AUTHOR NAME

BOOK TITLE


[image: image1.jpg]THE
DREAMERS

ROTIMI OGUNJOBI





THE DREAMERS
ROTIMI OGUNJOBI

Copyright © 2019   Rotimi Ogunjobi

ISBN: 9781713383611
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission from the author.
Published by AM Book Publishing Limited www.ambookpublishing.com
DEDICATIONS

This book is dedicated to the memory of my parents:

Samuel Mofolorunso Ogunjobi (July 21, 1919 - August 23, 1963)
Eunice Olufolaju Ogunjobi (April 4, 1929 – January 1, 2014)

CONTENT
THE DREAMERS
DEDICATIONS
PART I
CHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5
PART II
CHAPTER 6
CHAPTER 7
CHAPTER 8
CHAPTER 9
CHAPTER 10
CHAPTER 11
CHAPTER 12
CHAPTER 13
CHAPTER 14
CHAPTER 15
CHAPTER 16
CHAPTER 17
PART III
CHAPTER 18
CHAPTER 19
CHAPTER 20
CHAPTER 21
CHAPTER 22
CHAPTER 23
CHAPTER 24
CHAPTER 25
CHAPTER 26
PART IV
CHAPTER 27
CHAPTER 28
CHAPTER 29
CHAPTER 30
CHAPTER 31
CHAPTER 32
CHAPTER 33
CHAPTER 34
SONG CREDITS


PART I

You will find peace of mind

If you look way down in your heart and soul

Don’t hesitate ‘cause the world seems cold

Stay young at heart ‘cause you’re never (never, never ...) old at heart

- Earth Wind & Fire: That’s The Way Of The World

CHAPTER 1

Two kids, green as the grass in spring, both filled with apprehension for what was ahead, never having been away from home for longer than a few days. George and Femi met for the first time when school resumed for first formers at their new secondary school. They were both assigned to the same dormitory, their bunks separated by only three feet of walking space. 

“My name is Femi Falashe,” Femi said to George later in the evening after their parents left.


“George Obanya is mine; and I am scared,” George replied.


“Why is that?”


“I don’t know. This is my first time away from home all on my own.”


“Makes two of us,” Femi told George. “What school are you from?”


“Maryhill Convent School; and you?”


“Abadina.”


And so did their long friendship begin.


It was an old school, about forty years old. Their dormitory, one of the nine in the house, seemed just as old with un-tiled concrete floor and creosote blackened window frames and roof trusses. A wider adventure around the school grounds would later reveal about a million acres of lawns and sport fields, miles and miles of planted Casuarina hedges, or so it appeared to the little kids. The school grounds also had within it a wide expanse of forest teeming with reptiles, and through which a monstrous bogey locally known as Paddiman Joe was rumoured to roam in the night. They would also learn that the school, Government College, Ibadan, also popularly known as GCI, was a place where soldiers were garrisoned during WWII. And indeed adventurous students or those serving hard detention chores did sometimes unearth whole human skeletons and caches of buried and quite expired ammunition.

Neither Femi nor George would have initially understood the purpose of some of the items in their kit. The mattress, the pillows, the blanket and bed sheets could speak for themselves. However, Femi and all other first formers came with metal buckets with their names neatly stenciled on them in black paint. Femi also had a cutlass and a short handle hoe. George had a similar kit, as well as all new first formers. As both would quickly learn within a few days, there were not going to be any more hot showers and there was sometimes no running water and they then fetched their bathing water from a tank about two hundred yards away. And when that tank ran out of water, they needed to travel to the school main tank which was about three hundred yards away. It was quite a bit of inconvenience for children used to having most things done for them at home.

The lawns they would hate for their entire tenure as junior formers in the school - as a provider of house work duties and also of chores to occupy them with when they were booked on detention. And once, after a hot afternoon of swinging a cutlass to trim the lawn and with his hand red, raw and blistered, George actually broke down and bitterly complained.


“Do you know why they admit new students into this school? The only reason is to get a fresh intake of slaves to cut the grass. All they just need to do is employ more gardeners but the principal is too stingy. It’s not fair. I don’t know why our parents stand for this injustice. You know the real meaning of the GCI that they have on the school logo? No, my friend. I am sure it is not Government College, Ibadan. It is Grass Cutting Institute. Do you know that? Yes it is I swear.”


But Femi, his own hands also as badly blistered, was only able to laugh at it all. The lawns had to be trimmed and this was a task reserved for lower form students. 


By a stroke of luck however, both were in the second term at school, given the job of mess boys. The job of mess boys was a lot easier - to get to the dining hall a bit earlier before time, and to share out the food. Mess boys were therefore generally exempted from all house works including sweeping floors and trimming lawns; and if you were lazy enough you could also get yourself exempted from sports – an option which had enormously appealed to George.

While Femi had no doubt that he was in the school because his mother was certain that it was the best school in the world, he wondered why George was sent there by his parents. This because George’s older siblings were in the more expensive International School, tucked away deep inside the University of Ibadan and where it was rumored that they gave you your own personal butler if you could pay for the service, and they gave you a really hard time for speaking your English without the proper phonetics - you would not get ice cream with your lunch. And from what he had seen so far, George’s father could afford to send him there also. Not that things were so much different in this school though. Femi actually did think it quite exciting. It was also mandatory here that all your conversation be in English. 

Punishment was a little more physical; like you did your prep at night standing on a table, which could be so very inconvenient especially when you”d spent the evening playing football and all you just wanted to do was to sleep. That or you trimmed approximately ten thousand acres of grass. Grass. Grass. Femi also did grow to hate the bloody lawns. The dining hall was also another potential obstacle course. Often, when you did arrive at the dining hall a little late for dinner, you went to bed hungry because some mischief had happened to your food and nobody at your table would own up. To Femi this would usually be merely amusing, but not to George.


“I still think daddy sent me here to punish me, but I can’t figure out why,” George would sometimes say.

Nevertheless, George would ever tell anyone who cared to know that his father was the most generous and loving person that existed. His father, Fred Obanya, was a successful lawyer who did a lot of business with government and they lived in an expensive estate abutting the state government secretariat. George was the third of three children. His mother died when George was merely three years old. Many years after, Femi would understand why George was in this school even if George never did. The reason was that George’s father had seen deep into the character of his son and seen how dependent he could become. And therefore he wisely sent his favorite son to this school to toughen him up against life. Otherwise, George’s father was easier on him on most other fronts, regularly visiting him every fortnight, and keeping him stocked up with a fresh supply of provision and spending money.

Being in the same dormitory and class did much to throw Femi and George together. Both found that they shared mutual hatred for football, hockey, basketball and all other sports that were very physical. And George, plump and flabby George, would have the record of never earning a standard point for his house, Swanston House, in athletics for the entire five years that he spent in the school. George had complete hatred of physical exercise. Nevertheless, both shared a passion for the game of cricket; George as a mostly stationary wicketkeeper and Femi as a quite dozy first slip but definitely dangerous bowler. 

Femi and George also discovered that they actually lived a mere quarter mile apart. And thus, during the holidays Femi would sometimes go spend the night over at George’s house and sometimes George did go do the same in Femi’s house. By the time they left school five years later, many would think that they were actually related.

Both Femi and George also shared a common enemy in the dormitory during their first year. He was a bad tempered and poorly raised fourth-former who insisted on being called Dhamendra - real name was Damilola Balogun.


“Where is your grub?” Dhamendra would often ask with a lot of menace because he was at least a foot taller than any of the two kids. And having got his hands on the keys to their lockers, Dhamendra would proceed to transfer whatever he fancied from there into his own locker.


Dhamendra had the exotic ambition of travelling to India to learn how to become a magician. Not that the two kids cared much about this. They were more concerned that he was doing much to make their provision disappear too often. And your provision was your life. It was what you fell back on when you lose your dinner to miscellaneous mischief. 

The situation was eventually saved by Lazzo – a short, swarthy, mean faced third former who walked and talked always with the fearful confidence of a troll. Lazzo’s real name was Lasisi, but he preferred Lazzo because to him it sounded better and tougher; it sounded more like him. And when you stretched the last syllable of his nickname when you hailed him, like nicknames were supposed to be stretched, Lazzo’s face would usually light up with a big grin and he would unconsciously do a little dance. Lazzo was big trouble, even though he was just a little bit taller than Femi and George, and most of the seniors wisely left him alone. Big on survival strategies, Lazzo had wisely taken the bunk bed near the dormitory door which he thought was quite important as an escape location since he was perpetually in trouble.


“Why do you take that nonsense from Dhamendra? Are you out of your senses?” he seriously asked the two kids. 


“We really don’t have a choice, do we?” George quite honestly replied. “He is a senior and if we don’t give him what he wants he’ll find a way to make trouble.”


“Is that what you think? We will see about that,” Lazzo angrily said to them.

They would later understand that Lazzo had a personal score to settle with Dhamendra, who was really just a spoilt kid who did wet his bed every so often; a situation that Lazzo found disgusting given that Dhamendra’s bed was right next to Lazzo’s and the stink of fermenting urine was to Lazzo, not amongst any of his favorite. 

Lazzo’s advice to the kids had been quite diabolic.


“What you’re going to do is split your Bournvita chocolate drink into two portions and top one of the cans up with sand. That’s the one you make most visible in your locker. Also split your orange squash and pee in the bottle to fill it up. Let’s see if he wants your stuff anymore after that.”


Femi and George were quite horrified at the suggestion.


“Dhamendra is going to kill us,” George said. But to Femi the solution did sound like a great deal of fun, and anyway the school year was running out. They had just about a couple of months more to go after which they would hopefully be in a different dormitory next school year and far away from Dhamendra’s reach.

Dhamendra’s reaction was extremely scary. He retched and vomited so much that they thought he was going to die. But Dhamendra didn’t die. With eyes glowering with madness and from far away he assured the kids that they would both need a coffin each very soon. But Lazzo had his own contribution to this big showdown. Confirming George’s  prediction that he would end up a hired killer, Lazzo generously dusted Dhamendra’s blanket with stinging nettle, a scheme which had left Dhamendra weeping in agony all through the night. By morning, Dhamendra’s entire body was covered with huge bumps and bleeding from several places because of the scratching. Dhamendra had to be taken to hospital away from school. They would learn later that he had initially been taken away into isolation at an infectious disease hospital settlement deep inside a forest, before being released to his parents two days later, after it was determined whatever he was afflicte with was not contagious.

The two kids did not of course know what Lazzo had done.  George was consequently not able to sleep for days. He strongly deliberated giving himself up to the housemaster. George was sure that Dhamendra was going to die, and it would be their fault. They were going to be arrested soon by police detectives, he knew. After an autopsy, the content of Dhamendra’s stomach would be traced to their lockers. Then they would be brought before an angry judge and sentenced to death. And then one day at dawn the hangman would come for them. He’d read somewhere that they went more lenient on you if you confessed before they came for you. Femi didn’t of course think much of that idea. Yankee police hadn’t yet been able to arrest Richard Kimble, had they?  Nobody was going to put a noose around his neck. Never. 

They would never take him alive. 


Dhamendra returned to school two weeks later quite contrite. Not only that, he’d become scarily nice to everyone like he’d been given a new brain transplant. Even Lazzo seemed to feel ashamed of what he had done. The kids were simply suspicious of motives.

A more organized and more informed foe did eventually emerge a few weeks later. George’s father came visiting, leaving his son’s locker full of fresh provisions. But as George padlocked up his locker he felt a hard hand on his shoulder. Looking back he found Lazzo standing behind him, looking as tough and dangerous as possible for a fifty inch tall thug.


“Give me your grub,” Lazzo growled.

They both nevertheless survived Lazzo and Dhamendra. Lazzo turned out easier to deal with in any case because he seemed perpetually on the run, slipping in into the dormitory after everyone went to sleep and vanishing very quickly in the morning. 


“He’s going to become a criminal, probably an armed robber.” George persistently predicted for Lazzo. Both were pleased to learn many years later though, that Lazzo was a university professor somewhere in America. Dhamendra also finally settled for a more sensible profession as a lawyer and became a federal judge.

For Femi and George, subsequent years were a lot easier. They were now seniors, unofficially empowered to extort from younger students, and to seize their stuff if any was foolish enough not to put up resistance. They would in later years laugh as they looked back on it all. It had been an exciting toughening process.

CHAPTER 2

James’ shoes were what initially brought them together. They were these cool brothel creepers which James seemed to have in two dozen different colors. Femi so much loved the way the turned up cuffs of James’ Oxford bags trousers rested neatly on the shoes, with the toes of the shoes peeking out like the bulbous heads of mutant tortoises. James had the shoes in black, brown, blue, white, yellow, green, pink, and several other colors which should only be legal for guys like Alice Cooper and Gary Glitter to wear.


“I like your shoes,” Femi wasn’t able to keep himself from saying.


“Hey thank you man,” James replied, slapping Femi’s palm in a cool Harlem handshake.


James was the coolest guy Femi knew on campus. James did almost everything in the way Femi would have wished to, especially with the clothes he wore. Afros were in vogue then, only James had his own bigger than any of the Jackson Five. Pity he decided to cut it later, first to a perm like Barry White and later scraped clean like Isaac Hayes liked his head. James always looked like he lived inside the latest edition of Ebony magazine.

James Oluwole Peregrino was a Chemical Engineering student, but there were some courses that they shared together, primarily a lot of seemingly purposeless Mathematics and General African Studies otherwise known as Jazz or hokey-pokey, if you like. So they had lectures together a few times every week. It also happened that they both lived in the same hostel and just three rooms away from each other. They naturally connected in the miraculous way teenagers had of connecting. 

One Saturday evening, Femi went to get himself a can of coke and a pie from the hostel grocery shop. As he crossed the quadrangle within the hall buildings he heard someone plucking at an acoustic guitar, and the purity of the notes arrested him in a fearsome way. This wasn’t music, he would later think, it was sorcery; and he found himself walking toward the source, surprised eventually to find James bent over a full size acoustic guitar resting on his laps.


“You play guitar too?” Femi needlessly asked.


“Sure. Do you?” James also wanted to know.


“I wish, but musical instruments have never been my forte. I just love listening to music and I think what you just did a moment ago was fantastic. A bit like Wes Montgomery.”


“No, I am not into Jazz, man. I’d rather go for Hendrix or Santana.”


“Have you ever played in a band, James? You are really good.”


James replied with a loud laugh.


“Are you kidding? I was in the school band at St. Gregs. In fact, I turned down Ofege and that is why the band Isn’t that really good. As far as I can say, they sound just like a hyped up school band. I’ve got greater ambition, man.”


“You played with Ofege?” Femi couldn’t believe.


“No, they asked me to but I turned them down. I had my eyes on Afrika Shrine, but Fela turned me down. They all laughed at me. You know what he called me? Johnny Just Drop - JJD. I did a few jams with Joni Haastrup’s band, Monomono, though.”


Femi found himself staring quite aghast at James, wondering how much of this to believe. Of course he always the suspicion that James did drugs. James was too much of a loner not to, and Femi had been right. James did regularly smoke quite more than a bit of weed. But a lot of kids who grew up on the island did anyway, so it wasn’t like a big issue to Femi. At this moment though, Femi found himself wondering how much of what James was saying was drug induced fantasy, and how little of it was true.

Thereafter, their friendship had grown - Femi really intrigued by James and James genuinely enjoying this attention of someone who sincerely seemed to share a lot of cerebral interests with him, like Siamese twins joined together by the head.

Contiguous to the old marina on Lagos Island but now completely erased by civilization was a place that used to be known as the Quayside. It was wholly a pirate territory really, and there you could buy just about anything, all either stolen from ships berthed mere yards away or smuggled inland through the same route. The locus of the Quayside was the area around the Leventis supermarket, and indeed you could actually step out of the doors of the supermarket and onto a ladder leading aboard a berthed ship just ten yards away, thus fuelling the speculation that the old Greek tycoon was himself a pirate.

Coming to Lagos was initially a quite upsetting experience for Femi. There was always a pervading tension in the air, which thankfully diminished as soon as you escaped away inside the university. Out there in the city was always like walking in air saturated with combustible gas and all that was needed was for a hothead to lend a spark to cause a violent explosion, or even just a senseless street fight. It was miles apart from the almost lazy and very civil climate where he was raised in Ibadan. The campus was full of lovely chicks, but Femi was not that interested; he already had a girlfriend, even though she was a hundred miles away. Femi was a lot more interested getting in synch with the fashion of the times and with the music, and therefore for him, James was a great godsend.

James was the guru of the Quayside, that emporium of sartorial pleasure for the hip generation. And whenever the fancy took them, both James and Femi would go window shopping for smuggled jeans, jackets, shoes, and other most of which could be bought from sailors, smugglers, and dock thieves for a song, or more correctly the price of a vial of heroin. But often, Femi only went looking and wishing that he had the money to buy, being a fresh undergraduate wholly sponsored by state scholarship and bursary. 

The Quayside always bustled with life right till just after dark after when it wouldn’t be considered safe to hang around the location. For many, it used to be a real accomplishment to say that you have been able to light your cigarette in the marina, because the breeze coming in from the Atlantic could be quite fierce. And in the side roads, the amplified force of the wind barreling down the narrow lane due to the sudden constriction had been known to dispossess many unwise travelers of their essential items of clothing. Despite the windy environment, you would always find the ambient air thick with the acrid sweet smell of burning marijuana, the obliterated dock walls crammed with exotic merchandise and desperate hustlers attempting to strike ridiculous cut price bargains on items that should normally be unaffordable to anyone who earned their money honestly. It was an enormous and sinful bazaar for greedy eyes.

Speedy was the coolest of the pirates of the Quayside. Speedy had the glitziest of the more organized conventional shops located not too far from the Quayside, and always stocked the newest and ever exciting display of Levi and Wrangler jeans and jackets, velvet trousers and jackets, gabardine trousers and jackets, star-spangled platform shoes, wet look shoes, clothes, funky hats of all description, iron-on decals and embroidered cloth patches, chokers and chains, everything that a dude could want, including cans of Budweiser beer if you felt sufficiently American. He never found out who Speedy actually was but Speedy had the funkiest shop in the world. And it was from Speedy, James got his stuff.

The mystery of James’ shoes was very shortly put to rest. Femi found that Speedy also sold cans of shoe spray color in about a thousand different colors. Femi never had money to make many purchases and was often just content to look and admire, but James always had money – all he needed to do was go visit his parents less than a mile away.

James’ father was a medical doctor. James wouldn’t tell what his mother did, because as a matter of fact she did seem to trade anything that could sell for money or was in vogue – especially clothing fabrics and jewelery.


“She’s just a confused woman as far as I can say; but she does make a great deal of money,” James said of his mother.


