Colombo had
left the hospital. They never envisaged the supposed journey to the
police headquarters would happen so early in the morning. By the
time they could recall, the vehicle and team left on standby on the
road along Opi.

Obinna and entourage were miles away,
heading to Imo State through a different route. Ave boys were
subsequently purple with rage.It appeared they had been beaten
again.

Nevertheless, it didn’t change
anything. The only headache now was to come to terms with the
little stress of having to carry out the assignment outside the
state, but needs must when the Devil drove. The Capon’s order was
very clear and direct and it didn’t matter where the execution took
place. The only thing of paramount importance to Ave now was to
hack down the degenerate before he had time to rat on the
family!

 



 


Mother and son discussed behind closed doors.
Their mood was an admixture of love and dislike―love for Nwokedi
and dislike for Ahamba. They had arrived at a
decision . . . a verdict. With Ahamba’s
outburst, he had proved to be an ill wind that blew nobody any good
and was thus earmarked to be avoided forthwith. There was no
gainsaying it anymore. The incident Mark just witnessed was a tale
tan proof he needed to draw his conclusion. His mother had been
right after all. She had been vindicated. Ahamba was the green
snake in the proverbial green grass all along.

Mark was happy it was happening at
this time; no harm was done yet. Left for his state of mind, the
early discovery called for a celebration.

‘Nwokedi and Ahamba are
your uncles, right?’ the Bishop’s words came back,
resounding in his ears, corroborating what could pass for a naked
truth. But like a wrestler, the Bishop had tripped him nonetheless,
but didn’t do him the luxury of showing him where to fall. He was
left to piece the puzzle together. And just on cue, things were
beginning to happen. Events were beginning to unfold to his
advantage.

Ahamba, he agreed, could be anything
despicable, diabolical at best, but uncle Nwokedi, his hero? There
was no hope for the world!

His uncle, Nwokedi’s hold, was
ironclad. He had shown so much love and dedication to be embroiled
in this. His involvement could not be imagined. The Bishop must
have got it wrong somewhere. There must have been a mix up. It was
beyond the realm of possibilities to associate his dear uncle,
however remote. Anyways, the statement was a generic one and could
go either way. Or could it have been another clever ruse to get him
in bed?

And to avoid further bickering with
Nwokedi, the only ally left, mother and son had agreed to go see
him at his place, so that son could register his presence formally.
Mother and son could not afford to lose his camaraderie. Not this
time!

At Nwokedi’s place, mother and son had
decided to wait when Oruafo told them her husband had gone for
Morning Mass. They were not in a hurry; they needed his support
more than ever before. He was the only balm now.

It was now 9:25 a.m. Mother and son
were getting a little worried. The rain that had threatened
earlier, making the weather look heavy had dispersed, giving way to
a bright morning sun. Mother and son waited patiently in muted
silence.

Thirty minutes later, a Mercedes Benz
car rolled in. The driver and a lone elderly passenger came down.
Their mood was businesslike. They had no time for pleasantries like
they should have been on a good day.

Mother recognized them to be the
in-laws.

Ogo m, she called them. ‘Iwuu,” she had cried, with an
expression of showing pain, and recoiled in hurt as Chinyere’s
travails struck her. Tears began to gather around her wrinkled
Lipton-like black crystals under her tired eyes. She dabbed them
with the tip of her wrapper and clutched her walking stick firmly
to her chest.

The sullen disposition of the in-laws
could be understood. Who could have gone through those traumatic
experiences without wearing a long face? Mother told them Nwokedi
wasn’t around when they asked.

“Iwuu,” she repeated, puffing silently. She dabbed at dry tears one
more time, enough evidence to show she too sympathized with
them.

Without saying a word, the
in-laws had gone to the boot of the car. They started removing bags
and luggage belonging to Chinyere. Issues like this were not
discussed with women, so they ignored the females having learnt
that Nwokedi was not around. Women do not
count here!

Chinyere and Oruafo had come from the
back of the house to see who visited. Chinyere was rooted to a spot
when she saw what was happening. A glance was what she needed to
interpret her husband’s mission―their union was on the brink of a
precipice and what she was witnessing was officially sending the
grim message home.