James’ father had a job at the University of Lagos Teaching Hospital, but also had his own private clinic at Obalende, not far from where he lived on the Lagos Island. James’ parents were divorced when he was just eight years old. In fact it was his mother who absconded from the marriage. Seeking, in her own way, the wisdom of a lifetime of financial security, James’ mother had three children for three different men, all with reliable financial future - a doctor, a lawyer, and an illiterate businessman with a shipload of money. She would later boast to her friends of her strategic marriage alliances - the doctor for when she becomes ill; a lawyer when she wants to sue someone, or someone sues her which was a more possible scenario; and the money bag with the fat stomach who just needed a pretty face to take somewhere with him in exchange for a generous weekly allowance. Nice and tidy life. Nevertheless, like all the other children of  his mother , James  lived with his own father, his stepmother, and four other step-siblings who  he  hated without any reason at all other than  he just wanted to hate them.

“Hypocritical meddlers, always looking to foist their own desires on others,” James would frequently say of his parents, and especially his father. “You know he actually wanted me to become a doctor. The old fool wants me to become like him. Why should I want to be like anyone else?”

“Take it easy, James; most parents are like that,” Femi very gently tried to explain to him. But James was not convinced, or more correctly, always wanted to remember his parents as the worst thing that has happened to his life.


“Why should people have this diabolical plan to continue through their children, those parts of their life in which they have not been able to fulfill, as if children are mere extensions to their selfish lives rather than have our own lives to live? It shouldn’t be legal. I mean, scratch the skin of all these old people and you will find a load of shit underneath.”

James was at this time in one of his rare bad moods, usually brought about by a cannabis hangover and finding him without an immediately accessible stash. In those moods Femi found it more sensible to agree with whatever James said instead of aggravating him with any sort of argument.

“Well, I’ve got news for them though. As soon as I finish this course I am going off to Europe to learn and play music. That should give them both a heart attack, but watch if I care. I will not be shedding any tears for those meddling fools, believe me,” he angrily concluded.

On this occasion, even though Femi wasn’t quite sure what caused the outpouring, it resonated with James’ persistent and most prominent view of his life which was that whatever his parents wanted him to like, he resolved to hate. James was an exceptionally bright child who got into the university at sixteen. His presence in the Chemical Engineering class was in fact an angry response to his father’s desire for him to become a medical doctor, and he had further threatened to transfer to the Faculty of Science, graduate with a degree in Chemistry, and become a school teacher. His father had wisely learnt to leave him alone after this. His heavy use of marijuana Femi had subsequently also attributed to James’ simultaneous war of defiance between him, his parents, and the world. 

James attended St. Gregory’s College which was less than three hundred yards from where he lived in Ikoyi with his father. His mother still lived in her own parents’ house on Moloney Street which was also about a quarter mile from the school. Consequently, James never was in dire need of money which either party doled out on him primarily as a guilt offering. It was really a miracle that James grew up so purposeful a child at all and did not become just another spoilt kid. With such a background, Femi could now partially understand the reason for James’ drug habit and the reason he loved to withdraw into himself, and to shut himself away from an irritating environment.

James had a car. It was a brand new sky blue Volkswagen Beetle 1300 which his mother bought him as a gift for getting into the university. He also always had money to spend and therefore to Femi, James was completely fun to be with.


“Let’s go talk with the old whore,” James would say whenever they got broke or needed money for some other stuff. And off they would go to visit James’ mother at Moloney. And after getting them heartily fed on scrumptious Brazilian cookery, James’ mother would send them away with their pockets full of money. She wasn’t anywhere near an old whore in spite of what James had the habit of calling her. She was still less than forty years old and still beautiful despite a few dark blotches on her chemically bleached skin.


On another day it would be: “let’s go rob the old fool,” and off they would go to see James’ father – who also was neither that old nor looked anything like a fool. In any case though, to James anyone over thirty was an old fool. Of course it usually was a lot more difficult to get much from Dr. Peregrino with his wife looking on, so the trick always was to go see him when he was working in his private hospital. But even then it always seemed too much of a hassle for James to have to wait in reception until his father finished talking to the waiting patients. So, asking his father for money was usually never the preferred option for James. The real truth was that James appeared to get a lot of sadistic pleasure from making his father uncomfortable, by asking him for unaffordable amounts of money, considering that he had four other children to raise. James went asking his father for money mainly to torment him.

Femi also always enjoyed partying with James. While he would put his money on Tower of Power Unlimited as the best mobile disco, James was more inclined towards Funk Warehouse. Often, they would find themselves arguing over this and often they would both come to agree that the difference was largely due to local preference and the truth was that Funk Warehouse was more popular with the Lagos party hoppers, while Tower of Power Unlimited seemed to rule elsewhere. And often they both came to agree that the two mobile discos were the best thing ever to happen to the partying experience. And while Tower of Power was heavier on lighting and percussion effects, Funk Warehouse enjoyed doing much of their magic with fogs and bubbles. In summary, James turned out more than a close friend to Femi whose general impression was initially that anywhere outside the campus was not safe at night. But the city was James’ native habitat, and he never felt that there was any part of it out of roaming bounds. And even though Femi thought differently, he also did find that it was enormously exciting to voyage along with James Peregrino, his rebel with a funky cross.

One other thing that Femi found an appreciable asset in a friend was that James was never shy with the girls. Often after saying “hi” at an initial introduction, Femi would find himself tongue-tied and not quite knowing what to say next to get a conversation ignited, but not James. James could be a girl killer when he got around to it, and with a single statement he could often reduce the shyest or the most hard-faced girl into a giggling mess. And by the time he got his arm around the poor girl’s waist mere minutes later, she is almost already begging to be taken to bed. But James was just only a player, with no lasting interest in any girl. As far as James was concerned, girls were merely fun to be with once in a while; he was never able to see himself connecting mentally with them for any reasonable length of time.

James regularly smoked weed. Not prodigiously like Peter Tosh or I-Roy or Bob Marley or some other Jamaican Reggae musician; to James it was like the stuff was a rite of purification – an upending of the vessel of his thoughts to rid it of the poisonous dregs. Thus it ceased to baffle Femi that the habit never seemed to affect James’ educational performance but rather seemed to enhance it; to the result that even within his first year, James had two scholarships going for him and should really need no money from his parents. James Peregrino was truly in every way an enigma.  

But a lot more would finally bring Femi to an almost complete devotion to this pothead genius. For many students, it was the tradition to go get drunk immediately you were done with examinations. And after the session examinations, James and Femi went to do just that. It was a Friday night and their destination on this occasion was the bar of Mama Sheri, which was actually just an open space in front of a tiny restaurant in Abule Oja, just outside the university gates, from where she sold pepper soup and every imaginable liquor that you could think of. It was indeed largely rumored that Mama Sheri did give out some other services, besides pepper soup and beer, to her regulars as thank you gifts; even though Mama Sheri was a commodious woman who could only fit sideways through a doorway. Nevertheless, as anyone knows, drunken university students will screw anything. Femi and James were no hard drinkers and certainly not in the same league as the guys who frequented Mama Sheri, mainly Pi-Kappa Fraternity guys. Therefore, by eleven in the night they knew that they’d had enough and must leave else they would probably have to be carried back home, since James had quite wisely left his car behind on campus.

On the way back they found that there had been an accident on the road. A construction truck had knocked down an electricity pole, leaving a mass of high tension cables wires stretched across the road in a lethal fence. Drunk as he was, Femi made to climb over the wires but James so violently shoved him away into a roadside ditch. As Femi confusedly spat rotten debris from his mouth, he watched a dog attempt to do exactly what he had been about to do and summarily reduced to a quivering mass of dead dog meat, teeth grotesquely bared and dribbling frothy saliva. So shaken were both of them that they took a long detour back to the hostel. They arrived completely sober. Nevertheless, James merely retreated briefly into the darkness to smoke a little weed and then quietly went up to sleep. 


Sleep came a lot harder for Femi that night. James had saved his life, Femi knew. How does one pay back such a debt? He would for many years after, grow to mentally associate James with escape from disaster.  From that night James became his patron saint of lucky escapes and another shot at life. A future incident would further strengthen that resolution. 

CHAPTER 3

There had been another accident, this time even more fearful; and the details of which Femi had no complete recollection. That was way back in 1978 during the students” protest. 

It seemed like a quite necessary protest. One of the premises was that the government increased fees in universities, which was unfair because students were not given a fair choice. Another reason was that there were too few universities, a country of around a hundred million had only thirteen conventional universities which admitted only a few thousands of new undergraduates, meaning that very many who qualified for university education had to shelve their dreams, often forever. The more desperate escaped away to America, Asia and Europe in search of a university that would accept them. The protest was thus a struggle for democratization of education in the country by permitting the establishment of private universities. However, there was a military government in power and the Minister of Education a soldier, completely declined to listen and in typical military fashion, ordered protesting students to return to their lectures. The students’ leaders were not amused and they asked for his to be removed. 


Ali Must Go – they demanded. And it was a war cry which echoed all over the country.

A phalanx of students had been proceeding in a convoy to God knows where. Some students in their resourcefulness hijacked a few municipal buses and taxis and ordered to be taken along in the procession, possibly to Dodan Barracks in Ikoyi, from where the military government ruled. Femi and James joined the procession in James VW Beetle. Femi actually thought neither he nor James had any business in this demonstration – they had no problems with their own admissions or with paying their fees. Femi could also tell that James had smoked too much weed before heading into the procession and was unusually excited.  

It was around noon on this particular day, with the sun burning fiercely overhead. The road was filled with sweaty people - students and other layabouts waving leafy tree branches and chanting war songs, or more exactly a monotonous: Ali Must Go! Ali Must Go! Ali Must Go!


Along the way, an array of illiterate market traders and miscellaneous miscreants decided to also take the day off from drudgery. Together with the students they marched along chanting what was their own understanding of the students” esoteric request: Ali Mon Go!  Ali Mon Go!  Ali Mon Go!

Suddenly there was a burst of gunfire ahead, and a cloud of tear gas rolled down along the length of the procession. In the ensuring fracas, an idiot driving a municipal bus tried to make a U-turn, a maneuver which had somehow keeled it over and brought it crashing upon James car, practically flattening it. Femi didn’t know about this detail of course, since he’d only woken up in hospital a few days later and in severe pain. Almost every major bone in his body appeared to have been broken. He would learn later that James’ father had taken him out of the country for surgery as James seemed to have ended up even worse off than anyone thought. 

The details were of course more gruesome. What actually happened was that they were both somehow extracted from the VW beetle and taken to a nearby private hospital. The owner of the hospital, a middle aged doctor who was tired of patients absconding without paying their bills, had in his own wisdom refused to take them in, congratulating himself on his business astuteness. You’ve got to be wise in this business, you know. Therefore, with blood trickling out from about every orifice in their bodies, they were taken at full speed to the Lagos University Teaching Hospital, where the rescuers found that the medical personnel - doctor and nurses - were on strike over low wages. 

Had James’ father, Dr. Peregrino, been at work instead of at his personal clinic, he could probably had rustled up some emergency treatment for the two luckless lads, but Dr. Peregrino was also on strike along with his colleagues, and was at that moment attending to more profitable matters in his private hospital. Meanwhile, James and Femi layed, barely alive on stretchers in the accident and emergency reception. A kind-hearted nurse stuck them with intravenous fluid which she purchased from a pharmacy outside the hospital, with her own money.

A kind-hearted doctor also appeared hours later, probably bored with staying at home. He’d examined the two kids, and offered to take Femi to his own private hospital for treatment. As far as he was concerned, James he could not take chances on, having broken his spine at the upper part, and lost too much blood.

The kids’ identity cards provided the sparse details for his registration. The name Peregrino, being an uncommon name struck a note with one of the nurses who subsequently found a way to call Dr. Peregrino at his private clinic. Abandoning the waiting queue, he furiously drove to the University Teaching Hospital and in great grief confirmed that it was indeed his son lying on the hospital stretcher, barely breathing. Femi had by this time been moved away to the private hospital of the other doctor, another good Samaritan having signed to pay the bills.

Femi remained in the hospital bed for three months. He came out severely disorientated mentally and needed eight months to fully learn how to walk normally again.

What happened to James? Since Femi returned to University, his main preoccupation became just to graduate. James as he was told, had been taken abroad, which was okay. There the doctors don’t  go on strike and nurses didn’t keep the wards of a government hospital illuminated with candles and lanterns while their government functionaries stole huge amounts of money and stored them up in Swiss, British and American banks.

Some other sad footnotes to this students’ protest, as many would observe years later, was that the military Commissioner for Education resolved to arrest the students’ leaders. He sent police and soldiers to the campuses to forcefully eject all the students and proscribed the twenty year old students’ unions. The military rolled tanks out against unarmed students, killing several of them as well as innocent bystanders, including a pregnant housewife. Several students’ leaders were rusticated and several university lecturers, including two vice chancellors, were sacked. 

The Federal Commissioner for Education at that time, as well as the military Head of State, would in another twenty years, again evolve as important civilian leaders.

CHAPTER 4


Laide Leigh had in retrospection always been a smooth girl; smooth and slippery. Laide had always been a tease even since Femi knew her from primary school. Back then, she was small, had impish features and a peculiar smile which suggested a love and desire for mischief. Even though they were barely ten years old at that time, she’d still always found a way that got under Femi’s skin in an embarrassing way. Laide was Femi’s first love ever; or more accurately, his first real crush. 

Femi would sometimes unconsciously find himself watching as she played netball with her friends on the school playground. It was a game which Femi never understood nor was interested in. It was like some funny kind of basketball, only you don’t bounce the ball, you carry it like a girl, run like a dainty girl, carry the damn ball in the funny way that girls have of doing it, or you just tossed it to another dainty girl, and on and on until someone gets to pop it into a basket hung right up there on a pole. Boring game absolutely, but Laide Leigh was playing, and that made it bearable. But soon Laide would discover that she was being watched and she would laugh and wave. And Femi would turn away his eyes and walk off embarrassed.

Femi was thoroughly obsessed with Laide though he rarely spoke with her - he was too shy to do that. And even though they were in the same class, much of the time all he did was watch her from the distance and in some crazy sleepless night fantasize about... A wedding. 

Two three-foot tall lovers walking down the aisle, and the entire school, the entire country, the entire world rising up in applause, with fireworks screaming and streaking across the sky. And birds... birds of every description leading a glorious rendition of the Bridal March. Laide was the greatest, the prettiest girl in the world.
Laide knew that Femi liked her. In retrospection, Femi would see that she did seem to know more than a ten year old girl was supposed to know about affection. But then, girls had a way of being a lot wiser than boys of their own age. And she teased him quite so often. She would catch his stare and blast him with the widest smile ever. She would hike up her dress so that her knees showed; and she did have very attractive knees. In any case, all of Laide was enchanting and whenever he came into her presence, the best Femi was ever able to do was giggle along with her and slink away thoroughly slain by her charm. 

They were soon to part ways though, and Femi felt quite thankful that he did not have to go to the same secondary school as Laide Leigh. Otherwise, he would have been completely driven to certain insanity by this child goddess. They did not meet again for another six years.  


“Hey, I know you,” a quite attractive girl said to him. They were at this time in the registration office at the School of Basic Studies of the polytechnic at Ibadan. Femi was initially confused. He had never really been much of a party person or a girl chaser, so how come did such a stunning beauty come to know him? She did look faintly familiar though. 


“Laide,” she helped him out. “Laide Leigh from primary school, Abadina.”

Femi would be quite surprised that his nervousness did not immediately resurface. Yes, he could see that mischievous smile again, though it was now a lot more mature and more seducing. The body had also changed enormously; she became deliciously curvy, though in a boyish way which somehow made her seem quite more exciting.  


“Good to see you, Laide. Six years ago, wasn’t it?” Femi gushed. He had lost his shyness and he was quite pleased about that.


“Yes, six years. You haven’t changed much; only become much taller.”


“You aren’t quite three feet tall anymore yourself. You look lovely.”


“Thank you,” she said, rather demurely. 

They had lunch together at the college dining hall. She was a lively chatter and Femi soon found himself lost in her even as they took a leisurely walk together to get some soft drinks at a nearby kiosk after lunch. She spoke about herself, spoke about her family, spoke about the school she just left and how she was lucky not to be taking the WASC examination all over again. She spoke about primary school; she spoke about how she’d always found Femi amusing because of his shyness. And Femi laughed along with her, especially at her humorous description of his awkward shyness.

Those were partying days. They’d met again several times at one party or the other. And soon Femi found himself seeking her out most days, just to take a walk together with her and listen to her talk. 


“That girl really likes you,” George told Femi. And Femi thought that was okay because he also liked Laide, even thought of carving it in six inches high words on the trunk of a tree like a besotted idiot - Femi Loves Laide.

Something though, call it common sense, kept telling him that Laide Leigh wasn’t the sort that kept a serious relationship. She was a fun girl, fun to be with and fun seeking. Any one’s property she didn’t quite look like, but then one could be wrong. Femi enjoyed her companionship nevertheless, and philosophized in a parallel way like, well if it Isn’t broken don’t  mend it. Laide liked good music, liked good parties, liked to make friends. Femi never tried anything heavy on her though, other than a bit of smooching under the influence at night in a party, whenever George could get to borrow his dad”s car. His well brought-up thoughts and principles were that you simply didn’t try to debauch a lady that you love. Gentlemen didn’t do that nonsense.
Basic Studies school only lasted two years after which Femi left  for University of Lagos to study Electrical Engineering. Laide Leigh went off to the nearby University of Ibadan to study French. Nevertheless, during  the long summer vacations Femi always regularly sought her out, even though their houses were a good three miles apart - Femi lived in Kongi Layout, and Laide, around Ring Road. No matter the distance however, Femi would remain constantly convinced and persuaded that Laide Leigh would probably be the only love of his life. 

The National Youth Service was a year of obligatory service which every graduate from a tertiary institution was required to offer the country. And even though National Service took Femi to Calabar which everyone knew was home to the sexiest Rubenesque beauties in the world and he was more than a thousand miles away from Laide who was at this time in Jos, they communicated by mail, by wishes entrusted into the hands of the winds, and by blown kisses bounced off the moon and the twinkling stars at night. And many times in dreams filled with flagrant flowers, they crept into each other”s heart and arms while plump little cherubs like enormous bumble bees with gossamer wings, fluttered overhead humming passion-filled arias. 

Youth Service finally ended and they both returned again to Ibadan, their education completed and a future of greater responsibilities looking them in the face. But really, Laide had enormously changed in that one single year that they were apart. In any case, they were both now twenty-two; all the teenage roughness shaved off. Femi would think that these days she appeared often very moody. He thought that should be expected though since they were both still job hunting. Not that he was quite always in the best frame of mind himself. Therefore, Femi went out of his way to accommodate her moods, visited as often as he could, brought her a book to read, lent her some tapes that he made of recent hit songs. 

One Saturday morning though, Femi visited Laide to remind her about the party that night. One of their friends was having a graduation party and Laide agreed to go with him two weeks earlier. In fact, she demanded.