She flung herself to the ground,
crying and pulling at her things.

“Dim oma, my lovely husband, you can’t do this to me,” she
wailed. Nathaniel didn’t care. He was oblivious of her presence. He
was coached well by his mother, who promised she would also be with
them in spirit. He thus, dragged with so much fury, his father’s
presence steeling his resolve, buoying him up, carried on. They
were in a mad rush to put their mission to rest and wouldn’t be
distracted by Chinyere’s screams, dumping her things on the veranda
carelessly like they were bunch of ill-fated lot.

Mark watched in
bewilderment, unable to decipher what was amiss. He had been away
too long to know. His mother, Akadie, was too frail to help either.
She only moaned and groaned―‘iwuu’―when
any of Chinyere’s belongings hit the floor thudding. She would also
shudder and hang her shoulders in disgust.

Mission accomplished, the in-laws were
rounding off to go when they saw Nwokedi wearily pushing his
bicycle, which had a punctured front tyre, homewards. At the sight
of the father, Chinyere rushed to meet him, incensed and howling
uncontrollably, now hoping her father’s presence would help her
fate.

Nwokedi’s eyes were blurry, his hands
trembled on the bicycle handles, and his steps faltered. His
tiredness was explicable―to push a bicycle from Ogbakiri to
Umualaike was in itself enough punishment for a man who woke up
this morning with so much energy and left Ogbakiri with a mission.
The long journey left him exhausted. He was riled by his inability
to carry out the mission with the same vigour he postured while he
was with Dibia Ishimkpi, all because of the tiredness he felt
occasioned by his punctured tire. He could still be on course,
after all!

A brush with his daughter could ruin
his plans; his plan to drop his bicycle and head to Akadie’s hut to
‘welcome his child beater’ was on the verge of being
thwarted.

“Put that in your mouth and
run home. Do not look back or talk to
anyone on your way, not even a word, until the task is
accomplished. Go and welcome your
child-beater . . . run!” Dibia Ishimkpi had
warned.

He tried to block his daughter with
the front wheel of the bicycle as much as he could. Ahead of him,
sitting with the mother just at his veranda some metres away, was
Mark!

How tall and well-fed he has
become, he thought, as he grimaced
vindictively. He couldn’t believe his luck; he was on course, no
doubt. It was a sign the hand of the gods were with his mission. It
may not be an effort in futility after all. He only had the
in-laws, who were inches away now, between him and success. He
gritted his teeth and doggedly pushed forward.

I can’t go down without a
fight, he thought deviously.

“Nwokedi!” Nathaniel’s father called
out all of a sudden, jarring his thoughts.

He pretended he was too tired to even
mutter a response and slowly kept going, ambling his way wearily.
The daughter was hysterical by now. She couldn’t be consoled and
contained. She had meandered her way around the bicycle and
wreathed herself around the father’s legs and clung there while she
wriggled on the muddy floor.

“We have come to return your
daughter’s belongings. It is over between her and my son!” Vincent
declared with finality, his eyes blazing with fire.

“I am finished,” Chinyere wept, still
sprawled on the ground, her whole body smeared in dirt. Nwokedi
only hissed and looked at his punctured tyre as though he should be
pitied for his predicament, trying to wow them with his lifelong
histrionics. The in-laws watched, fuelled with rage at his
nonchalance. Vincent threw his hands in the air in
exasperation.

“I told you Nwokedi is disrespectful,”
he shouted at nobody in particular.

Mark wasn’t enjoying the
drama. He would have ordinarily rushed to welcome his uncle, whom
he had not seen for years now, but chose to watch and see how
events played out, considering the recent happenings.
It wouldn’t hurt to be a little
careful, he thought innocently. But even at
that, he was forced to rise. It smacked disrespect to sit and watch
his dear uncle’s arrival without the usual pleasantries. The Bishop
could go to hell and burn in a red hot coal for all he
cared!