“I really won’t be able to go, Femi,” Laide  told him. And she looked rather like she was ill too, so Femi did not press so much. Nevertheless, he was disappointed that he would have to go to the party alone with George and his girlfriend, Dorothy. Not the end of the world really, plenty more parties to come, he consoled himself.

It was really a great party. Tower of Power was deejay-ing, cranking out the baddest hits in the world. The bubble machines were blasting soap globules everywhere; the color wheels turned the dance floor into a mobile Dali portrait. There were also the smoke machines too – which was strange because Tower of Power rarely used smoke effects. But this was a talk of the town party that weekend and every partying guy and girl in town was expected to be there, and it seemed quite well accounted for at the party as far as Femi could see. Pity Laide couldn’t make it, he sorrowed. So he just drank up his beer, stuck himself to the wallpaper much of the time and for a few minutes danced with Dorothy.  

Just after midnight though Laide did come in, and she was not alone. She was hanging onto the arms of a guy. Boogie Dog was his name. Bad reputation with ladies and sexy was oozing out from all over his body like Teddy Pendergrass. He even had the same looks – short trimmed facial hair, shirt ripped open at the top to show a carpet of hair as thick as the Amazon jungle, and over which hung a golden medallion suspended from a huge gold chain hanging from around his neck. Laide was wearing tight satin pants, a bright flowered blouse which revealed a lot more bust than was necessary in civilized gathering, huge bangle earrings, and lots and lots of make-up. Her hair was blown up into a gigantic Afro which encircled the whole of her head like a sinful halo. Femi wasn’t initially sure that he was seeing right, but he found George looking also at him, George’s eyes asking – “I thought you said she was ill?”

But it was Laide alright, and in a few moments she was on the dance floor doing a seriously sexy smooch with the sexy dude. Even though Femi initially thought he’d had too much to drink for the night he found that he instantly sobered up. But then what could he do but watch stupefied and helplessly, waiting for her to get off the dance floor. Of course there would be a simple explanation to all this, he knew. Boogie Dog was probably her cousin or something as simple as that, and no point getting worked up for nothing. There definitely was bound to be a simple explanation. 

After more than a half hour of pure agony for Femi, both Laide and the guy Boogie Dog finally came off the dance floor, and Femi found them both sitting on the guy’s car at the car park of the event’s hall.


“Hello, Laide,” Femi said to her in a voice heavy with pain, his mouth and throat feeling dry and rough as sand-paper. Laide indeed looked like she was having so much fun and it troubled him to disturb her.


“Oh, Femi, there you are,” she replied without much enthusiasm. The dude’s look was hostile. Femi rested in the knowledge that Boogie Dog was at least not known for violence. Boogie Dog was too good looking and smooth for such banalities. Femi’s heart sank even deeper to find Laide holding tighter to the dude’s arm as if protecting her companion.


“Excuse me for a minute,” Femi heard her whisper to the dude. Boogie Dog obediently left, with a very deep sexy chuckle. For a few seconds they stared at each other, Femi waiting for her to explain and she apparently not quite sure how to say what was on her mind.


“Why are you following me all over the place, Femi?” Laide finally blurted out. Femi was flabbergasted. 


“I didn’t understand what you mean by that,” he could only stammer. Laide didn’t appear ready to do anything further to help him out though; only staring away into the darkness.


“I thought you said you were ill,” Femi’s voice was soft and caring.


“So I was, and I got better later in the day,” she snapped. But Femi chose to ignore the tone, thankful that there was indeed a simple explanation: she got better later in the day.


“That is what I thought. How well do you …ummh …know the guy? I mean…Boogie… the guy you came with?”


“Why do I have to answer that question, Femi?” she obstinately replied.


“Of course you don’t  have to answer. But you did look rather close while dancing,” Femi felt quite unnerved. He thought to hold her in his arms but something told him no, not tonight.


“I know where your question is going, Femi. He, as a matter of fact, is my boyfriend,” she said to him.

Her voice seemed to have come by loud echoes from a faraway cave, the way Femi heard it. His ears rang painfully, and he felt sweat suddenly break out in a thin film over his body. He thought of what to say next, a magic chant which would turn the time back to stop her from saying what she just said, possibly. But he could only stand there dumbfounded. Laide offered no help. If anything she seemed to be enjoying the situation quite immensely - that old impish smile again on her face. Finally, she tore herself away from Femi’s confusion to again attach herself to Boogie Dog as he chatted with friends a little distance away.

George had also been watching all this from a distance together with his girlfriend. He did look rather worried as Femi came to join them where they sat, eyes confused and burning, every single step appearing to be an agony. There must be an explanation, his hopeful heart tried to comfort him. It would all be made clear soon. Maybe she’s angry with you for something you did sometimes ago and paying you back. Women do crazy little things like that, you know. But Femi couldn’t for his life think of what he could have done to merit what he had just experienced. If anything at all, he would have sworn to anyone even up till this very night that him and Laide were in love and nothing could happen to change that. 


“Did you have a fight earlier?” George also asked, concerned. “Was she ever angry with you about anything in the recent past?”


“Nothing that I can think of,” Femi truthfully replied, still dazed and confused.


“Come on have another beer,” George tried to be helpful. Femi mechanically took the beer and took a large gulp. It tasted flat and disgusting and really just like cold piss. Nevertheless, he took several gulps more to wet his dry mouth. The beer did nothing for him and he might just have been drinking water for all the lift that he got.

George was his closest friend and he knew Femi intimately. He knew how his mind functioned and he knew how he felt about Laide. And thus he could intimately share in the confusion. And for all George could deduce, he knew that for both of them the night was trashed and the party over. Most especially for Femi for whom every moment here would continue to be mental agony. 


“Let’s split from this joint. It is really too crowded for me,” George told Femi and Dorothy. It seemed the most sensible thing to do. Femi thought it was the most terrible night of his entire life.

The next day, Sunday, was even unkind to him. He had no appetite at all and most of the day he felt disemboweled, tired and restless. He felt feverish and extremely thirsty all day. And mostly he just lay on his bed, listening uninterestedly to some music and expecting, wishing that Laide would come knocking any minute from now to apologize and to explain that it had all been one insane joke. But that didn’t happen. Not this day and not the next. On Tuesday evening after his job hunting rounds, Femi went to Laide’s home.


“She’s not home, Uncle Femi,” Iyabo, her little sister who was about twelve years old, told him at the door. She too had inherited that mischievous smile which hid all and suggested that whatever the owner had just said couldn’t be relied upon – obviously a family trait. More so, as Femi thought, he definitely heard Laide’s voice just before he knocked. But then he could have been mistaken.


“Okay, Iyabo, do tell her I called. I will again visit her tomorrow about this time.”


“Okay,” Iyabo said before bolting back indoors, firmly shutting the door behind her.


Next day, Femi returned as promised. This time, the response was even more disappointing.


“My sister is sleeping and she says not to be disturbed,” Iyabo told Femi, looking quite amused.


A desperate thought came to Femi. He thought to wait till she woke up. After all, he had sometimes spent the entire day in this house just chatting and playing all imaginable time-wasting games like Ludo, Cards, Scrabble, and Monopoly. He even helped Laide in the kitchen a few times. However another stronger voice of reason told him, no, if she wanted to see you, let her come looking for you. With calmness in his heart, Femi obeyed this other voice.


“Iyabo, do tell her again that I came and that I do miss her a lot,” he very sincerely said.

Femi could now bring himself to accept the unexplainable situation. He could not however stop asking himself why. Okay, they were just friends and not really married. But were there no better ways to tell a friend that a friendship was over? Were long-time friends not expected to know why the friendship had to be terminated? Could real friendship be terminated? He blamed himself for letting her crawl so deep under his skin, so much that he felt so secure in their friendship. But could he blame himself? His feelings were genuine and he truly loved Laide. Of that he was sure. Well, better it occurred now than much later when they became married and children became a part of the relationship; and a breakup would not mean just two unhappy persons, but also children scarred for life. Nevertheless, he did sorrow for long over this even though he promised himself to be bold. A couple of times, he wept in the night. Not for Laide, but for himself. He wept that he had been so easy and so insignificant to discard without any hint or remorse.

For Femi, the next three years were years of rage. Death to all women. Before that, he swore solemnly to himself and by Ogun and by Sango and by Soponna and by all the gods that kill people, never to give his love again to any woman till eternity. He did have several girlfriends thereafter, he did have relationships with them, but he made sure they were the sort of relationships that didn’t register on the heart. A few drinks together, a few parties together, a few energetic sex together, and nothing more beyond that. His heart was out of bounds.

He got a job with a construction company called Matador Engineering which had a construction project going in Ibadan. And later, after their project in Ibadan was done , the company  moved Femi to their Lagos head office. It was a very busy job and Laide Leigh soon belonged to the distant past and became a fading page in his tomes of history.

CHAPTER 5


“Femi, I’ve got to see you. Can we meet next Saturday?” George called him one afternoon on his office phone. George had also moved to Lagos to set up a car sales company, importing used and new cars from Europe. However, since Femi was also extremely busy, they rarely met at all.  Before the phone call, he had not spoken with George for about a year.



“That’s okay, George. Is around four or five fine? I work on Saturdays too.”


“Perfect time. Of course, you know my place?”


“Sure. The flat in Ikeja, right?”

George’s flat was located in a new private development in the Government Reservation Area, a low density area which used to be truly reserved for very senior civil servants in colonial times, but which by courtesy of a succession of military rulers had now largely fallen into the hands of private developers; most of them fronts for the cronies of the military rulers. It was a very expensive place and the rent would definitely be more than five times what something similar to it would go for in the middle class Palmgrove Estate where Femi lived. When Femi got to George’s place on Saturday, he found George cleaning his brand new Mercedes 230 V-Boot. Femi parked his Peugeot 504 beside it. They shook hands and hugged like brothers. Femi observed that since they last met, George had put on more than a bit of weight – contracted the disease of the affluent. 

George led Femi into the house. There were two women in the sitting room lost in lively chatter and laughter.


“Of course, you remember Dorothy?” George asked. Femi did remember; he hadn’t seen her since three years ago at the time of that embarrassing incident with Laide Leigh. Seeing Dorothy again did for a brief second tear the scar off the healed wound of that episode. Quickly he recomposed himself and said hello.


“And with her is Elizabeth, her friend,” George completed the introduction. Elizabeth said hello. It was a warm and genuine greeting. Femi shook hands with Dorothy and Elizabeth.


“Good to see you again, Dot; you’ve grown so nice and pretty,” he said.


“I have always been nice and pretty,” Dorothy playfully scolded.


“Yes, she has; that’s why I still love her,” George bailed Femi out. Dorothy got up and did a small curtsey.

George’s  flat was large and quite tastefully decorated with black leather upholstered settees with chrome fittings, plush green carpet, and a huge wall unit holding an assortment of complicated looking electronic gadgets; prominent amongst them all the base unit of a sound system which looked like it was ripped off a space ship.   They went to the bar at the corner of the sitting room where George got Femi a beer and took a stout for himself. Then they went to sit together with the ladies. Luther Vandross was softly playing on the stereo. 

“Stupid love song,” Femi thought to himself. Stupid for anyone to be in love.


“I know you, I think,” Elizabeth said to him, a bit shyly.


“You do?” Femi was surprised. He had never partied in George’s circle since he got to Lagos. Again, those words rang an alarm bell in his head. Laide had once said that too; not that he could be in danger of falling in love with this quite homely looking lady though.


“Um Um. Do you remember your friend, Lexy?” Elizabeth asked.


“You know him too? Your boyfriend, perhaps?” Femi was relieved.


“Don’t  be silly. Lexy is my cousin. I lived in their house when you guys were in the university.”


“That’s interesting. Lexy never told me he had a cousin as beautiful as this,” Femi teased.


“Well, I wasn’t quite the outgoing type. Never have been. But I remember how you three – Lexy, you, and the other crazy guy. What is his name now?”


“You mean James?”


“Yes, James Reno or something like that. And you would come in drunk on a Saturday, eat all the meat in the stew and run away, leaving me to explain to my auntie how twenty pieces of meat suddenly vanished from the pot. You were a terrible lot. Bad boys.”


“We were a drunk lot,” Femi corrected. “You don’t ever do rational things when you are drunk; forgive us.”


“Of course I knew that. Just wondering how you lot succeeded in growing up,” Elizabeth laughed.


“Small world,” George observed. “Femi, of all the ladies in the world that could become Dorothy’s best friend, she had to choose a cousin to one of your own close friends.”


“So where is Lexy now?” Femi was interested to know.


“Somewhere in Warri, working for Shell Petroleum. You haven’t changed much too, you know. Only not as carefree I suppose.”


“Well, we men stop growing at twenty, I think,” Femi said.


“That is a lie; men stop growing at sixteen,” Dorothy wickedly observed. “After that age their thinking becomes linear and completely focused on women’s crotches.”


George responded by tickling her.

“Actually we are getting married, me and Dorothy,” George said.


“That’s wonderful! When?” Femi asked.


“In three months,” George told him.


“Oh, I am so happy for both of you. I wish you the best of luck with this.”


“You are going to be wishing me more than that, Femi, I want you to be the best man,” George said.


“I certainly would be delighted, George. Just tell me what I need to do.”


“Nothing. I will get the suits from London. The shoes and other stuff I can get from Rome. I just needed to be sure of your size.” George got up and wrote Femi’s cloth and shoe sizes in a large diary.


“You know why they call them best man?” Femi joked. “Actually, in those days, the custom used to be that if the groom absconded, the best man would be forced to marry the bride.”


“That is awful,” Elizabeth said. “Why would the groom choose to abscond anyway?”


“Well, brides also do abscond, you know,” Dorothy laughed. George groaned.


“I will hate to get to the church and be left stranded because my bride ran off. That would be extremely embarrassing, I think. You won’t run away, Dorothy, will you?” he said.


“Run away? Not on your life. With thousands of hungry women out there just wanting to grab this hot guy? Actually, I might come to church with a machine gun. Any girl staring too much at my husband will be getting fed through their nose for many months.”


“I hope George absconds,” Femi teased.


“You couldn’t afford me though,” Dorothy teasingly replied him. “I will only just drive you mad.”

Later in the evening, George took them all to dinner at the Golden Horse Chinese restaurant. And afterwards, they thought to find a dance club. Femi found himself missing James. The entertainment terrain had changed quite a bit since merely six years when he hopped five or six clubs on Saturdays together with James. All those clubs seemed to have vanished, their owners either grown out of interest or just gone bankrupt as their regular clientele had grown up and slipped into some other groove or got married to some jailor wife or husband. Nevertheless, they finally settled for a grossly expensive club on Allen Avenue where the beer costs four times what you would probably pay at the small canteen that sold beer and suya just fifty yards down the road. It did look a stupid price to pay for environment; and the disk jockey sucked. Hadn’t they ever heard of Funk Warehouse, he thought.

Elizabeth appeared to be taking more than a little bit of interest in him, Femi did hope that this was for the sake of old times with her cousin Lexy; because the last thing that he wanted in his life ever again was a steady girlfriend. And Elizabeth was too nice a girl to be treated like others. To her additional credit too, she had none of Laide’s aggressive and almost androgynous attitude going for her; all the vibes that Femi could pick up from Elizabeth were very feminine and motherly. And he didn’t want any of that. No, not at all.

Femi, nevertheless, had to go pick Elizabeth up from her house for George’s bachelor’s eve party. And all through the night he’d found himself stuck with her. He found her to be quite cozy to be with and they thoroughly enjoyed each other’s company. Femi tried desperately to attribute this to a common task - Elizabeth was also to be Dorothy’s chief bridesmaid. Next day they would be walking side by side behind the newly married couple - Femi in his smart sharp dark blue suit and she in a beautiful pink gown, looking a lot prettier than the bride. He found himself smiling at her much of the time. Actually, they both found themselves smiling at each other much of the time.

Elizabeth visited him often at his flat thereafter. They went out together, shopped, walked, and sometimes went to parties together. She was not very exciting to be with; not like Laide Leigh. She was instead just comfortable to be with. She wasn’t a chatterbox, but at the same time, not a dumb and evil strategist. Liz was just so nice to be with. One Sunday afternoon, they had lunch together at Femi’s house. They afterwards had unplanned sex. It was smooth, unhurried, with deep feelings and Femi wasn’t sure whether it was the fondling he enjoyed the most or the sex. It all blended so beautifully and smoothly together. It was the very first time together for both of them but it seemed like they’d been rehearsing the moves all their lives.

After Elizabeth left for home that night, Femi felt a touch of fear of what had happened and where it was promising to lead. He could not afford to leave his heart in another woman’s hands anymore, that was certain. Hadn’t he sworn never to permit that? But Elizabeth troubled him. She was the type of girl that he prayed never to meet. She wasn’t the type that he could just walk away from. She was the sort of girl he always sought to avoid – the nice girl whom he could fall in love with. The thought scared him immensely.

They had a date arranged for the next Saturday, but Femi didn’t go pick her up at home. Femi drove out instead to Ibadan from work and to again check out the party scene in the old town. This he would find, was going quite flat, as the old crowd had migrated away or were learning at least to behave grown up. Nevertheless, he  caught up with some recalcitrant elements and they had a night of insane drinking at Segi’s place, not quite far from the ruins of the old Yesmina Night Club and rave discotheque of just a few years ago. Femi did not return home to Lagos until Sunday night. Liz came though, and her anxiety clearly showed in the note that she left at Femi’s door, hoping nothing bad became of him. Femi crumpled it up, dumped it in the bin and off to sleep he went.

“I didn’t see you on Saturday, and I left a message at your house yesterday, what was the problem?” Elizabeth anxiously telephoned him at work next day at break time. Femi felt foolish for not preparing himself for this.


“My car broke down and it got towed away, then I had to go recover it,” he lied nevertheless.


“On Sunday?” Elizabeth was of course no fool. Did cars get towed on Sundays?


“I had to take it to the mechanic on Sunday and he spent the entire day fixing it. It’s tough getting spare parts to fix a car on Sunday, you know.”


Elizabeth went quiet for a long minute, obviously trying to determine whether to believe any of this. She at last sighed deeply, resigned.


“Well, I missed you,” she blurted out, sending a hot arrow into Femi’s heart.


“I did miss you too, Elizabeth. I’m sure we’ll catch up next weekend,” Femi told her, but firmly deciding in his heart that it was finished.

Next weekend again Femi repeated his Ibadan pilgrimage. He was beginning to like Segi’s too. You could sometimes find a sprinkling of the Ibadan literati and glitterati there. Actually his main wish was to come face to face with Laide once more and to say to her: Look at me, I survived you. I am alive. But he never did find her at Segi’s, nor at any party he did visit on subsequent weekend escape flights from the nice girl pining for him far away in Lagos. Elizabeth did leave another message at his flat again on Sunday and she did try to call him at the office the next day. But Femi left instruction for the receptionist to tell all callers that he’d gone to visit a construction site. Soon Elizabeth wasn’t calling anymore and she wasn’t leaving any more messages at his door, which was a great relief, Femi thought; happy to have reclaimed his heart back.

But something unusual had certainly happened to his heart while it had been away. Any girl that he met thereafter compared very poorly with Elizabeth and he could very well have been consorting with whores as far as his heart told him. And this wasn’t a delightful feeling at all. So for a while he again gave women a berth and safely stuck to beer, and in times of extreme boredom a good helping of Pernod with a splash of water accompanied by some dangerous jazz like Weather Report, Spyrogyra, Gato Barbieri, Yusef Lateef, Crusaders, or some melancholy merchants like Thelonious Monk, Pharaoh Sanders, Eddie Harris, or Miles Davis. But the more time that passed, the sadder Femi found that he was becoming. Clearly, this lonesome cowboy shit wasn’t quite working out. 

Femi was never a churchgoer. But one Sunday morning, he got up with a heart so burdened with the hopelessness of life and a quest for purpose that he felt a need to go to church - any church. So he’d dressed up in his best suit, which was the suit he’d worn on George’s wedding. He drove more than a mile searching, until he found a church that looked like a real church and not one of the hundreds of money collecting places that were now springing up all over. It was an old Anglican Church on Herbert Macaulay road. Much of the preaching went over his head and he merely mumbled the hymns because he was not familiar with the tune. The ritual at last over, he was surprised that he felt good and somewhat cleaner inside. Should do this more often, he thought.
The wedding suit had also within him, stirred up memories. Memories of a loving girl who had for a brief while captured his heart in a very nice way. Femi felt ashamed of himself and again thoroughly unclean under this nice suit. He still had some work to do before returning home, he decided. Elizabeth’s house was just about a quarter mile from the church. She ought to be home, since they were Catholics and attended early morning mass. In church he prayed for God to forgive him his sins, maybe Elizabeth a more accessible mortal could also be kind enough to forgive him and give him some peace in his heart. 

Elizabeth met him outside the house, her face blank and expressionless, but with a silent fury burning in her eyes. It had been about six months that Femi had seen her but for the first time, he could actually describe her to himself as beautiful.

“What do you want?” she asked without even a trace of anger in her voice.


“I just came to see you, Liz. I want to tell you how sorry I am for my behavior over the past few months.”


“Okay, you’ve said it,” she replied and shut the door behind her as she went back inside.

Femi hanged out there for more than five minutes, his head bowed, wondering how to approach this. A sensible thought told him however to leave. He came here thoroughly contrite in his heart and even as he stood outside like a damned fool, his heart still scolded him: Remember how you felt when Laide Leigh murdered you? Remember how you felt when she snuffed the love out of your life? Now put that poor girl in your place. Remember how you lost your self-confidence and sometimes wept in the night for hours. Well, girls weep a lot more, a lot harder, and a lot longer. And this thought made Femi a lot less happy even as he drove away home.

That afternoon, a couple of sandwiches and some kebab was all he could have the appetite to eat at home. He had too much Pernod to drink thereafter, listening lengthily to tapes of Sugarhill Gang, Grandmaster Flash, Kurtis Blow, Spiderman, and some other funky rappers who always made time stand still for entire booze-sodden nights of fun. The difference was that he was certainly, on this evening, having the crappiest day of his life.

Femi was back at Elizabeth’s house again two Sundays later, this time in the evening and hoping that she wouldn’t be at home so that he could leave a message instead and run away with his conscience once more. But he wasn’t that lucky.


“What do you want?” Elizabeth asked, a lot ruder this time.


“I told you I am sorry,” Femi mumbled.


“Yes, I remember that and accepted your sorrow. Now kindly remove yourself from here and never come back again. Do you understand me?”


She was fuming this time, apparently expecting a response from Femi and quite disappointed not to get one that she could further flog him over the head with.


“I thought you were a human being,” she finally said in exasperation. She went back indoors, locking the door firmly behind her and apparently not intending to give Femi the advantage of seeing her cry.

Femi did cry nevertheless, on his way back home. There was a task to be done, in fact there were several tasks to be done before he could feel himself free of this. He sat down at his desk at home, wrote her the longest letter that he had ever written to anyone in his life. He told her how he had suffered from a past affair and how the pain remained with him. He told her how he came to realize how much he liked her (careful not to say things like love anymore), and how special she became to his life, and how foolish he had been. He begged for forgiveness, and planted a dozen Xs at the bottom of the letter. Later that night, Femi drove back to Elizabeth’s house and slipped the sealed envelope under the door. From the house next door a suspicious dog barked like crazy. Heart now at rest, Femi felt quite happy to return home and with a hope of being sure to sleep peacefully.

Femi sent Elizabeth a card every week for two months. Being thereafter convinced that her heart had not yet thawed towards him, he stopped sending anymore cards. His regular Ibadan trysts had in any case become quite addictive. The Safari Nite Club became quite exciting again and you could often catch Alex Conde burning up the turntables every Saturday with extreme funk. More girls came his way. He still used them as much as he knew they used him, but he made sure the partings were a lot less ruthlessly.

They didn’t meet again until nine months later when George and Dorothy invited friends for the anniversary party of their wedding.


“You look amazing,” Femi told her. And she did look amazing. Pink did always go very nicely on her and she was wearing an exciting low cut pink dress with red trimmings. Her hair was on a little Afro, and her lips highlighted with a hint of pink lipsticks.


“Thank you,” she said pleasantly.


Femi made to hug her but she lightly pushed him back. Quite hurt, Femi wondered if she had another boyfriend, and if she had invited him here this evening. He didn’t put that past girls anymore; more so, that she had every reason to want to humiliate him in retaliation. He put on a brave face though, deciding that whatever happened, he certainly deserved it this time.


“May I sit with you?” he’d  asked.


“Oh well, you may sit anywhere you like, it isn’t like this is my house,” Elizabeth replied almost indifferently. Femi took a chair next to her.

The party was at George’s flat and it didn’t look like they were expecting a large number of guests by the number of chairs that were available. It was really just a parlor party, only it appeared Dorothy didn’t fancy having her sitting room messed up. In fact, there were only about thirty guests. So there they were, all sitting under a rented rigged-up canopy, and on rented chairs in the front yard. And as they ate they chatted about matters which could never pass as of any use at all.


“Do you still like Ray Parker Jnr.?” Femi asked her after food was done with.


“Sure, he’s great,” Elizabeth replied, humming a tune softly, her head bobbing along. Ray Parker was at the moment blasting out For Those Who Like to Groove from speakers in the yard. Femi hoped desperately what would follow would not be the accusing Woman Needs Love (Just Like You) from the same album.


“I’ve got a few new tapes in my car. I can give you a couple of them if you like.”


She looked at him blankly, still humming the tune.


“Okay thanks, I’ll be delighted to have them.”


“Could you come to the car with me and make your selections?” Femi asked.


Elizabeth looked at him quizzically, really quite wondering if she would do this.


“I am not trying to pull anything, Liz. I just thought it will be better if you choose the tapes by yourself instead of me bringing you the ones you don’t like,” Femi told her.


“Supposing I say no,” she frowned. Femi stood up nevertheless.


“Well, It’s your decision, Liz,” he said, starting to go away. Elizabeth went after him.


But tapes were far from the mind of either of them.


“Listen, Elizabeth,” Femi said to her when they got to the car. “I am extremely sorry about what happened between us before. I just wish that you will have space in your heart to accommodate this. I had a bad experience and it messed me up extremely. I am genuinely sorry that I had to hang this on you.”


“I read your letter, I just didn’t know whether to believe it,” Elizabeth replied.


“Do you?” Femi hopefully asked.


“Maybe I do, but the hurt was deep, very deep. That anyone could throw me away like a piece of toilet paper was really too much for me, I admit that.”


“I am sorry, Elizabeth, please forgive me,” Femi calmly told her. But she wasn’t quite finished.


“What did you ever think I was, Femi? Some desperate girl looking for a good time? A nitwit who would hop into bed with any idiot that has a car and a little money to spend on a few drinks at a nightclub? I may not be much but I have a lot more class than that, but in you I accepted that maybe I judged wrongly. Can we get the tapes now and go?”


Exasperated, Femi pulled out the box for the tapes and put it on the bonnet of the car.


“Help yourself,” he said to her. But Elizabeth was laughing. She raised her hand and lightly patted him on the cheek. She smiled; her eyes, her face, as radiant as the sun. Femi drew her closer to him by the waist and kissed her long and tenderly, their bodies seeming to melt together. She did not resist.

They ended up at Femi’s house that night and in the jubilation of a rediscovered and renewed affection, they made love. First, awkwardly like they had both just found out how to, and then smoothly as frolicking dolphins unhurriedly negotiating an exciting journey through the rolling small waves of a very roomy sea.


Femi woke up around midnight quite alarmed.


“I have to get you back home else your auntie is going to be worried and perhaps angry with you,” he said to Elizabeth.


“Let her worry for tonight, it won’t kill her. I told her anyway that I was going to Dorothy’s house. Auntie knows how we both are – me and Dot. Besides, I am twenty-three for God’s sake.”


And they had burrowed deeper into each other’s embrace and filled the entire night with passionate love making.

Fifteen months later, they were married. Unfortunately, neither George nor Dorothy attended the event. They got separated seven months after their anniversary.


“I swear no woman will ever get to heaven, and if there are any up there, I don’t want to be there,” George would emphatically tell Femi later, when they met. 

PART II

I hope you hear inside my voice of sorrow

And that it motivates you to make a better tomorrow

This place is cruel nowhere could be much colder

If we don’t change the world will soon be over

Living just enough, just enough for the city!!

Stevie Wonder: Living for the City

CHAPTER 6

When Femi Falashe lost his job at Matador Engineering, he hadn’t thought it a great tragedy. He did eventually think he should have seen it coming, since the company hadn’t paid staff salaries for three months. The way the system worked though, nobody could have blamed him for being careless, primarily because in the construction business, this was the norm, and salaries were rarely paid when due.

The only other indication that there was anything amiss was that very little was going on for some time and most of the construction contractors had been doing nothing for a while. But then also, in the ten years that Femi worked for Matador Engineering, there had been times they had too much than they could cope with and some other times it would appear that bankruptcy was in progress.


Matador Engineering was the only job that he had kept since graduating and it really should have occurred to him that he might have become complacent with his career. Most of the people he knew had changed jobs several times and even though probably not better off for it in financial terms, most had certainly acquired experience of how to surf the employment waves and how to negotiate with the socio-economic parameters on the times; which were the feisty hands of the puppet master that pulled your financial strings and controlled your life. In summary, Femi realized that he had allowed an elusive job security keep him in tethers for ten years. But now the time came for him to go find fresh feeding pastures compulsorily.

At the time when he joined Matador Engineering, the job market was in full bloom. Construction jobs were easy to get and he  always found himself busy, moving around from one construction site to another, looking after the projects of the company. There was therefore never any cause to think of getting another job. What would have been the point of it all? He was well paid and the company had even stood guarantor for a car loan for him from the bank. Things had drastically slowed down since then, but he had confidence that they would pick up again in the near future. Somehow though, the economy only got worse.

When Bayo Haastrup, the General Manager for Matador Engineering, called him into his office that Friday morning, Femi had expected to be informed of a pay cut. Several companies were already doing just that anyway, as an alternative for laying off their staff. But after a couple of minutes of uncomfortable conversation with Haastrup, he quickly gathered that Matador Engineering was in worse trouble than he had imagined, and so was he. Consequently, the company would be retrenching, or downsizing, or whatever anyone wanted to call it. In any case, what it came down to was that he was out of job. The news was a somewhat humiliating experience for him. Leaving a job by yourself was certainly a lot different from being asked to leave for whatever reason, he imagined.

Nevertheless, Femi left Haastrup’s office with mixed feelings. First of all, he actually felt elated that at last the worst came to him and it had not resulted in anything as disastrous as a heart attack. He was also naturally confused. What was he going to do afterwards? This was after all the only job he knew how to do.

Femi knew that his wife, Elizabeth, would be quite disappointed. And women very easily slip into a grieving state of mind. One thing he needed to do was find a way to stop her feeling sorry about his situation. Despair wasn’t anywhere near what he needed in his life at this time. Their two daughters, Deola and Sade, seven and five years old, would of course have no idea of what was amiss; not if the grief element could be suppressed. Femi knew that the greatest asset to him at this time would be a clear head to think and to plan, and so Elizabeth was the one he would need to work on more than anyone else.

Femi requested that his one month notice be changed to a terminal leave, since he was due for a leave anyway; promising to still make himself available if needed. He later went to see all his closer friends in the office to tell them what had happened and to say goodbye to them. Doubtless, they will meet again, perhaps several times, but not anymore as co-employees. All were quite sad to hear about this, but as things usually went in a case like this, most of them knew, like condemned men on death row, that it would be merely a matter of time before their turn came. Indeed, all the other five engineers whom Femi worked with also got their own letters later in the day. And as he would learn later, most of the supervisors were sent off a week after. The personnel manager was given the shove about a month later; which did made sense since he no more had any personnel to manage.

As he drove away from the office in his Volvo that afternoon, Femi could for the first time in ten years see most things in real light and in perspective. The two-storey company’s building which was a rich cream color when he arrived to work here, even though every year repainted, was now covered with a thin film of brown dust, a lot more in some places to highlight the cracks and other imperfection in the façade. Weeds poked out of craters at the base of the external perimeter walls and out of the idle equipment sheds. The main gate house, he decided, could do with at least three new coats of paint, and the illuminated plastic signboard which bore the name of the company was cracked, with at least four of the letters missing from the letters which spelt the company’s name. It now said MATDR ENGINERIN. The rot had slowly crept in and apparently nobody seemed to care anymore.

Driving home was a different experience this afternoon. Femi found himself more relaxed, which was far from how he normally interacted with the boisterous Lagos traffic. He had travelled this route every week for ten years, and every time with irritation and with the dread that he would need to do it all again the next day, the next week. 

Normally, he contended with many miles of crawling traffic, demented danfo and molue bus drivers, insane VIPS attempting to navigate their way through the entire mess with blasting sirens, while the traffic policemen seem probably to have gone away to have a drink and perhaps a quick nap because all this was too much to manage. And they hadn’t signed up for this mess; and this nasty work could be a ticket to an early grave if you are not careful, you see. For Femi Falashe, the trip this afternoon was a special one; it was his terminal commute along this particular route. Praise the Lord, halleluiah!
When Femi talked to Elizabeth about it that night he could immediately see the consternation that came over her face. He could appreciate that of course. After all, this was Lagos, a place where unpleasantness constantly pursued you - high rents, high school fees, low value of life. So like any other sane woman she did have all the right to be worried. Femi knew that it was his duty to assuage her worry, thus Femi reasoned with her that he was an electrical engineer with more than a decade of experience, the job which he just left had been a well-paying job, and there should be something similar for him out there. All he needed to do was to take his time and locate a good one.

He bolstered his courage with the fact that at the time when he was fresh out of university he was faced with a similar task ahead of him. He had in fact been without a job for several months. But gathered his wits together and went knocking on doors. Several doors were shut in his face, a few slammed, but he eventually got a job. Yes, opportunities were always out there, all you needed to do was go looking for them. Elizabeth was thus pacified, but the ghost of her initial nervousness, Femi realised, never did actually disappear altogether. After all, she had never known him without a job.

It hadn’t always been a great job. It was exciting at first, full of discoveries; then it had slowly become a drudge, same old thing day after day, a mere duty to be done. That was the least of the problem the job presented. At some time along the way too, he got married, fathered two children and the drudgery of keeping a family seamlessly merged into the drudgery of work. Sunday night were especially torturous, because it was a reminder of the coming of Monday - the weekly advent of drudgery. Heck, maybe he really didn’t need this job. His life certainly could do with more purpose; his family could do with better quality time spent together rather than for mere discharge of duties. His life became one endless drudge. He did really need to reclaim his life and actually put some excitement in it again. Femi hoped that he had just been given the opportunity to do just that.

His terminal benefit included three months of salaries and allowance. Put together with two months that he was previously owed, it all came to a nice fat cushion on which he could rest for a bit of time –as long as half a year. His family was therefore not in immediate danger of starvation or losing their home. If only Elizabeth could see that. In any case, the best way to make other people confident about you, Femi knew, was to show confidence. So he actually relaxed himself at home and spent good quality time with Deola and Sade, his two kids. It was indeed nice to wake them up every morning, help to get them ready for school, take them to school, and go fetch them from school in the afternoon. The kids immensely loved this. He had never seen them so happy to have their dad do all these chores. In between, Femi took long naps at home, bought himself more than a dozen bootleg videotapes and watched television. The newspaper always had nothing more to say than dreary stories, but he read them anyway; more for the job advertisements than for the news. But then, the paucity of job vacancies relevant to his requirement never failed too to distress him, and the news promised that it would all get worse.

Nobody in the world would believe that once upon a time, at the official exchange rate, one US dollar was worth just a little more than half of one Nigerian Naira. That had been when he was still in the university just around ten years ago. Now one dollar exchanged for thirty-five Naira and you couldn’t tell what it would be in the future; probably become like the Italian Lira, he guessed.


How did things get the way for the country? Actually, it could be summed up in two sentences: the government of those good days made a world-wide announcement that Nigeria had free money to give away. And so naturally, people of all color and moral values came from all over and when they left, the country was broke, naturally. Or more succinctly put, the army completely destroyed the country’s economy, heritage and societal values in less than ten years.


The story was a little more complicated though. The discovery of oil in commercial quantity in Nigeria in the mid-1950s had together with Arab oil embargo on the USA in 1973, resulted in an oil boom for the country; which translated into higher oil prices and created a massive influx of foreign exchange. So great was this windfall, and so dizzying that the military government, which had been running the economy since the beginning of the civil war in 1967, somehow thought it wiser to become completely dependent on the oil revenue. It certainly looked a lot better than hard work on the farms. 

Agriculture was most hit. Why grow any rice when government agents were already importing from Thailand at half the local price? The farmers wisely and quite sadly reasoned. Farming became unattractive and the young and able-bodied naturally sought to reap their own benefits from the oil windfall by looking for easier money in the cities. Consequently, food production had progressively suffered, causing the country to become an importer of basic foods - the money earned from selling crude oil now being used to import food.