Mark took three steps towards his
uncle before it happened! Like a bolt from the blue, the arena was
thrown deeper into confusion when an ambulance veered into the
narrow drive leading to the compound. Its siren was deafening.
Nwokedi, in-laws, and household watched, transfixed. The on-going
drama was put in a pause. Everyone stared, mouths agape, as the
Peugeot 504 wagon carrying a brown coffin with golden trimmed
handles came to a stop inches before Nwokedi. Another white
coloured L300 bus followed closely and also stopped head to head
with the Peugeot. The arena was put in a moment of motionless
panic; confusion took a better part of them.

Ignatus Ogbonna alighted
from the Peugeot carrying the coffin. Five occupants from the bus
also joined him. Nobody spoke. What was there to be said?
A bad product shouldn’t be sold to a local person
lest it caused disaffection. Ogbonna and
entourage had been on the road all night. The delivery was planned
to be fast and brief. No preamble whatsoever was required
here.

They swung into action with what
remained of their energy. The driver opened the boot and the men
converged around it, pulling the heavy coffin.

Nwokedi’s mind was in turmoil. The
temptation to open up was so immense that he could not afford the
silence, no matter the consequences. He just couldn’t hold on any
longer, having broken the first rule.

“Igne, what is all this?” he asked,
still clutching his bicycle. His expression was askance at best,
curiosity beginning to negate him. His hands shook. He looked very
pitiable, to say the least. But the deed had already been done. He
had violated Dibia Ishimkpi’s warning for the second time in less
than five minutes!

“This is Ebere, your son. He was shot
for armed robbery,” Ogbonna replied, without any hint of
emotion.

“Ebere, my son, dead?” he asked in
horror, a desolate look on his face as he clutched his chest,
arched his back spastically and twisted maniacally before he
slumped. Nobody paid attention. It could be his way of mourning his
son; every parent had his way of expressing anguish. Every
attention was on the coffin!

Chinyere and her mother went wild.
They dove at the coffin and were held by Nathaniel and some of the
men around.

“Iwuu,” Akadie sobbed at the corner. She could only whimper; the
strength to weep had gone with age.

The time was 9:30 a.m. The
Peugeot’s driver had commenced the usual ritual of cleansing his
vehicle from the stains of the dead with a cock and a buffet
of Ogirishi leafs.

And as if there was a prearrangement
to wreak the day with dead bodies, another white ambulance emerged
and came into view. All roads led to Nwokedi’s home. The warning
lights were on and flashing. The siren was piercing. On the body of
the ambulance was written―Nard Medical Centre―in bold red ink. Two
vehicles followed in its trail, one commuter bus and the other a
police van. Trigger-happy police men filled the van; others hung on
the tail board and swayed with it as it galloped from one side of
the road to the other.

Everything was happening so
fast. Villagers were gathering now. From farms and streams, they
broke into a run, the women clutching their wrappers to their
chests to steady their heaving breasts. The continual whirl of the
siren had thrown the serene village into chaos. Ambulance in the village was akin to death; they go hand in
hand!

“Ewuo-o!” they cried, even though they were still miles away and were
yet to know what it was.

 



 


Obinna was helped down from the ambulance. His
head was heavily bandaged and his hands were in cuffs. He looked
pale and sickly. He merely dragged himself and was aided by the
gentle pushes of the two policemen who stood guard on both sides of
him. He was not recognizable in his yellow, oversized prison gown.
The arena became quiet all of a sudden. Everybody stared with their
hands on their heads, their jaws opened, while others stood arms
akimbo. It was very easy to deduce what was amiss. The police in
the village was bad news. Everyone retreated to a safe distance,
lest they were pulled in for obstructing justice. Nathaniel and
father quietly slipped into the car and headed home as soon as they
deduced where the events could be going.

The Nard’s Chief Security Officer, Mr.
Jonathan Uke, who also came with the team, stepped forward. He
never planned for what he was seeing before him. His anger for
Obinna was beginning to give way to fellow feeling. His plans to
present him briefly to his parents, whisk him away and hand him
over to the police to pay for his crimes was beginning to negate
him. He had been a no-nonsense disciplinarian, who gave cultists
the scare, but what he saw gave him goose pimples. He signaled to
one of his men, a Corporal, to a corner. It wouldn’t be nice on his
résumé that he left Obinna in cuffs while bodies of both his father
and elder brother lay lifeless inches away. It behooved the court
to decide the innocence or otherwise of the case, but before that
happened, the boy should be treated to some leniency.

The Corporal nodded and edged his way
towards Obinna, who was by now in tears before his dead
brother.

“Oga say make we allow am
small,” he explained to his colleagues in
the normal police English while uncuffing Obinna.
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It was a dismal scene. No wreath was
festooned upon Ebere’s coffin. No funeral oration was read or
requiem mass said by the graves reminding God that the deceased
lived a good life and should take the front row in heaven. No
‘eligwe ga-akwu
ugwu . . . our reward is in
heaven’ sang by villagers who couldn’t
remember the last time they attended a church service, but had
every line of the songs memorized offhand. No, Ebere didn’t deserve
such luxuries. What the crowd got was a quick, non-committal
introduction made by the representative of Sabon Gari to no one in
particular. The villagers, on the other hand, would have reacted to
the insolence were it in normal times. The occasion did not call
for such distraction; otherwise it would have been a clear case of
you-killed-our-son-and-brought-his-corpse-for-us
scenario.

Nwokedi was still sprawled on the bare
floor; his hands still clutching his chest and his body twisted
oddly. What hit him was deadlier than the event in progress. It was
an ugly twist he didn’t see coming . . . a rude
awakening! He was long gone, smitten beyond recognition. Udumoyoyo
usually left its victims in a peculiar state. They were usually
burnt as if they were struck by thunder and smeared with soot.
Udumoyoyo never took lightly to noncompliance! The villagers knew
the signs when they saw it. His death could also be heart attack as
a result of his son. Nwokedi could have been in the best position
to tell, but regrettably, the dead wouldn’t tell a tale. Gradually,
the people began to pick their paces; they found their
voices.

“I told you Nwokedi was evil!” a man,
whose name was Ugwoegbu, started. He was sitting inches away from
Mark, his mother and Ahamba. “Ever since I met him consulting Dibia
Ishimkpi, I distanced myself.”

“Onwuihiere!” a woman shouted.
“Shameful death!”

“Aru!” fired a man close by, not batting an eyelid, as if in reply
to the woman’s outburst.

“Abomination!” Ugwoegbu repeated. He
was leaning against a dwarf wall at the extreme side of the
compound, a sizeable quantity of local snuff scooped and arranged
delicately on the tip of his index finger forming a pyramid,
waiting to be transported into his abnormally large nose. The man
was not in a hurry. Snuffs, he noted, deserved to be accorded some respect. It was food reserved for
real men!

“What about his clandestine meetings
with Cyriacus, the son of Duruihoma from Ahiama, a family that has
been at daggers’ drawn with Elemuo from time immemorial?” Ugwoegbu
hissed and recoiled in revulsion.

Mark heard all these and couldn’t be
consoled now. Ahamba almost died from shock.

“Iwuu, nwa m! O my
son!” his mother gasped and cuddled him
closely, her nails digging into his shoulders. She now understood
the magic that brought Nwokedi and Cyriacus together. It was a
union conceived strictly to perpetrate evil ab initio.

People milled about, puffing and
trying to register their heart-felt empathy. It was a moment of
grief for Umualaike, they noted, the type that had the capacity to
unite both friends and foes. Everyone cried at such an
‘all-important’ event. Tears should flow or be feigned,
irrespective of the circumstance. The whys and the wherefores could
be sorted out later. For this ‘special moment,’ cries were usually
loud, voices should be heard and everyone’s presence should be felt
by everyone. Umualaike was a close-knit town and there was a
possibility of reciprocity.

Time ticked by. Everyone had quieted
down now. Crying did not solve problems! The arrival of Reverend
Desmond brought with it some level of reassurance to the locals,
especially his parishioners who comprised sixty percent of the
gathering. The priest had shelved the second Mass and rushed to the
scene immediately when the news of the death of his Catechist
filtered through. He was not a man whose confidence in someone was
easily swayed by unfounded gossips. Arriving here had changed all
that. He couldn’t believe it was true after all, but would dare not
show his shock. He began to see a pattern.