Elsewhere in the country and in a bigger picture, Nigeria's image became unbelievably transformed. The US Dollar was just worth only about half of the Nigerian Naira, which now became acceptable currency in most of the reputable commercial establishments all over the world. The generous military government of the day made it priority foreign policy to play the big brother with the big wallet to less fortunate countries all over the world.  Huge ships sailed to Lagos with expensive junk destined for the newly rich country. Millions of tons of knick-knacks and factory processed food, came sailing in, half of it to be eventually tipped into the Atlantic Ocean as impatient ship captains wisely figured that with the lengthy queue at the only working port, it would probably take them about two years before their cargo could be discharged. The importation bill was nevertheless passed on to the country's foreign exchange account. No problem we can afford it, the military government fellows laughed; there are banker guys out there who will lend us money to pay up if we fall short of payment since our credit is good. 


A thoroughly inept democracy soon replaced the military junta, in the charge of which, corruption, theft, outright looting of the treasury and various larcenies soared sky-high. Miscreants from all over the world with mindsets ranging from merely adventurous to plainly diabolic came in for their share of the Nigerian gold rush.   


Severely heavy with debt, the eighties struggled to maintain the social character of the seventies. Nigerians continued to gorge on imported foreign things to a state of stupor - foods and drinks, music, clothes, electronics and anything the imagination is able to cobble up It was in the eighties nevertheless that the chickens finally came home to roost. The fall in the oil price which started in 1981, quickly had the profligate civilian government paying out more than the country was earning, plunging the country into an economic mess, which paved the way for ousting the civilian president by another military government, preaching hell and fire. Tight money situations foreign bankers, who had constantly extended credit, could regularly deal with since their liquidators had no problem with bringing madmen and robbers playing government, to their senses. But, tackling the cranky political situations, especially when it involved dealing with opinionated uniformed men who carried guns for a living, was not the natural element of bankers, so they did the wise thing and called for their money.


Another set of military people promising to correct the errors of the predecessor soon forcibly took over the government and everything went downhill from there.  

The bottom line though was where was all this leading; where would it all end? Femi had no idea, but decided never to permit this to affect his optimism. In any case, he had half a year of cushion money to permit him sort himself out, regardless.

There were also some other things that he had not done in a long while, such as visiting his mother. So, during the children’s school mid-term holidays, Femi had taken his entire family to visit his mother at Osogbo. Indeed, he had never done this in all the eight years that he’d been married. The best they had ever done was a visit on Saturday and return on Sunday. But this time they had stayed for three whole days and his mother was ecstatic, so were the children. 

As he did find out again, there was something about getting out of Lagos even for a few hours that gave a lot of life back to you. It usually felt like a huge weight lifted off your shoulders. You could physically feel the disappearance of the tension from all around you and know without doubt that wherever you found yourself, you could actually live longer by remaining there. Femi’s mother who only once ventured to visit them in Lagos had frequently told him.


“Olufemi, that your Lagos is not fit for human beings.” That was what she said when Deola was born seven years ago.


Mama’s name was Beatrice Oluwakemi Osunkeye before she got married to her husband, Felix Olukayode Falashe, a science teacher at the Government College, Ibadan. She met her husband while she was in teachers’ training at the United Missionary College and he was an undergraduate at the University of Ibadan. When they married she was twenty-four and her husband newly graduated at thirty-three. Men went to school late in those days.

Mrs. Falashe consequently left her family home in Osogbo to live with her husband in Ibadan. She had four children before tragedy struck and her husband was killed in a motor accident while on his way to attend a teachers’ conference in Lagos. Barely thirty-two at this time, Mama took this as a Christian’s challenge and worked to see all her children through university. Now at sixty-five and her task completed, Mama had since six years ago retired back to her home town in Osogbo where it was still possible to live comfortably on a teacher”s pension.


Femi was the third in line of her children. Femi’s younger sister had sensibly taken a safe job as an administrative officer at the State Secretariat in Ibadan. Funmilola was an accountant and had not too long ago married a colleague in the government service, also an accountant. Femi’s older brother, Yemi, a pharmacist, worked in the University Teaching Hospital in Ibadan, and was married to a quite pleasant doctor. Their oldest sister, Folashade, would have been the embarrassment of the family had things not gone so well for her. Folashade was now a professor in the University of Manchester where she initially went to study on a scholarship. Now she taught Yoruba in the Department of African Studies. Mama would have found this an insane joke if it happened to someone else other than her own child. But yet, she would say quite often and with amusement: “Can you believe this? Why would someone travel all the way from this place to England to study Yoruba, shouldn’t it be the other way round?”

But her daughter was doing well and so all was forgiven, and as far as Mama was concerned she could return to Osogbo and take over from Adunni Olorisa, the white woman who used to be called Suzanne Wenger and had decided instead that she didn’t want to be white anymore and was now priestess in a traditional Yoruba Osun shrine. The world was indeed becoming a very crazy place. 

In Osogbo they had a great time. They visited museums, visited the Osun shrines, art galleries. They ate pounded yam until it was painful for them to even look at the stuff. They ate stinky goat meat, they ate roasted squirrel, and they ate bush meat, some from animals that couldn’t be identified. They were even bold enough to try some toasted giant insect larva which didn’t taste so very bad after all. They did have a great time.

The day before they left, his mother called him to the privacy of her bedroom.


“Is there something wrong?” his mother asked. Femi was quiet for a long minute, trying to decide what to tell her and what not. Finally, he decided to come completely clean. There was no way you could fool your mother, especially when she comes to you knowing that something was not right.


“I lost my job, mum,” he said with a deep sigh but quickly added, “but never mind I will get another soon. It is just a matter of time.”

It was his mother’s turn to think about the right response, and Femi could see that it was not coming easy for her either. Give it to her that she handled it better than Elizabeth, though. Mama was a survivor. She knew that life wasn’t easy and that accidents happened always unexpectedly. Indeed, her favorite advice had always been that you should be worried if you hadn’t had any accident for a long time, which could mean that you may not be around to see the consequences of your next accident. Yes, Mama had enough experiences in her life to start a school for surviving tragedies and emergencies.


“So what are you going to do next?” she asked with motherly concern. It wasn’t a question that Femi had any answer to, so he was completely thrown for a long moment.


“I don’t  know yet Mama, but I am sure another job will come up soon,” he truthfully replied.


“You will be a wise man to know as quickly as possible. You’ve got a family to care for, you know. Your children are growing and your wife is also still young. I am surprised that you don’t have any more children yet.”


“Just like a mother,” he smiled. Always looking for you to have more children when you are concerned about how to raise the ones you had.


“We don’t need more children, Mama. I’ve got all that I need,” he nevertheless lied. In truth, Elizabeth suffered several miscarriages since the last was born, and was actually afraid of getting pregnant again for fear of another miscarriage. However, Mama didn’t press.


“Okay, that is your decision, son. After all, me and your father only had four children and that was a time when six was the minimum that people expected from you,” she laughed. “As people will again tell you, the more children you have, the poorer you are likely to get.”


“Thank you for understanding, Mama.”

Life had taught Mama about a million lessons; most of them very bitter. More importantly though, these lessons made her the unassuming woman that she was. Ever hopeful of good things to come in the future but at the same time ever realistic that life always had a way of throwing stuffs that you’d rather not have anything to do with in your hands. And always believing in divine intervention, she could summarize her life into an advice that the ways of the Almighty could never be understood. Yes people, bad things will always come your way, she would advise, but you need always to keep listening for things that ears often never hear, and make your body a barometer for feelings things that the eyes often never see. This way you had more hope of surviving till the next bitter lesson. 


“Nevertheless, you must get another job as soon as possible. And remember at all times that you are the only friend that you have got when real problems eventually come knocking. You will be completely alone to face the consequence; as alone as the time you were born.”

Mama had this worrying habit of giving cryptic advice like “go figure it out by yourself.” And this was one of them. The scary part of it all was that the advice was always very true, very accurate, and they always hurt when you did eventually figure them out. His mother seems always to trawl through the secret places of his mind, within the crevice where the fears and doubts and emotional conflicts go to hibernate. She went disturbing those emotions, she awakened them, she rousted them, she agitated them and made them restless enough to want to escape out into the open and that, Femi always strived never to permit. Worryingly, this was the same influence that Elizabeth had on him for some years now, and Femi was gradually coming to terms with the possibility that this may be a maternal thing rather than an attempt to antagonize. 

“Don’t  be afraid, son,” Mama finally encouraged him in the voice of the retired school teacher which was: “God will be with you, and so will the spirit of your father. But most importantly, you must learn to be with yourself. Again I tell you, there are no friends in this world.”


She always had that habit of blessing him by the spirit of his dead father. Even at thirty-two, he still wished that he had known his dead father. It was one friendship  he had bitterly missed all through his life.

CHAPTER 7

Femi sat patiently listening to the bald boring man with the sleepy eyes and with a plaque across the front of his huge office table which read Administrative Manager.

“You meet all sorts when looking for a job,” he sorrowed, as the boring man belabored him with his own tale of woe; his own version of what the economy became – how the government officials ruined the country, how IMF  conspired with America and England and all the other rich countries in the world to purchase Nigeria at a discount. 

“Yes, my dear young man, the country has now been stolen by soldiers who are only bandits in camouflage tunics, and all they are doing is dismembering the country and stealing anything that could be stolen, and hiding them away in America, England, and all those other rich countries in the world who have conspired to purchase Nigeria at a discount from that General whose name we dare not mention. And where is this taking the common man like me and you? No job, my friend. We don’t  have a job for you. Many of our workers have been idle for months and have not been paid for as long as they have been idle because we are owed huge money by government which we all know is now run by robbers. And until we are paid we cannot also pay our people”s salaries and soon we will have to let them go and finally shut our gates.”

That was how the one-sided conversation went and been concluded, and how any hope has been dismissed from his mind by the finality of those grim words - finally shut our gates. The response at most of the other places that he visited wasn’t more cheerful. As he slept the sleep of drudgery the world had moved on for the worse. Engineering projects of any substantial size were traditionally built by government which happened to have now gone very broke. New projects were no more forthcoming. Maintenance work on old ones were also being shelved because there were more important things to be done with the little money that was available - like it being embezzled by civil servants. The economy became quite sophisticated; engineers were becoming history, being replaced by traders and thieves.

Nevertheless, he did not give up. There of course, was never a situation when the entire country was awash with jobs so much that everybody had a job. And even at tough times when you dug deep enough, you found that it wasn’t that jobs were not available, only they were not being advertised. This was usually because the employer who had this position to fill only probably needed a man or woman, as the case may be, for a few months; and it didn’t make so much sense spending money and time organising advertisements and interviews for these temporary jobs. So they often relied on someone recommending someone who needed a job. There was always an underground employment system if you dug deep enough, to find someone who knew someone who needed someone who had a position to fill urgently. He recollected a similar situation when he was fresh out of university and with no job experience to sell. A useful trick in this game was to submit your resume to a lot of places because logically, when the someone who urgently needed someone would start looking it could be your papers that got resurrected, and surprise, you now have a job!

Femi had done what he considered the most sensible thing that the situation suggested. He found a business directory and from it compiled a list of all the electrical engineering companies in Lagos, Abuja, Kano, Jos, and Kaduna, which were the alternative places where he thought would have been good to work. This initially seemed to him a careful strategy that couldn’t fail; after all it worked for him many years ago while reaching for his very first job. From this exercise emerged a pile of nearly five hundred application letters and a small fortune spent on photocopying his credentials for attaching to the letters. Another hefty sum went on purchasing stamps for mailing those application packages for the companies that were located outside Lagos. But he didn’t mind. He still had money that he could spend, thanks to the severance package that he received from his former employers. 


“My plan is to personally visit the companies situated in Lagos to deliver the application packages to the person in charge of doing the recruitment. And if possible get engaged in an interview, and hopefully a new job,” he explained to Elizabeth.


“Sounds good,” she agreed.


It was a plan that worked for him before, and he saw no reason why it should fail this time, since he now had the extra advantage of the oft demanded experience without which you remained jobless and thus remained incapable of getting experience. So, again like a war general going to battle, he mapped the city out into four zones to be progressively conquered in his job hunt; planning to do each zone in no more than a week. It was indeed an easy plan: go to the company, demand to see the personnel manager or the person who was in charge of doing the hiring, submit the application package, and get interviewed at the same time. Most importantly, his plan was to make an impression of a proactive employee - bold, confident, and who can be counted on to be client-facing when the occasion demanded it. And whenever the occasion demanded in the future someone of this caliber, then they would quite likely think of him and give him a call. It was indeed a solid plan, simple plan which should have succeeded under normal circumstance. 

But as Femi progressively found, circumstances had ceased to be normal. To start with, it was tougher than he imagined to get into the premises of most of the companies that he visited. It was tougher to get past the security gates, tougher to get into the reception areas, and tougher to get to talk to the hire masters. In most cases, and even from the front gate, faces hardened in hostility once it was learnt he was job-hunting. And consequently, he was often advised in rude tones to leave his letter at the security gate or at the reception.

“Never mind, if we need you we will call you,” some stupid minion would rudely instruct. Indeed from the general environment and attitude of most of the half-idle staff that he found at many of the places which he visited, he could often immediately deduce that they needed nobody, not now and not at any time in the near future. And if he ever succeeded in getting into the offices,  the stories that he heard were always similar to what he was hearing from the boring bald man, the boring idle bald man: “Soon we shut our gates; bye-bye forever,” the bald man had actually said with sadness, as he concluded the discussion.

So had the story been for the entire first month of the job hunt, an exercise which gave him a good knowledge of most of the roads in Lagos; the hidden streets and places which he never knew existed. After a month of these tiring travels, Femi could acknowledge to himself that he might indeed be in more serious trouble than he could ever have imagined. The truth was that there was no job out there. So now what was he to do? He had a wife, two children, bills to pay, and at thirty-two years old, a dark future staring him in the face.

Femi found that he had plenty of time to read the newspaper these days; time that he had never before been able to spare from a job which always left him too tired to think of another activity at the end of the day. They were only the news that were worth reading now that job advertisements were all but gone; and the news were not really that absolutely exciting anymore either. But he had a lot of time to kill these days and so he read them nevertheless. 

The news always promised gloom, they warned of more hardship ahead, and were generally never good at all. Every day it appeared to him that all hopes were ebbing away forever. Elizabeth, he knew was trying her best like a good wife to cheer him up. Every day as he left in the morning to search for jobs, she would wish for him that somehow a miracle would bring him in contact with a job on that day. And in the evenings, when she came back home tired from her own job as a nurse, she still found time and energy to encourage him.


“Don’t worry, something will soon turn up,” she would cheerfully say to him. 


The encouragement always did prove to be the tonic which he needed to fire him up and make him to go out next morning in search of a job that did not exist. 

The Monster returned again one night, always in his dream and clothed in a billowing cloud of smoke. The first time he saw the Monster was a bit after he and James had the accident.


“He’s dead,” the Monster viciously told him. In fact the Monster returned to say this to him several times, until worried about it, he went to talk to a doctor.

Femi initially thought that the nuisance came about because of the drugs that he was still being required to take after leaving the hospital - quite strong painkillers which often left him lightheaded and with a need to lie down and maybe sleep a bit. Or more accurately, maybe due to the withdrawal effect of the medicine which he was being gradually weaned from. The doctor however told him this was unlikely.


“Never mind, it is not real. Just switch your mind away from it and it will not bother you anymore,” the doctor advised. The trick worked for a while. Often though, when he was with a deeply troubled mind the Monster would never be far away from him, whittling and whittling away at his nerves.


“Fool, tomorrow you are going to go out once more and return home sad and empty-handed because there ain’t no job out there. Your stupid wife knows that, but she’s saying things to you just to make you happy in your foolishness. Who knows why she’s doing that? You never can trust a woman, you know,” the Monster was this time taunting, effectively increasing Femi’s fears.

Sometimes the Monster appeared as just an amorphous faceless blob, and sometimes with a gruesome face which leered wickedly and with sticky saliva dribbling down the side of enormous drooping lips. Always, it came with smoke pouring out of invisible orifices in its body, and when it came, Femi could always feel whatever woe that was at that time besetting him become hugely intensified and whatever hurt  he was feeling burning deeper.

Femi soon knew that his daily forages were fruitless adventures. Did Elizabeth really care? The Monster didn’t think so. Like the serpent in the Garden of Eden, the Monster was always ever eloquently attempting to persuade on the present importance of eating the fruit of the tree of Fear and Evil – after which you became as the godless.

On the positive side, because his job-hunting did not start until after nine in the morning by which time most companies that were still functioning would have opened for business, he now had more time to spend with the children. So he took charge of bathing and dressing them, getting them ready for school, and actually driving them there. These were things which he had never done when he still kept a job, and he indeed found these chores quite enjoyable and therapeutic.

Usually, his day started by leaving home at six-thirty in the morning while the children were often still fast asleep, so that he could get to work by seven-thirty, by driving a distance of merely ten miles of traffic congestion. His day used to similarly end by leaving work at five-thirty in the evening and getting home at about eight at night, by which time they were already asleep. Now life became easier. Nowadays by the time he ventured out of the house after nine in the morning, the roads had cleared, and traffic generally thinned out. Indeed these days he found he could race through and get to his previous office in less than thirty minutes because the roads were so free, and the only traffics were those with no job to go to. Those that were employed having long departed to their jobs and would not be returning till nightfall.

Many of the men would never see their children till the weekend, even though they lived in the same house, technically. And for many who had little children, their wives had the great responsibility of convincing the children that their daddies were still alive and had only gone to work. For homes where both parents worked long hours, this task would default to the employed nannies and later, other strangers who came to spend intimate time with the nannies while the children watched cartoon on television or been drugged to make them sleep.

These days Femi now saw a lot of the children, though not by choice. He also saw a lot of little things that he never had time to think about before - such as how hot the sun always was by noontime – even as he went from gate to gate to present himself for a contrived appointment to see the company hire master. But sadly, the situation refused to change. There still was no job out there.

Femi never bothered to wonder about all the other dozens of application that he  posted up country. He suspected though that the same sort of fate that must have befallen the seeds thrown upon the stony soil, they must have also suffered a natural death - some inside the offices” waste bins, some dumped in the bush by a postal worker with a grudge against the world, like why he had to work at all before getting paid so little. Some in the place where applications are stored never to be revisited until an idle cleaner finds them and decides to go barter all the papers for some roasted groundnuts and sugared popcorn from a travelling vendor.

However, he indeed got a couple of responses, one from a company in Kano and another from Kaduna. The letters had roughly the same content, as if they had both employed the same demons to gleefully send out bad news to job seekers: “We are sorry we cannot consider your application at the time because of the economic situation. As soon as things improve we shall again look at your application. Thank you for writing Flog and Wallop Contractors Limited.” So had the demons replied. And thus were remaining puny hopes dashed to smithereens.

Dear Editor,


Is there any end in sight to the problems of this country? When the military supplanted a democratically elected government on December 31 1983, we thought better things would result. But what did they do? They tried to justify this theft by castigating the civilian government as hopelessly corrupt, and then initiated a public campaign against indiscipline known as “War Against Indiscipline” (WAI) to whip us all into place like goats.