Mark had disengaged from his mother’s
firm hold. Looking up, just beside him stood his estranged uncle,
Ahamba. He remembered his uncle was the third person that cried and
held him and his mother in a nest-like cuddle all along. The
embrace was so filled with emotions; it felt much like a father
sharing in his family’s trying moment. He also saw, to his
surprise, tears cascading down his bloodshot eyes, forming white
crystals around his grotesque face. A sudden consciousness came
over Mark as he stared in utter mystification. A realization he
never appreciated before now, a powerful impression that was etched
on his mind now suddenly awakened.

His uncle was as humbled as
he appeared pitiable in tears. Mark couldn’t put his finger on it.
A pattern was beginning to fall into place. The puzzle was
unraveling and beginning to make so much sense by the tick. It was
painful, if not inconceivable, but in all, it was disastrously
getting clearer now. There could be much to
the posturing than met the eyes after all, Mark realized, still staring into the void, his eyes locked
and very distant, he seemed to be operating from a different
planet.

Back to the arena, Obinna was free to
roam the scene. He shuttled between both bodies, crying himself
hoarse. The police kept keen watch; they kept close tabs on
him.

Having surveyed the scene, Obinna
arrived at a decision. It was a decision that started building up
right from the hospital as soon as he gained consciousness. As if
that was not enough, it became more compelling now that his
father’s and Ebere’s death added to his bundle of woes. Nothing
mattered to him now. But what could have gone wrong? To celebrate
his victory, the girl he went to bed with the night before his last
mission had demanded they pray together in the morning. And as
funny as that sounded, he had laughed it off with a wave of his
hand. Could that also have any discernible tie to his fall? What
had he achieved with the reckless life he had led? It was all
vanity, after all. There was nothing to live for. Looking around
him, he could see ruins all over. There was one thing he must
do.

And he approached Reverand Desmond, a very
contrite expression about him; Obinna knelt down and started a
stream of confession. Just as he was baring it all and asking for
God’s forgiveness, hell broke loose as soon as Mark saw an
opportunity to come commiserate with him! A burst of gunshots threw
the crowd in disarray, with everyone running helter skelter for
their dear lives. A true pandemonium! The Chief Security Officer
and his men were the first to take off blindly. They undressed
themselves also as they ran, striving frantically to morph
themselves into something different.

The members of Ave had struck! And
they achieved just what they set out for. The grand plan was to
disperse the crowd before making their way into the arena for the
sole mission of finishing Colombo off. Armed to the teeth and
wielding their guns, they dared every wimp to make a fuss. It
wouldn’t take much to just walk up to the sick Colombo and pump
lead into his already damaged brains! The long wait was about to
end. But to their surprise, they were confronted with his
whereabouts! It didn’t make sense at all!

Obinna was neither in the
ambulance nor anywhere around the arena. He had disappeared
immediately when he heard the first gun shot. He had scaled the
dwarf wall that was a barricade to his father’s compound as easily
as anything and slipped into the adjoining bush, taking Mark with
him in flight. An old man was never new to
the dance steps of his specialty. Obinna
could tell the gun by its sound and noted how many bullets remained
in his assailants’ magazines afterwards. He knew how Ave operated
and how members made their entrance. His years of training as its
number one hit man would be brought to a good use yet.

His hunt by both the police
and Ave confraternity had just begun. The hunter was now the
hunted. Mark’s palaver seemed not to be over yet. A future with
Obinna was fraught with danger, what with the police on his trail.
Mark stood the danger of being charged for aiding the escape of a
criminal, an accomplice, no doubt. But that could be sorted out
when the time came. What he could not condone at the moment was to
sit and watch as the bloodthirsty scoundrels butchered his only
surviving cousin. He was already in it up to his neck now; his
involvement was in-toto and total. He was caught in the crossfire that was Obinna’s
predicament and must stick it out to the very end.

The Brotherhood had regrouped also,
after reaching a plea bargain with Cyriacus. They were now ever set
to finish what they started to the hilt. This time around, it was
going to be ferocious! Caution could as well wait! The daylight
pestilence had come home to roost, desirous of a distress call for
the wits of the cat with nine lives. Now the cat must
muse . . . or be forced to walk the
plank!






TO BE CONTINUED . . . .
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One

 


Innocent Obi, aka ‘Olugbue,’ led
the way, hopping and leaping
to the war-like songs renting the air. He was
unusually light on his feet today, as though he took a pint of rum.
Devotees followed in tow, chanting, praising Urashi for yet another opportunity at
life. Olugbue darted off abruptly, throwing his leg up at the end
of each short trot, flapping his elbows against his armpits,
crouching low and rising as he turned all at the same time, the
crowd heeded. Incensed now, gyrating, two steps to the left, and
three to the right, the crowd went wild. There was joy in the
air.

Titled men tagged along closely some
meters down the line, wearing serious faces, costly robes and
swaying with grace. Pointing their walking sticks of various
designs skywards and following their hypothetical directions with
their eyes locked, as though there were objects somewhere up there
in the sky onlookers were yet to figure, not breaking a sweat as
their status demanded. Their heads shook loosely like the praying
mantis. They were part of the event, too. Their carriages were
movement reserved for men of honor; attuned to by men who had gone
through the mill . . . .

On the sidewalk and around the crowded
rear, half-naked and bare-chested, soaked in their own sweats, in
the front, then to the back, the youths in their exuberance,
exerting themselves, showing off their culture of machismo in their
energetic dance styles, got busy too. Platysma muscles stretched
beyond their elastic limits, distorting the faces, as vocal cords
became taut, and reaching an abnormally high pitch, they sang
themselves hoarse. The excitement was indescribable. The arena was
pulsating with life. It was a momentous time, worth losing voices
for, too!

 


 


 


Olugbue was clad in his
chieftaincy attire like other high caliber chiefs: a milk colored
gown that reached the knees, embroidered with pictures of roaring
lion heads, paired with a matching red and white striped local-type
bobble hat. Today was unique indeed. Everyone had prepared and
waited for it. Olugbue, blessed with an equable temperament, could
afford to move with unequalled strength, do unimaginable things
today and treat cramps later. He was an only son from a mother of
five, specially chosen to wield the revered Odu—mystical elephant tusk—which
distinguished his exalted office from other chiefs. He was chosen
as the Chief Priest of Urashi—a mediator between the seen and
unseen—a position he protested with vehemence initially, but had to
give in when the gods’ hold was found to be more than
viselike.

It was another
Una-Akwu festival. It was
a yearly event slated to pay homage to Urashi. It was a time of peace, a time
of reconciliation, and especially, a time to celebrate the
Three-leaf Yam.

“Una anyi
Una-akwu.”

“Anyi jerekwe
nlarakwa,” the crowd chanted with renewed
energy.

 


 


 


The month was
November—Onwa Asato. The communities had been notified and the stage was set by
Nwanyimma through her yearly Igbasa
Mmanu, a ceremony which came as soon as the
new moon emerged. Red oil was poured around the Orie-Ukwu market by her and her
messengers and they in turn received a spoonful from marketers into
their clay pots, signifying unity of purpose. This ceremony, once
it was enacted, sealed titled men from further appearance at the
market arena. Nobody questioned the wisdom behind this part. It had
been so from time immemorial and was only challenged by some
stubborn pockets of the people who were swayed by the new
religion!

It had been a week of intense
activity. The youths had done their part and rested it. They had
gone round, as tradition demanded, collected cooked three-leaf yams
from families who willingly gave in to their demands. The first
phase of the festival was usually kick-started with series of
meetings by elders at various locations around the villages, before
proceeding to the village squares. Each village gathered at their
first chosen spot, kola nuts were blessed, eaten. Libations were
made and they thus proceeded to the next spot before finally
terminating at the village square proper with the eldest man in
each village leading the way.

At the square, the village
head usually addressed the people on various issues threatening the
unity of the people. The vicinity of the gathering was usually
drop-dead quiet, as no member of the community was allowed to pass
through the connecting roads leading to the arena during these
speeches. Speakers after speakers came forward in their order of
seniority. Libations followed after each speaker. After this phase,
the embargo was lifted for people to move around. The next thing
would be the commencement of house-to-house eating and drinking
which continued and ended usually at the kindred
Obi—a building where the
elders converged for meetings—for three market days.