But then what happened later, another opportunist, another General whose name we dare not mention for grievous consequences, supplanted his colleagues in another coup. And for what reason? They say it is too sordid to mention in public. Now this General, whose name we dare not mention for grievous consequences, came into power with a promise  to bring to an end the human rights abuses perpetuated by his other military colleagues, and to hand over power to a civilian government by 1990.


This General, whose name we dare not mention for grievous consequences, issued a referendum to garner support for austerity measures suggested by the IMF and the World Bank, and subsequently launched his “Structural Adjustment Program” (SAP) for cheap popularity and to pull the wool over our eyes as his cohorts stole the country blind. The gains so far have only been huge capital flight and the most corrupt government in Nigeria ever. At least during civilian regimes, public servant thieves could be prosecuted, but what human will arrest an army of occupation? Where are we going?

Yours faithfully,

The Common Man.


No, they wouldn’t publish that. It was too risky. Editors like something a lot tamer.

Dear Editor,


Things are not going quite well in the country as we all can see. There is so much suffering everywhere; many unemployed graduates on the streets without a hope of what to do next. I know a first-class engineering graduate who has been unemployed for three years now and has become an embarrassment to himself and his parents. Is this fellow not also an embarrassment to the country? We only hope that this government can be more sensitive to our plight as citizens of the country.

Yours truly,

The Common Man


Now that looked better.

The days were longer now. After reading the newspapers for interesting advertisements and reading up the latest bad news for the economy, he was still left with a lot of hours before nightfall. He read newspapers like he had never done before. He read the news, he read the non-news, he read the opinion pages, he read the sports pages, he read the entertainment pages, he read the advertisements, he read the obituaries, he read the editorials, he read the letters to the editor. An angry thought suggested that he added his own to those letters, and why not, he agreed. After all there was a lot of time to kill. His mind was going to pieces and it seemed a good way to arrest the deterioration. So once in a while he would pick up pen and paper and also lend his voice to the many complaints about the country and how it was all going to the shambles. 

Writing these letters was always like a huge weight being unloaded off his mind. Reading them published in a newspaper did make him feel quite great. He was no more the silent sufferer; he was now the “common man” who knew where things were hurting, who knew, even though only through remote compassion, how it was to be hungry, to be afraid, and to have been bearing the huge burden of miscellaneous social problems emanating from an economy that had ceased to function. Yes, seeing his missives published always made him feel good. It was like a shield against a looming schizophrenia.

Deola was three years old, and the older of his two daughters. Sade was merely a year old. He was thankful that he had these little angels around him morning and night, wrapped all around him and shielding him from his miseries. He also thanked God for Elizabeth who even though worked long hours at a nursing job which didn’t amount to a lot of income at the end of the month, always managed to find words of comfort for him to ameliorate his sadness. 


“Things will get better. Never lose hope dear, things will certainly improve soon,” she always assured. Her words were the balm that soothed the sores inside him after returning home daily after another day of a fruitless job search. Yes, he was certainly glad to have family around him, but he knew that tougher times lurked ahead. His savings were dwindling fast. As he found out, you actually did spend more money while unemployed than you did when you had a job. It was a strange logic but actually true, as he discovered. It was indeed imperative for him to quickly find another source of income before it was all gone. Things might indeed by some miracle become better on their own as Elizabeth regularly prayed, but as trends had proven so far, a fool’s paradise was not the right place to live, not while you had children’s lives and future at stake.

His letter writing became more frequent lately; and he was now writing articles to the newspapers instead of puny letters to the editors. He wrote articles against every human discomfort and right violations that he could think up, and found that he was actually good at this. Some of them actually did get published, didn’t they? In a mad moment of boldness and frustration he had even considered a career switch. Yes, why couldn’t he be a newspaper writer too and get paid for it. So Femi had created for himself a new resume, attached copies of his writings to them and mailed them to all the newspapers that had addresses, and that was the last he had heard of those applications. Well, you certainly never did attend journalists’ school, did you? He both consoled and scolded himself.

Femi had no idea what the texture of the coming gloom would be like; he had no idea how it would smell, taste or feel like either, but he had a premonition that it wasn’t going to be pleasant at all.


“You are not going to die, friend, but you are going to suffer immensely,” the Monster assured him.


“But why?” Femi  needlessly asked.


“Because I am going to enjoy seeing you suffer,” the Monster laughed, its long sharp fingernails simultaneously searing hot and ice cold, digging into Femi’s brain, simultaneously scratching at his heart, his guts and crawling crazily up and down his spine like a chimpanzee .

CHAPTER 8

 “How is the job search going dear?” Elizabeth asked him one Saturday at breakfast. This was about five months after Femi  lost his job.

It would have been ordinarily an innocent question, but the way it came to Femi who was feeling quite grumpy after another frustrating week, it was like she were not honestly communicating with him else she wouldn’t have needed to ask that question. And if she had, then she was certainly up to some mischief with that question, being in full knowledge of what he was passing through. That, in any case, was how it appeared at this time to Femi. Indeed there was nothing new to tell her. His days became just monotonous rituals - he went out in the mornings, knocked on the doors of companies that could even remotely need his service, got turned away by all of them, and returned home tired and angry.


“Nothing yet,” he replied Elizabeth, quite irritated. “I am still looking though.”


He however saw his wife wince as if in pain at the rebuff.


“I am sorry, dear. You know how it has been with me,” he quickly apologized.


“It’s alright,” Elizabeth replied with a sad smile, and breakfast went on as cheerfully as it could after the brief altercation.

But Femi knew that it was not alright. His mind remained in turmoil for many hours thereafter. What was he doing wrong? Certainly the problem wasn’t with Elizabeth. She’d been trying her best to be supportive. He realized that what he had been doing was to erect barriers around himself, around his sanity; one block after the other, until he almost completely walled himself in, away from the world. And gradually, everything and everybody were being unconsciously processed as possible threats to his well-being. Unfortunately, Elizabeth too became in danger of being walled out like everyone else. Of course he had reasons for doing this, primarily because he hated to have to tell her lies about his situation. And the truth was that he had no clue anymore about what his situation was, and that wasn’t the sort of thing that a man told his family. Or in actual fact, that was not the sort of thing that a wife would want to hear from her man and still remain sane herself.

The government information machinery had been in overdrive mode for a while. Their stories were encouraging as usual. Lies usually sounded good to those who wished to be encouraged and entertained. The information spinners were patent clowns; but to idiots who wanted more lies to enable them look themselves up in the mirror and conclude that they were doing well in spite of their mental and physical malnutrition. The people running the government were indeed as wise as the gods. But Femi was no idiot. He knew that whatever went wrong was getting worse, and the only brainwork required was to try and figure out where and when it will all end. But both variables were too complex to be placed in any normal equation. Out there was utter hopelessness.


Of course he knew that he had a family to care for. He would gladly have taken whatever job came along, if any did. But none did, even though he spread his dragnets further than his skills, fishing for occupation he had no formal training for and even some which he completely abhorred. And because he was a trained electrical engineer he sought to try his hands at helping small companies with their electrical problems as a contractor. This looked quite sensible. After all, that was just like the business of his erstwhile employers, and he would only be doing it on a smaller scale. It was one idea that stood out of the quagmire in his mind. It had promise, it had grace, it had the opportunity to salvage whatever was left of his self-respect.

Femi generally kept few friends. In fact, his only friend that Elizabeth knew was George whom he realized that he hadn’t seen for quite a while. George was a lawyer, but never worked as a lawyer for even one day in his life. As soon as he left the university, George had with the assistance of his wealthy father been able to borrow a lot of money from the bank and consequently became a motor dealer. In fact, Femi would later come to the realization that the people that he knew were doing well at all, were those that wisely burnt their certificates and become traders.

Femi liked the way George did his thing. George was reasonable in his spending, and that was probably why he still remained solvent while all around him peers were committing financial suicide with grandiose taste in homes, vehicles and women. Since his short marriage, he had maintained a respectful distance away from women, believing that most of the foolish decisions which ruin the lives of men were engineered by women – such as decisions to purchase the expensive cars they bought from him. Nevertheless, he found it a very profitable occupation to sell foolish decision to other people and that was why he only sold expensive cars – serious wheels for fools. In fact the name of George’s business was Serious Wheels. 

George’s office wasn’t so big, but it belonged to him. It was a single story building on high street in Yaba, with a large frontage where he displayed his vehicles. George generally kept a minimal staff and an inventory of no more than twenty cars for sale. George had wisdom in investment. He kept all his savings in brick and mortar; primarily tenement buildings in the slums of Mushin, which he believed were the only investment guaranteed to further, appreciate in value in future. He wisely kept his money out of stock market, which at this present time became a ribald joke. The only thing that George splashed good money on was his dressing. He needed that to show his buyers that they were dealing with someone who had class and therefore wouldn’t sell them any trash. George really knew how to dress himself up.

On the day that Femi went visiting George’s office, he could roughly put a value to what George had on his skin, and he knew that the cost would be no less than two thousands in British Pounds, which at that time came to a hundred and twenty and would in later years amount to more than half a million; because George made all his clothing purchases from Saville Row. All that Femi was in search of was a free place to pitch an office. George had an unused room in his office building which he was pleased to let Femi have.


“I really do appreciate this,” Femi told him.


“No problem. If I couldn’t do this for you, who else would, I do it for?” George cheerfully encouraged.


Femi left George’s office that day with a check of ten thousand Naira, which was a really huge amount and nearly twice his monthly pay when he still had a job. At this time, with his dwindling savings, the windfall was like a million to him. Now armed with an office address, Femi printed himself some stationery, registered a business name, Flash Engineering, and became a businessman. 

Elizabeth was  quite pleased at his resourcefulness. Femi was even more pleased to tell her about his new objectives and plans because for the first time in months he finally had some plans, no matter how hazy they still were. Elizabeth was pleased to listen and to add her own ideas too, no matter how hazy. There seemed once more a future of hope, especially for their relationship.

But the contracting business was no picnic as he quickly found out. He generally spent more than he earned every month, much of it on maintaining his ageing but trusty Peugeot 504 while he furtively pestered small business for petty jobs which they seemed quite happy to offer him at rates from which no profit was possible. But to Femi, even these no profit jobs always were chances to get out of the house every day and to be seen as doing something positive with his time other than mulling about.


“Mr. Femi Falashe, your quote is ridiculous. Are you planning to buy a Mercedes from this job?” a pompous and officious small manager at a well-known conglomerate had been telling him on this Friday afternoon. The object of the disagreement was a quote that he submitted for putting electrical wiring in a small generator house just constructed within the company premises. It was one of those depressing jobs he had been reduced to competing for, always together with artisans who had never seen a day of formal educational instruction in their lives. 

On this occasion, his quote was for about ten thousand Naira, which was hardly any kind of money to even purchase a bent wheel cover for a Mercedes from George, but he felt doubly humiliated that his quote was being compared with that of a complete illiterate who proved his obvious lack of competence by spelling kondit for conduit and waya for wires; amongst many other patent descriptions which he committed into his absurdly low quote. The truth in this case was that he had cut the quotation to bare bones just to get the job and to have something to do. There was no profit in it as it was, and he wondered how the other local cowboy hoped to do the job at a cost that was about half of what he was offering. The answer was again quite obvious - substandard materials would be substituted, and within a few months the entire assembly would become unusable. The cowboy, if he had not yet fled to other pastures, would be called to correct the problem which he would now offer to do using good materials such as he should have done initially and perhaps now at a higher cost than Femi quoted; because the owners were now desperate. And the manager having initially received some form of bribe from the cowboy, such as free work on his own personal building project, and so equally desperate that he does not become implicated, would swiftly sign this off as remedial work, and get some more free labor for the effort. That was how business was done in these treacherous climes.

Femi pointed out to the obnoxious manager who seemed so much to be enjoying Femi’s discomfort that it was impossible for anyone to do the job at a lower cost. In return the manager showed him the competing quote from the kondit contractor.


“He is an experienced contractor. He did the wiring for the tool shed and we have been satisfied with his work,” the manager resolutely said, neglecting to divulge that the tool shed wiring caught fire within two weeks after it was initially done, when someone tried to test a power drill by plugging it into a socket. Fortunately, it was a cheaper surface wiring job which the contractor offered to replace with kondit at five times the previous cost.

Femi could see no future anymore for the profession of engineering, given that the manager in front of him claimed also to have actually graduated from a real university with an engineering degree and so ought to know better. 

Femi looked at his own quote, well typed on good quality paper, and miserably compared it to the other, handwritten on crumpled traders’ invoice and barely legible.


“It’s impossible to do the job at those rates,” Femi tiredly declared. The manager looked amused and also quite apologetic.


“Look, I want to help you,” the manager said in a tone which sounded quite like Femi came begging for alms. “I really want to give you a foot in into this company, seeing that you’ve been coming here for months. What we need here are professionals like you who can be relied on to sort out our problems without being told what to do, but there is no way I could justify your exorbitant quote. My boss will ask questions.”


“I do understand what the problem is. But the only way I could do the job at the other rate is to give you shoddy materials, and thereby give myself a bad reputation all around. I am sure you wouldn’t want to trust me with another job thereafter.”


“You seem not to be able to see this from my point of view,” the manager said, blowing noisily into a handkerchief. “My boss is a woman, and having to justify why I gave you the job in spite of the fact that there is a lower quote is a big problem for me. Of course you know about women; you will never hear the last of it,” he concluded, emphasizing the last bit as if it explained it all, as well as all the other mysteries of the universe.

Femi considered the two options - doing a shoddy job and not doing any at all. It was a decision which recurred at almost every meeting with clients these days. Much of it stemmed from the fact that most people imagine contractors to be thieves, which was the truth, and thus assumed that he was one by default - another criminal looking for a place to ply his trade - which was a discouragingly false notion. In this case, he held on to his pride and walked away.


“You have my phone number. Please call me if you change your mind,” he told the smirking manager, without hope.

He found himself sliding slowly into a depression of cataclysmal size. Returning home every day became like an ordeal because what he was able to give at home was getting smaller and smaller as job profits and savings whittled away. It was even more of an ordeal going out because that meant more money had to be spent, and in a situation where outflow exceeded income it didn’t take a genius to figure out the eventual result on his fledgling enterprise and on his finances.

Six months down the line on his new business, he again began to get into a mild panic. In a couple of months more the rent would be due. He needed to find a whole year’s rent on his flat, an amount which he certainly didn’t have. Behind Elizabeth’s words of encouragement which more recently became more often, he could see the twin in his own restrained panic. It was obvious to him that his wife was trying extremely hard to obviate her own fears, to keep her own sanity.

It had happened again at breakfast.


“How is the business going, Femi?” Elizabeth asked with a tired sigh.


“Please don’t bother me with this nonsense this morning, Liz,” Femi  snapped back,  without thinking. 


Again he immediately apologized, but the devil would not be appeased. A severe argument ensued, which left the children confused and crying. It also brought Elizabeth to tears. All frustrations and fears were brought out into the open and mercilessly flung about as weapons. Femi told Elizabeth how badly he felt about her studying and criticizing his life, about her monitoring his every movement and business so much that he could quite well have been a convict in Kirikiri Maximum Security. Elizabeth accused him of foolishly hiding from his own sad reality. That last bit hurt Femi to the core of his soul.


“So what are we going to do about the rent now?” Elizabeth finally confronted him with her most pressing fear. “Are we just going to hide behind your secret business plans until the landlord throws us out into the street?”


Femi thought this last stab quite unnecessary because she hadn’t even asked him yet whether there was money to pay the rent. She had just assumed that there wasn’t and it did hurt Femi very much that she was right.


Angers finally expended, they hugged the crying children and then hugged each other.


“What is happening to us, Femi?” Elizabeth said to him, tears streaking down her face. “For how long can we go on like this?”


Femi rubbed her shoulder, drew her closer to him as if for fear that she would fly away. He didn’t know the answer to those questions.

Something extraordinary was certainly happening to both of them, something terrible that romance did not prepared them for, something vicious that love would not shield them from. He could remember the sweet girl he had courted five years back, the lovely lady he took to the altar and happily and in front of more than five hundred guests, declared his undying love. The excited maiden who reciprocated his promise to love till death did them apart. The warm companion who lovingly bore the heavy burden of carrying two babies for him as proof that their lives were truly joined together; two daughters, that they both love and cherish so dearly. And tearfully in his mind’s eye, he could see an ugly demon, no, it was again the Monster, zipping open the body of his wife like a living cat suit, and menacingly stepping out -a vile beast its hour come. And in the background of his terror, Gwen Guthrie singing a haunting and nasty ballad:

“Cause nothin’ from nothin’ leaves nothin”

You got to have somethin’ if you wanna be with me

Oh, life is too serious, love’s too mysterious

A fly girl like me needs security

“Cause ain’t nothin’ goin’ on but the rent

You got to have a J-O-B if you wanna be with me

Ain’t nothin’ goin” on but the rent

You got to have a J-O-B if you wanna be with me


The Monster, now completely out of the cat suit which looked like his wife, was boogying to the music. It was a tune that Femi would find difficult to get out of his head for a very long time.

George gave him another check for the rent. It wasn’t a situation he would have been proud to tell anyone about, and definitely not Elizabeth, but he was extremely grateful again for this windfall. To his own moral credit though, he wasn’t asking either. There he was, sitting at his desk in his borrowed office, feeling quite beaten and thoroughly disemboweled; tired and his aching head weighing a ton. It had been a week since his encounter with the small manager at the office of the conglomerate and he indeed felt so hopeless; because he lost a job in competition with an illiterate who couldn’t write his own name. It was  a terrible dent to the rest of the pride that was left in him.

“How are you doing, Flash?” George asked him. It appeared to Femi that his misery must have been so noisy that it could be heard twenty yards away. He smiled sadly. Hearing George call him Flash brightened him up a bit. There were a lot of pleasures that marriage always took away from you – like your nickname. Of course things had certainly not been going well at all, and for the next hour or so, he told George his tale of woe. George listened patiently, nodding and humming intermittently to assure that he was truly listening, and to urge him on. At the end of it, George offered his platitudes and invited Femi to come along with him to the club for a drink. Femi thought he did quite need a drink and was pleased to go along. George instructed his own driver to meet him at the club and rode in Femi’s car.

“Do you remember Laide?” George asked along the way.


“Of course I do; I haven’t seen her in ages,” Femi felt a delightful surge of sweet nostalgia.


“She died; you know,” George told him.


“Really. How did that happen?”


“She apparently got in a fight with her fiancé, and the guy beat her up so bad that she ended up in hospital. I learnt that she was discharged days later but died afterwards.”


“Boogie Dog; did he do it?”, Femi regretfully asked.


“No, it was someone else. Who on earth would be crazy enough to want to be Boogie’s girlfriend for long?”, George laughed.


“Poor girl,” Femi was sincerely sorry.


“Oh well, everything in life has its reward. When I heard the story I wished I could have been able to see her and tell her Femi wouldn’t have done this to you.”