But just as part of the
lineup of events marking the Una-Akwu, everything was usually put
on hold this faithful day. Today was D-day. Today marked the crux
of the event. It was the be-all and the end-all of the event. It
was the day chosen to pay pilgrimage to Ezeama, the source of
Urashi. This feature of
the observances was very instructive, because even though the
journey beyond the undead was fraught with deadly consequences,
calamities that would befall the communities in the next one year
was about to be unraveled . . . the destinies
of the people were about to be unlocked.

Everybody waited in bated breath. It
was the height of the occasion. Devotees who were brave enough to
partake in the journey tied fresh palm fronds on their heads and
limbs and gyrated to the songs they sang. It was a way to lift
their spirits, charging them to embrace and attune to what lay
ahead. It was not a quest embarked on by little minds. Body and
soul should be made to jive and identify with what was to
come . . . .

Olugbue, possessed, alert and
energetic, was very aware of his roles this day as the chosen one.
He knew how dangerous the mission he and the adherents were about
to embark on could be, but would rather dare not show any sign that
bordered on weakness. His position was not the type reserved for
purple blotters. It was a role the gods chose him to play. It was a
task he was called to perform. It was his life; it was his
destiny.

He and the crew numbering twenty-five
or thereabout were at the mouth of the valley leading to the cave
now. All was set. The cave ran another unbelievable two miles
aground, connecting three communities, and adherents were beset
with sights like never before. Their encounter, whether good or
bad, was unfortunately kept secret or shared with like minds in
hushed voices upon their return. Coaching the first-timers on the
pros and cons of the cave was usually the best way to get started.
And looking them in the eyes as he spoke, Olugbue tried to drive
home his points, taking his time to show how important it was for
them to commit the information he dished out to memory.

Despite what lay ahead and the
apprehension that was beginning to register on their faces, owing
to the terse do’s and don’ts, the observances must be followed to
the letter. Excitement for old-timers or fear for new-comers,
either way it was viewed, had a way of making mortals overlook the
protocols before them, but not Olugbue. He was compatible with what
he had become and it was second nature. It was like reminding an
elder to first taste the drink he offered his visitor. However, it
was time to perform the final libation, as tradition demanded. Kola
nuts would follow, with its stringent rules of movement that also
must be adhered to carefully. Olugbue was no beginner here. He of
course knew the do’s and don’ts that went with the kola nuts, just
like he understood that the black blemish by the bridge of his nose
was not a boil.

As the Chief Priest of Urashi and by
the dint of this position a custodian of tradition, he had first
looked around the crowd and noted the towns represented by the
participants before proceeding with the rigors that followed the
kola nut. After blessing them and invoking Urashi to guide their
paths, he began by calling on Mbano town which was ably represented
and was like a brother to Dikenafai. Both towns migrated together
before Mbano left Umudi town for its present location. So Mbano,
Osu, and Umudi, which had closer kin with Dikenafai,should be shown
the kola before Okwe, Isiekenesi, or Okwelle towns, surprisingly.
Okwelle and Isiekenesi were like brothers and were treated alike.
Isieke, regrettably, should see the kola before the duo of Okwelle
and Isiekenesi. It had always been so. It was a piece of
information Olugbue’s role brought him. He had become so good at
what he did that he could tell what number of parts the kola nut,
when broken, stood for.

And, as if on cue, the
ominous sign of what lay ahead hit him when he saw that the kola
nut in his hand was three parts! This clearly indicated a bad sign;
it was an omen! Ugugbuzuo almost had a heart attack.
Not today of all days, he
thought, looking rattled. He quickly continued pretending all was
well, not allowing fellow chiefs, who also knew that great signs
could be read from the kola nuts too, from noticing his change of
countenance.