“Nevertheless, nobody deserves that. I did really love that girl, George.”


“I know,” George said, pensively.” I did love my Dorothy as much too, but women can be so daft, as we all eventually found out.”


“You never really did tell me what happened between you and Dorothy, you know. I thought nothing could separate you two, the way you”d always been,” Femi carefully asked George.


“So did I, friend, but it was so funny really. She changed completely as soon as we were married. In fact I didn’t know her anymore and it seemed like some evil creatures had taken control of her.”


“Sometimes I feel the same way about Liz, but it is quite for no more than a few minutes at any time,” Femi chuckled.


“You can’t understand,” George did seem genuinely struck with terror. “I just couldn’t do anything right again in her mind. She compared me to everyone. Driving along, she would always compare my car to whichever she found fascinating on the road and go like – I wish we also had that Rolls Royce. Often, unprovoked too, she would say things like – I wish you were like so and so. I did began to actually feel useless and with no more confidence in myself. I had to be home by seven else I’d be explaining why I didn’t for the rest of the night. Soon she started to think probably I had some other girlfriend somewhere, else why wasn’t I making a big deal out of the fact that we had sex probably only on my birthday and hers - because she never was in the mood. I was dying inside and my business was beginning to suffer. Can you believe that I even thought of killing her?”


“No.!” Harmless George killing someone? Femi’s mind couldn’t successfully process that.


“I swear. I thought to do something like giving her an overdose of sleeping pills or something like that, only I didn’t have the guts. But one day though, we got into an argument and I slapped her. I didn’t know what came over me. Angry, she packed her stuff and left, hoping by that gesture to punish me. I couldn’t believe my luck. Maybe my mother is not quite dead after all. To celebrate, I installed reinforced steel doors with new locks, shut down the office for a month and went on a valedictory holiday to Europe and America. When I came back I moved house, and filed for divorce. As we didn’t have children, it went without pain. In fact, I think it was a relief for both of us,” George told Femi.

The golf club was a place where you would oddly find more people congregating at night when it would be crazy to contemplate playing any golf except with luminescent balls and infrared goggles. But as everyone knew, golf clubs were not the domain of ordinary mortals; they were places where often insane bosses came to talk to other insane bosses, obviously to save money that would have been required to hire psychiatrists, or because they would feel ashamed to be seen talking to one. Femi didn’t know anybody here, and so while George did his rounds of boisterous conversation with friends whose names he wouldn’t even remember by next morning, Femi sat at the bar and silently conversed with his beer.

When they left the club later that night, George tucked another check in Femi’s pocket for the rent, and Femi was too drunk to refuse. 


“These things do happen to everybody,” George said to him.” But whichever way it goes, always try to make your wife your best friend; I had no success with mine though.”


Femi said he understood, thanked George for all his help, and would next morning be grateful to God that he was too drunk to refuse the money.

Dear Editor,


There is not in the least a dearth of things to complain about in this sorry country. Armed robbery has become a de facto new power base, with handful of criminal gangs holding the entire country in panic and doing good business hijacking cars from their owners at gunpoint for quick sale across the border. Where are we going as a civilized country? 

The Common Man

More gristle for the mental mill. 

Femi would discover to his utter helplessness that it takes money to run and to ruin a good marriage. In a situation where he now contributed less and less to the family expenditure, making his wife his best friend became quite an uphill task, and day by day he found that they had less and less to talk about except money, which he unfortunately had little of, thus making these discussions a one-sided affair which only irritated him, caused him to retreat deeper into his protective inner shell where spiteful words could not touch him.

To maintain sanity, Femi continued to write his letters to newspapers, as many as he could when he had time to spare. The long nights became too long for him and thus became just perfect for creating his missives. His great regret was that quite few of them were getting published, much fewer than he would have liked. 

Femi found himself sleeping very badly and waking up by coffee. A diet supplement of Coca-Cola provided energy for the rest of the day and kept him awake at night as he pursued his commentaries. Most days he returned home dead tired but still unable to sleep. And thus the interregnum between night and day break he filled with writing more letters and essays. The letters to the editor he continued to sign as the “Common man,” which he thought lent an amusing anonymity. The essays he signed sometimes with his own name or most often other names that he made up because he had along the way become convinced that most of the newspaper now had some hostile prefect or principality dispatched to the mail room to hunt for his letters and to destroy them, therefore explaining why most of them were not being published anymore. At least that was what the Monster had told him. Femi could still hear its mocking laughter, wet and deep like stones falling into a dark bog.

Deola’s and Shade’s birthdays were merely fifteen days apart. The last time any of them had had a birthday party was when they were a year old. Little Deola was now five years old and just got into primary school. One of her school friends who lived a couple of street away had his birthday some weeks ago, and Deola wanted a party too. They couldn’t really afford it but Femi and Liz nevertheless set about organizing a little party for the kids.


“You know, I think we spoil these kids,” Femi joked. “In my days you had to stretch your right arm over the top of your head and if you couldn’t touch your left ear with your right hand, then you were simply not old enough to get into primary school. But look who is in primary school now.”


“Well, you can go back to living in your days then,” Liz said quite seriously, indeed with enough seriousness to make Femi embarrassed.


“I didn’t mean it like you seem to think, Elizabeth. Just trying to make a little joke. I really think the kids are quite brilliant and ought to be rewarded as often as possible.”


But her response had hurt nevertheless. It wasn’t the first time that Liz had accused him of living in the past, and each time it was always with a measure of impatience.

It was a great party for the kids, despite the low budget. The children’s friends around the street and a few others from school were invited. Some of them came along with their parents. Along with Sarah, two years old, and Gloria, four, came their parents, Funsho and Jumoke Agboola. They lived about three houses away on the street. Funsho and Jumoke was the most delightful couple Femi had ever seen. You actually felt happy just being around them. As they were street neighbors they were also the last to leave, primarily because their children were not just about ready yet to leave.


“There is a church programme that I would wish you to attend,” Funsho Agboola suggested to Femi just as they finally prepared to go. Femi was not really one to be interested in churches. Nowadays he simply went to church because Elizabeth did and it was an Anglican church, not Catholic and not any of those ridiculous and now quite rampant Pentecostal assemblies where decent dressing was regarded as unimportant in the face of God; and all God needed was your money.


“What is it about?” Femi warily asked.


“It is a Saturday breakfast meeting at our church. Actually it was created for professionals and business persons such as you. A visiting minister comes to share the scriptures and then we do a bit of prayers. You can’t really pray too much, can you? Not the way the country is going.”

Femi wanted to say no. He had enough problems on his hands and no wish to freshly engage himself in some new religious annoyance. But Liz said yes, and Femi thereafter wished he’d said it first. In any case, if it was working so well for Funsho and Jumoke Agboola, he also wouldn’t mind to have some of it.

CHAPTER 9

Elizabeth got another job. It was a job at the medical clinic of an oil company headquartered in Lagos, and it paid more than five times what she’d previously earned. It was a lucky break for them both. Tension appreciably eased around the house, and both could feel their relationship easing back to something that looked like normal. Femi was not at all overjoyed about the idea of his wife becoming the breadwinner, but he reckoned that it was just part of how life flowed around you, and no worse than the constant humiliation that became a feature of his daily forages. Did he enjoy the unfortunate role reversal that Elizabeth’s new job promised? He had never really considered that they were in a role play, and he very wisely reasoned that if this was the price they had to pay to stop the constant bickering over money, it wasn’t  a bad deal.

In fairness to Elizabeth, as Femi would frequently reason, it wasn’t like she enjoyed complaining about money, and Femi didn’t think of those rare occasions when she opened her mind to reveal her worries as complaining. It was just like any natural reaction to discomfort. The threshold for releasing the build-up of frustration was just different for everyone. But when you were having a two-person discussion over a matter where one listener was the subject of the discussion, the description for that would of course be nagging. Naturally, Femi did not like being nagged, and he couldn’t imagine anyone who did. He also realised that his having no response contributed a lot more to his discomfort during these discussions than anything else that Elizabeth could have said. And Elizabeth in her own mind naturally did not see anything wrong in having a heart to heart discussion with her husband, to show her fears and concerns. Only these heart to heart discussions always turned out to be discussions with her heart.

In the final analysis, Femi would find himself grateful for the release from financial pressures, thus enabling him to go prospecting for work with less desperation. He had more quality time for himself, for his children, his wife and of course, for his new passion of informing newspaper editors and everyone in the world about his opinion on how senseless everything in the entire world was becoming and how to begin to make sense of it all once again. Of course most of his letters and articles never got published because of the prefect demon which sat in the newspaper mail rooms dutifully searching specifically for letters from Femi Falashe aka The Common Man, and casting them into the lake of fire. Femi felt though that it was nice to be able to get things off his mind, and was not in the least discouraged from writing more. Never.

Femi saw James again not long after; or he thought that he did. One evening he was going back home from Lekki where he went to have a meeting with a possible client who was building a new home. It was an introduction made possible by George and there was the promise of good money to be made from this one. The meeting went well and he was feeling quite good with himself. Nevertheless, he was tired and wired up as a consequence of little sleep and a high caffeine diet. Femi was playing Wes Montgomery on the cassette player of his Peugeot to keep himself relaxed but it wasn’t working. He thought to later have a beer at Dekool Bar, near his office.

Passing through the confusion at Obalende market on his way towards Moloney, he thought he saw someone who looked quite familiar standing in the crowd and waiting for a bus. It was indeed a face that he knew very well. It was James Peregrino. Yes, it certainly was James; the face hadn’t changed at all. The body hadn’t changed either - lanky and with a little slouch; in fact James was wearing one of those funky silk shirts that Femi loved. One thing that looked quite amiss though, was that James would never take a bus.

Femi stopped his car and made to reverse. Maybe he could give James a ride to wherever he was going. It would indeed be quite nice to link up with him once again. Looking back however, he found that James went, apparently gone away on one of the buses. That was indeed funny; James would never take a bus, he thought. Maybe he went home. His father’s house wasn’t too far away.

Dekool Bar was a clean little place, not filled with noisy drunks and without the noisome blare of brain-numbing music that usually characterized similar places that served alcohol to patrons. It was a nice quiet place to have a nice quiet drink before returning home each day. Friday evenings were always the time to review the rest of the week, how business had been for him, and especially if it had been worse than the previous week. Friday evenings at Dekool bar were always the time to evaluate the progress or decline of his life; including a review of his weekly newspaper mailings. Not that he minded how many of his letters never got published, he was quite pleased with himself that he could unload the anger that he felt about his general situation out on paper and send them away to be someone else’s problem. It was therefore mostly about therapy. Some men beat their wives up; some women slept around; a lot of youngsters and as a matter of fact adults too, did drugs instead. Femi was pleased to be able to deal with his own challenges in a way that hurt nobody at all, and above all left him cleaned out of all the anger inside him, at least for the moment.  Usually every Friday, Femi loved to chill at the Dekool Bar.
Desmond Dekker was singing 007 from the sound system of the bar. Femi gently followed the song along with his head bobbing, his fingers tapping on the table as he sat enjoying a Star beer. “You are brighter by far on a Star,” that was what the old jingle promised and Femi was indeed feeling good. The job that he had been chasing up at Lekki didn’t turn out to be as great as he  imagined it would but it had at least given him work to do, and well, it was a more mentally challenging job than wiring tool sheds.

The song did bring back memories and specifically it again reminded him of James whom he thought he saw at a bus-stop about a month back. It was James’ favorite song, and that was how he had gotten the nickname 007 -licensed to kill , the girls of course ; even though James never thought much of that nickname and seemed more annoyed than anything at being called that.


Memories.  He shut his eyes and smiled.

The door of Dekool bar swung open when he opened his eyes and who would he see walking in but James. James surprisingly had not changed even a bit since the ten years Femi had last seen him; not even aged for one day. He still wore the faded jeans, a flowered silk shirt, an Oliver Twist cap like Bill Cosby wore in Let’s Do It Again; no, it was like Jimmy Cliff in The Harder They Come. He was also wearing a blue creeper shoes, Femi’s favorite.


“Flash!” James enthusiastically greeted him; hugging him. Femi giggled madly like a girl. It had been so long and he was extremely overjoyed to see James once again. James drew a chair and sat with him.


“Have a beer,” Femi enthusiastically suggested, but James declined. Femi remembered again that James rarely drank beer. At parties, James would more usually hold a little bottle of Babycham from which he would sip all through the night. James rarely touched any beer, which to him was a drink for people with no class. The real truth was  James got drunk too easily.


“Watching my weight,” James laughed.


“Yeah, you’ve certainly kept yourself well. What have you been up to?  How did you do in Europe? Married? Kids?”


“No, not for me,” James wagged a finger, with a jolly laugh which never failed to perk Femi up. Good old James.


“I’ve been here and there. I get around quite a lot. What about you Flash?”

James had this attentive and sympathetic look on his face, like he really and genuinely needed to learn about what had been happening in Femi’s life, like he’s so concerned. Femi’s heart told him that it would be okay to tell James about all he had passed through because it would certainly reduce the pains and probably make them fade away altogether. So Femi told James everything: how he lost his job, the indignities that he passed through for financial survival, and to top it all, the bloody newspapers were not even publishing his bloody letters anymore. 

“It’s all so depressing,” Femi summarized after what seemed a monologue lasting more than an hour.

Throwing the rest of the beer in his glass down his throat, Femi called a steward for another. James declined any drink at all. The steward looked quite concerned as he brought the beer, and completely ignored James, which seemed understandable since James wasn’t being a good customer and friend of the establishment.


“Is everything okay, sir?” the steward asked, and Femi waved him away. The steward hastened off to serve another customer.


“Some fact of life is that you cannot rely on anyone to help you or to help your ambition,” James told him. “If I wanted to get all my stuff printed, all I would do is start printing my own papers. Does that not make sense?”


Yes, it did begin to make at least a bit of sense to Femi. After all it was James’ idea and one thing that he knew about James was that James didn’t mess around with giving frivolous or stupid advice.


“Not that I am encouraging you to start a newspaper though.” James added. “How much do they pay you to publish your stuff anyway?”


“Oh nothing at all; they don’t even send me a bloody complimentary copy,” Femi replied.


“So what are you worried about? What is the loss if they don’t  publish your stuff?” James looked genuinely puzzled.


“They are indeed a lot better than much of the trash that these newspapers print anyway. I could in fact teach some of these newspaper staff writers a thing or two about how to do a good story.”

James told Femi that he was ashamed to hear his voice sounding like he was whining.


“Okay let’s have it in perspective, Flash. What does it take to start a small newsletter or magazine of your own? I mean not something like Daily Times or anything like that, but just a newsletter or magazine where you have complete control over what goes into it?” James asked.


“I guess it must take several millions,” Femi said.


“Wrong, Flash. To succeed at anything, all you need is a lot of determination; anything else is extra. Have you ever wondered how much the typical magazine earns on each edition? Fact is that most of them rarely sell more than a few hundred copies. They make all their money from advertisements. Just consider a magazine with half the pages covered with advertisement. They make millions on every edition just by printing a couple of thousand copies and giving most of it away free. It even pays them to throw the papers away”


Femi nodded and agreed with James. He’d  heard this before.


“Now why should they want to bother about how good your articles are that everyone must read them? Bloody editors probably just select any old article that would fit the available space not covered by advertisements, and that settles the issue.”


Again Femi agreed; he’d also heard that before. James had educated him, and his mind now seriously looked at the prospect of having his own magazine. Yes, he could also possibly be in a position to make millions publishing advertisements and articles contributed by other glory-seeking fools for fillers.


“I think there are some truths in what you say, James. But the fact is that I don’t know anything about putting a magazine together.”


“It doesn’t have to be a daily, weekly or even monthly thing. Once in a couple of month will do for starters. Plenty of time to gather all the stories you need together,” James still enthusiastically flowed on.


“I still don’t know a thing about how to put a magazine together, James.”


“Flash… Flash,” James had impatiently said, like he was talking to a child. 
“Before you decided to become an engineer, did you know anything about engineering?”


“Not a thing,” Femi agreed.


“All you learned, you got from a bunch of books. So go to the library my friend and get some books. Get some books on publishing and some on how to make a business plan and before you know it, you are in business, man.”

Now something irritating was finally happening. James had both of his feet on another chair and Femi found to his consternation that James was smoking weed. Between his teeth was  a hefty bomber as fat as a sausage. Femi looked fearfully towards the bar stewards and the other customers but nobody seemed to notice or to mind. Well, this was Lagos and people generally have learnt to mind their businesses, he reasoned. 


“You really can’t smoke that thing inside here, James. I mean you shouldn’t.”


“Who says?” James replied.


“Okay, it is not like there is a sign which says you shouldn’t, but you know as well as I do that it is not legal to smoke that nonsense. I mean, this is not campus man.”


“So what’s going to happen? Someone here is going to put me in prison for smoking a bit of weed? You want a puff? Try it man it’s cool. Just for once, try it.”


“No, James, you know quite well that I’ve never done that. And from what I have seen of many of you guys, it completely messes up the brain, man. I wish you’d give it up and stick to something more harmless. Beer is okay.”

James merely shrugged as he noisily exhaled a huge plume of white smoke. He placed his small transistor radio on the table. Femi realized that the music coming from the transistor had the same tinny cadence as what he was listening to just before James came in. And he thought that very weird.


That’s the way uh uh, I like it uh uh uh uh… K.C and the Sunshine Band were presently playing. James defiantly sang along.  Uh uh uh uh…

It was one of the songs Femi so much loved in those days. So much that he sometimes heard it playing in his dreams.


That’s the way aha, I like it uh uh uh uh
Memories.


It really pissed him off though to learn that KC was a white guy.


“Those were really great times, James,” he agreed with a tear drop in his eye. Those were indeed good times gone forever.

“See you around, Flash,” James told him as stubbed his cigar out on the floor, tucking the roach away in a small zipped pocket inside his brown corduroy cap. James scooped up his transistor radio and with a brilliant smile waved and left the bar, leaving behind a very loud and empty silence. Femi found that it was well after seven in the evening and he should also be on his way home ...uh uh uh uh 
CHAPTER 10

Thanks to a very excitable professor, Femi had been able to learn in the university that colonial rule was a continuation of slavery; this time by subterfuge. The difference was that those people, according to the professor, came instead to Africa to enslave everyone on a greater scale rather than take a few thousands away with them to their countries. And while here they cunningly persuaded the natives that they were being done great favors even though forced to salute flags and sing anthems that really meant nothing to them. And for this the foolish Africans rewarded their captives by naming prime landmarks after the several officers of these colonial governments. All these, by the way, were just extra-curricular ramble from the professor. 

Femi found the British Council located on Kingsway Road, named after the last king of England, or maybe it was the first. He thought it was one up for the British Council though, that this was perhaps the only remnant of colonialism which still had anything good to offer. This, Femi would say, because he had a ticket to use the British Council library.