He threw a piece to the
ground facing the direction of Urashi’s forest. The grandsons in
the crowd, he noted with a weary smile lightening his otherwise
serious face, and easing his demeanor, were one lot that should be
handled with diligence! Grandsons in the midst of their maternal
people, if mistakenly shown the kola nuts, were known to pack a
handful as Oshi nwanwa—robbery of a sort from the grandsons! They were regarded as
friendly foes among their maternal people, even though it was
something done out of fun. High chiefs who saw the wisdom at how
Olugbue politely denied the grandsons this chance of carting home
the spoils without appearing offensive nodded in agreement and
hailed him.

“Ugogbuzou!” they chorused his titled
name in unison for a job well done.

“You area true son of your father,” a
fellow chief added from the crowd.

Representatives from each of
the participating communities got a kola nut apiece because
Oji gazie uzo, okuo ebe osiri
bia—when the mission for which the kola was
presented goes well, the messenger returns home to tell where it
came from. The rest of the kola nuts were broken and shared for
everyone to eat.

The time was 9:30 a.m., shafts of
sunlight pierced through the surrounding trees like long shiny
swords, casting halo-like beams that either embedded on dull bodies
or bounced out reflective objects. Everything was now set. The
journey could now commence. With marked expectation tinged with
trepidation, everyone set their wicks aglow, knowing how dark the
cave could be. The wick was made by tying together a number of dry
fibers from poorly developed palm nuts and smearing them with oil
residue. The pilgrims pushed forward now and converged at the
entrance leading into the cave. Looking ahead, they could feel the
inky blackness beyond the narrow opening as it beckoned. The mouth
was the portal that led to the underworld. Leading the way, Olugbue
recited some incantations under his breath, and cleared the sealed
entrance from the golden, sticky nest-like webs made by the golden
orb-weaver around the entrance. Everyone gripped himself for what
lay ahead.

The journey to
Nkpu—anthill—and what the people referred
to the cave,hadjust begun!

The cave was peach dark, no thanks to
the lighted wicks, whose sheets of flame washed the interior and
illuminated the rough paths just a few meters away. Besides that,
the darkness was enervating. The adherents strained their eyes and
fought to make out objects beyond the realm. At this state, every
dark object shaped into a man must be a spirit lurking around. And
just some steps away, they experienced their first heart attacks.
It was so sudden that no one saw it coming. Perhaps alarmed by
their presence, bats, numbering forty-five or more, zoomed off in
one go. The noise the disturbed bats generated alone sent the
adherents’ hearts racing and the silence they left in their wake
was numbing. The people were dumb with dread. Their apprehension
was total, but they matched on. Their feet tapered on the wet
earth. Water droplets echoed as they hammered against puddles
leaving the vicinity with a haunting undercurrent and more bats
roosted in the foreground as though to give it prominence. Each
sound heard reverberated like it was amplified. It was truly a
different world the pilgrims were in.

Even with the light, the pilgrims
still groped, holding onto the moistened slippery spines of rocks
to steady themselves. With great care, they picked their way
through the narrow paths with giant stalactites sprouting in
disorderly forms, like anthills. The ghostly drooping stalagmites
also sent chilling sensations down their spines, making looking up
a nightmare. Mounting fear forced them to start half-hearted chants
to steel their nerves and boost their morale as crabs scuttled
sideways to their holes. Pythons too, which were synonymous with
Urashi anywhere around the surrounding communities and were
revered, slithered away ever slowly behind hollow, irregular cones
that were the rocks. To the adherents, pythons were the least of
their worries. Neither Ugogbuzou nor his colleagues was afraid of
one, having come face to face with lions during their earlier
visits.

Urashi would never hurt his
own people!

The journey had been on for thirty
minutes now, with the destination no way in sight, but the devotees
never complained. The fate of the communities the Urashi stream
passed through before it emptied into the sea was about to be
unveiled. It was an honor to be part of the mission. It would only
take a little while, some little patience and it would be all over.
It was going to be a revelation of a lifetime, the type that would
give participants an edge on everyone else. And buoyed and
motivated by these spirit-lifting projections, the pilgrims pushed
on, daring the elements.

“Una anyi
Una-akwu,

Anyi jerekwe
nlarakwa,” the song went.

 


 


To be continued . . . .
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