James had suggested for him to go find some books on how publishing worked. Femi thought that his friend should have known better, and that as far as he knew there were probably no longer any functional public libraries in the entire country, since the military government didn’t believe in that nonsense. He could of course find a way to get into one of the universities’ libraries but he doubted any of them had any useable books anymore. They seemed to have books on the shelf written just after Methuselah was born, or more precisely, just before Biafra fell. But never mind, Femi at this time thought himself lucky to have a membership card for the British Council library; and which he did gleefully put to use.

The books that he could find were not that very educative either. Most simply described what went on before the paper sheets hit the streets. He got himself a couple of books on editing, one on typography and some on creating a business plan, for starters. He took them home and devoured them greedily. They piled up on top of his table, took over the entire table, and got his letters-to-editor project for the mean time displaced. Elizabeth was surprised to see so many books, and wondered what was afoot. Femi explained to her what he was contemplating. He had no choice; he wouldn’t be able to wall her out on this one.


“That sounds interesting,” Elizabeth had been genuinely intrigued. “But you don’t even know how to publish a magazine.”


“Well, I aim to learn. That’s what all these books are for. I believe there is nothing that can’t be learned,” Femi told her.


“Isn’t this also going to cost a lot of money? Where is it going to come from?”


“Yes, it could cost a lot of money, but it could make a lot of money too. When there is money to be found somewhere it is always possible to find money to find it.”

Femi showed Elizabeth his business plan, emphasising the huge advertisement income possible each time a magazine turned out a new edition. Elizabeth looked entranced.


“I could make millions every month running a magazine of my own, Elizabeth. I’ve been writing a lot of stuff for months for ungrateful newspaper editors. And I reckon if I devoted even half of that time to put together my own publication, I am sure that we’d be a lot better off financially,” he told Elizabeth. 

The “we” bit did get to Elizabeth, even as Femi had wished. It immediately sold her the idea, at least the part about the millions. Yeah, we could make millions! She hugged her husband warmly and sat on his lap.


“The beauty of this business is that I don’t even have to sell a single copy of the magazine. I can in fact give them out for free and rake in money from advertisement. That’s what all those hyped up news magazines do really. They dump most of what they print at the paper recycling plant and claim high circulation. It’s a scam. But I won’t be doing that. I want to build a business that I’d be proud of.”


But Elizabeth didn’t want to know what a scam was, she was just satisfied that not too far into the future, they’d be earning millions. God, this man works so hard, she prayed in her heart, he certainly deserves a break.

It is said that given enough time, a madman could create the world. Femi learnt from the library books how to do typography and printing. He learnt about writing articles, doing page layouts, doing paste ups and dummies. He learnt new guerrilla tactics for getting advertisements, for shoestring publicity, and generally creating false fronts all around. And so POWER was born – the authoritative journal of electrical technology.


POWER, he thought it indeed a well thought out title, a quite new concept which looked very marketable. Power, everybody needs it. Power, everyone should get it. Femi felt that easy street didn’t look distant anymore.

There was still a lot of work to do. So back he went to the library, this time to the periodicals section. And with meticulous intent, he stole articles from several magazines, journals and newspapers. He copied anything that was relevant to his new journal and put them away in a file. But he was not done yet. He visited the third-hand used magazine shops under the bridges, bought more magazines from all over the world and from them stole more stories. This new life of crime, to him, was becoming so very exciting. 


Now to the more difficult tasks. Femi took out those stories and articles which he thought immediately interesting and began to re-write them to fit into his magazine. In publishing, this, as he learnt, was known as slanting, but who the heck gives a claim about terminologies. Femi had a magazine to produce. He had a money machine to build.

After all the new stories were written and typed out, Femi took them to the typesetting shop. This was one of the most frustrating bits of the whole process because the typesetter was barely literate and each sheet returned with at least a hundred spelling mistakes. He had to wait for several more days for them to be corrected. This done, he sat to create what was known as the dummy, which really was another obfuscating word to describe a collection of sheets, tacked together  to approximately represent what the completed magazine would look like. 

Femi tried to create the dummy by himself and ended up with something that looked a lot like a student’s scrapbook. Nothing impressive at all, plus it gave him a huge headache from inadvertently sniffing paste-up glue. Femi finally discovered a graphic artist’s shop two streets away from Serious Wheels and which looked like they might be able to do this sort of thing.

Rockmedia Productions was the name of the business. It was located in a two room half of the lower floor of a badly kept residential house on a crowded street. The receptionist seemed surprised to be interrupted as she busily fingered her rosary beads and silently muttered her prayers. As Femi would later find, the receptionist was also the secretary and also the wife of the only other employee of Rockmedia Productions, whose name was Emeka Adichie - a bleary faced balding man who looked like he could genuinely be enjoying sniffing the paste-up glue.

The reception room was neat and tidy but the studio reeked of ink solvents, glue and rat piss. Femi confidently explained what he wanted to Mr. Adichie who nodded patiently. Femi felt assured that Adichie knew what he wanted. He didn’t seem to do much business as things appeared, since the work bench was at this time bare. His charges also didn’t look excessive.


“It will take three weeks,” Adichie nevertheless said. Now Femi thought that the job should take no more than a few days given that it took him just a little over a week to do his own version. But in any case, this was how craftsmen generally did their business - they gave you the impression they had loads of work to do and were actually only doing you a favor by accepting yours. This is to lay the foundation for either giving you a high bill or keep you busy coming on your knees to beg for your job.


“I’ve only got two weeks to do this,” Femi told Adichie. “Is it something you cannot accomplish in two weeks?”


He could almost hear Adichie’s mind working frantically, thinking that if he stuck to three weeks the client might either walk or concede. Adichie finally decide not to take chances as times were hard.


“Okay let’s see how it goes. God will make a way,” he nervously agreed.


Femi wrote him a check for half of the cost. Adichie insisted on cash. Apparently no bank account or already relishing the thought of a good cut of meat on the dinner table tonight.

Femi drove to the bank half a mile away, cashed the check and returned to give Adichie the money. With greedy hands, Adichie took the money, safely tucked it in the back pocket of his trousers and wrote Femi a receipt. Femi saw as he was leaving, that the secretary who also doubled as the receptionist and Adichie’s wife, was freshening up her face, possibly for a trip to the market. Good meat on the table tonight.

Rockmedia did get his dummy finished in two weeks. Adichie was quite overjoyed to get the rest of his money. Femi’s business plan was specific on what had to be done. The dummy, according to the books, should be the marketing document which should open the doors to the millions in advertisement revenue. Now what he needed to do was make a list of possible advertisers and then persuade them to book a space. And after you’d gone to press, you took complementary copies back to the advertiser to collect your bread. Easy scam, even a child could do this. But it wasn’t a scam in which he intended to participate. Looking at the dummy, it did look like all the effort was worth the result. The stories were good, the page layout was great and the cover  looked exciting and eye-catching. It was a magazine he would have been glad to purchase.

Things went better on the marketing front than he imagined they would. Bayo Lawal was a childhood friend and was now Marketing Manager at ARC Technical, a worldwide company which sold industrial plants. Bayo was quite pleased to lend a hand by booking a page for his company. Akin Ariyo whom he had known from university as a roommate now ran a computer hardware business and offered to purchase a half page just for old time’s sake. Femi calculated that the money receivable from both advertisements was enough to cover printing cost, if he didn’t print too many copies, and also to leave him with a little bit of profit. But in any case, he still needed to find the money for the printing.

With advertisement order in hand, and the dummy as evidence of a promising investment, Femi hit the road in search of real money. Femi penciled down two key persons he might talk to about this – both primarily because he thought they were greedy. One was Elizabeth’s uncle, and the other his own uncle. Apart from being greedy, both he thought to be able to put to shame by showing them he was on the way to something good; knowing that for reasons which he never understood, they was never his greatest fans.

Chief Jaiye Ifalashe was his father’s brother. He was also an accountant. Femi made an appointment to see him at his office near the top of a fifteen-story building in central Lagos business district. The building had a broken lift and dodgy air-conditioning. By the time Femi reached the thirteenth floor office he was perspiring freely and had to carry his jacket in his hand rather than wear it. 

Chief Jaiye Ifalashe, sixty-five years old, looked in bad shape physically and Femi would find himself wondering how he ever managed to make the trip up to this floor; but then that was another of the strange mysteries of the universe. Femi was kept waiting for another two hours in the reception, Femi suspected, to annoy him. But he was in no hurry; after all he was here to transact business. Eventually he did get to talk to his uncle near closing time.


“I’ll have to say no,” his uncle in a wheezy voice, finally told him after about twenty minutes of Femi’s enthusiastic presentation. “On the surface it does look like you’ve got it all together and well planned, but I will still have to say no.”


“Why is that, sir?” Femi asked, still hopeful that he could convince the old man to change his mind.


“Primarily because I don’t understand the business. I will be honest with you though that this looks like it still needs a lot of work. I am not going to suggest anything to you. It is your business really and I am sure you are old enough to make it work better.”


He asked how Femi’s mother was and Femi told him that she was well. These old fools usually dropped those how are your parents? Hint, when dismissing you like some pesky kid, Femi angrily thought as he stomped down twenty-four flights of stairs. What an old, blind, pessimistic fool.

His meeting with David Mariere, his wife’s uncle did not go any better. In any case, this conceited ape was at least ten years younger than his own uncle. Therefore Femi could easily excuse him for his stupidity or something like that. Mariere perfunctorily looked at the package Femi had brought along. His uncle, Chief Ifalashe, had at least tried to understand what it was about. Femi went to meet Mr. Mariere at his office in Ikoyi. As Femi would learn much later from a busybody, the office did also house a love nest, where he and his friends entertained girlfriends and most often, other men’s wives. Femi was initially impressed that his time was not unnecessarily wasted at the reception. He did later see that Mr. Mariere needed to get rid of him quickly so that he could attend to his gathering friends. After about ten minutes or so of hurried conversation, Femi was quite convinced that Mariere did not like him at all and liked his project a lot less. So Femi quickly hauled himself out of the office.


“My regards to your wife,” David Mariere said to him as Femi left, in a voice sounded very contemptuous. Stupid adulterous prick, he thought.

All his hopes used up, Femi wondered what to do next. Of course he couldn’t go to the bank, for the reason that as everyone knew, banks were never set up to help your business. Forget about their advertisements; banks were set up to extract huge charges from you when you cannot afford them and to lend you money when you didn’t need it. But the dilemma still remained nevertheless unsolved. He had a dream to pursue, he had a business straining to come alive, but he was being stumped by something as little as twenty-five thousand to do the printing. Where the heck was God?

This was the primary question on his mind as he set off for Dekool Bar later the next evening. But he found the voice of the Monster replying him instead with a jeering laugh: Uptown boy, Lagos is not that easy. Haven’t you heard it that this is a place where fools come to get wise? Wisdom does not come cheap boy, you must pursue it like a molue bus and jump on it else you will die waiting for an easy trip.”

Opening the door of Dekool Bar and stepping inside the air-conditioning, a lot of the heaviness seemed instantly lifted off his mind. Nice. It was yet just around five o’clock and there were only a handful of people at the place. Femi went to his usual table at the right corner from where he could see everything that went on in the bar. But surprise, whom did he see sitting there if it wasn’t James. 

Both of James’ legs were on the table. James was wearing gabardine Oxford bags, black and white platform shoes about six inches high at the heels, a very lovely flowered shirt with Superfly lapels, tasseled waistcoat matching his trousers, and his Afro hair held a wooden comb with a black power salute handle. Shit. They were new clothes and Femi wondered where James had shopped them up. Definitely not from Speedy though. Speedy had been long wiped off the face of the island landscape together with the Quayside commerce by the newly constructed Marina and the axial roads. No, Speedy was long gone; Femi in fact checked just a few months ago. No Speedy.


James was dressed for the occasion which was the music. The tinny transistor was playing Mango Meat by Mandrill. Really funky group, Femi would agree. James was not smoking anything this time, he wasn’t drinking anything either. He was just there, nodding his head to the music and humming along. Femi wondered which radio station James had newly discovered which seemed only to play seventies soul and funk.

Anyway, just whom he wanted to see, Femi thought, also wondering how James was able to make it through the streets in these outlandish clothes. I mean come on man, this was late eighties not early seventies. But he was just pleased to see James anyway.

Femi thought James’ hand felt rather cold, but then maybe James had been waiting in the air conditioning for too long.


“You look quite sad,” James observed as Femi sat and called for a beer.


“Yeah, really sad,” he confessed to James.


“What then is the problem this time, friend?”


Femi didn’t quite know where to start, because he felt so overwhelmed. Nevertheless, he finally let it out and James listened all through without interrupting, periodically humming and nodding his head.


“So you can’t find the money to do your magazine, is that what you are trying to say?


“Precisely, I have tried but nobody is interested,” Femi affirmed.


“Didn’t the business book you read bring up this possibility?”


“Maybe they did. I can’t remember.”


“The bottom line is that nobody wants to buy your magazine idea in spite of the advertisement orders you already got.”


“Absolutely.”


“Scratch the skin off all those books out there though and you’ll find they always contain a load of crap. Are there hopes that the advertisement will continue to run, and become like some cash flow?” James thoughtfully asked.


“Maybe not, but I have some other potential customers in mind. There is Layi Bello, you know him from university, don’t you? Used to be called Labelle. He was in my class and he’s quite a big shot now as far as I can see. He’s got a fantastic business selling and repairing industrial generators. You know that he’s always been a sucker for publicity. So I intend to set him up for an interview in my magazine and I should get at least three pages for my effort.”


“So the main problem at the moment is that you must get your magazine out and printed, else Labelle won’t come out to play?”


“That’s about the size of it. The cost of one page of advertisement ought to pay the printing cost so if no one else shows up for a while I should still be able to keep going.”


“But you didn’t factor the problem of no start-up capital into your plans, right?”


“Hey, give me a break, James. I don’t believe there is anyone in the world who would go into business with a failure plan,” Femi told him. “In any case I have spoken with Labelle and shown him the dummy and he said the right words,” Femi explained. 

Indeed he spoke with Layi Bello a couple of weeks earlier. Just a social visit to his office at Labelle Generators Limited, and then he just let slip the idea of the magazine he was working on. He didn’t want Layi Bello as a partner; Femi needed him as a wallet. 


“Nice idea. I’ll buy it,” Layi Bello assured him and that, to Femi, was sufficient encouragement. But the fact was that Layi Bello would not consent to an interview with a magazine dummy. Femi did also feel that Layi Bello deserved more respect – as his future wallet.


“But without the magazine, he doesn’t appear promising,” James seemed to be reading Femi’s mind.


“Exactly.”

Some minutes passed in silence, with James humming tunelessly and nodding his head. Femi wished he would stop doing this and say something. He soon noted that Manu Dibango’s Newbell was playing on the transistor, when James started muttering the chorus.


“What did George have to say about this; I mean what is his impression of your project seeing you share his office at Serious Wheels?” James finally asked.


“You know George, he’d told me blank that he didn’t know how to put his money on anything that has no salvage value. A car crashes, you can sell it for scrap, a house burns down you can sell the land, that’s the way he thinks.”


“So he will not partner with you, either?”


“Not that I would want him as a partner; he is too close a friend. You know when you do business with a friend and it all goes bad, you are likely to do more than lose your money, you also lose a friend.”


He found James nodding again in agreement. Something seemed to have gone funny about James. He was quieter now and it was like you need to drag responses out of him. In the hey-days James had been quite a talker. In any case, people do change as they get older. And maybe it was the accident, Femi thought.


“Do you remember Naku?” James asked him.


“Yes I do. I still saw him a few weeks ago,” Femi replied. George, sometimes at lunch, visited the much noisier Ayekoto bar, restaurant and night club, not too far from Serious Wheels. Most times when he went to Ayekoto with George, Naku would be there in his smart business suit. Naku ran a finance business. Femi wondered where and under what circumstances James recently met Naku since they really had no mutual interest. Naku loved his booze and had done so since school, and James never thought of drinking as an exciting form of entertainment.

 Naku’s real name was Yemi Ajanaku which became a more dreadful nickname  he had kept since he was a student. Naku was a lot matured up now but his choice of companion hadn’t changed much. The atmosphere at Ayekoto usually turned rowdy from around six in the evening. Femi loved to drink his beer in peace, and thought Ayekoto wasn’t the place for him.


“Did you ever think of talking to Naku about your idea?” James asked.


“No. Why should I?”


“He lends money, doesn’t he?”


“Yes, I learnt somewhere that he does a bit of loan sharking. That’s criminal stuff, right?” Femi wanted assurance.


“It’s you that call it criminal. Scratch the skin of it and It’s really a straightforward business deal like any other. He’s giving a service that the bank refuses, Isn’t he? I wouldn’t call that criminal.”


“You think I should talk to him?”


“That’s left to you, Flash. He seems like your only hope the way I see it,” James told him.


“Yes, indeed; he does seem like,” Femi agreed. That is why he likes talking to James - he always had an answer to whatever was bugging him.


“And how does Elizabeth feel about the situation right now,” James sought to know.


“How do you mean? Oh! She’s naturally upset. We are not in any precarious situation at the moment, but you know women, always worried about the future.”


“She must be talking you to pieces with questions.”


“You’ve got that right, James, that’s Elizabeth. You should meet her again someday. You know she’s Lexy’s cousin, don’t  you? Where do you live James? We live in Palmgrove, and you should come visit.”


“I am not sure she will be so enthusiastic about meeting me. You know how women feel about their husbands” old friends who just show up suddenly.”


“Okay. Where do you live, James? Maybe we’ll come to visit instead.”


“Not too far away, as a matter of fact, from my dad’s house at Obalende,” James replied with what seemed like a sad sigh.


“And what do you do, James? I learnt from your parents that they took you away to England. Did you become a professional musician like you always threatened to?”


“Oh, this and that. I try not to lock myself in,” James replied in his usual airy manner. 

Femi had no desire to pursue the topic further. Heck, he was also doing this and that anyway – his last business just days ago was to supply office stationery to a small community bank being managed by one of Elizabeth’s cousins. A few weeks earlier he was supplying fire extinguishers to a fuel marketing company, and presently he was following up a drainage repair quote in a factory. It was all about earning money.

These days, and for most people, job satisfaction was something to be laughed at. The primary thing was physical and mental survival. He thought he was coping well at the moment. James looked to be doing better though, maybe probably because he wasn’t yet burdened with a family to take care of. Anyone who could afford to be so much at ease with life as James couldn’t be married.


“Our relationship, I think, is taking a dip again though,” he confided in James. “I find myself hiding matters from her and that is because she’s always probing and probing and asking me questions that I have no answer to and they all make me feel so hopeless and so much like I am a failure.”


He suddenly remembered that George had practically, sometime ago, said the same thing about his marriage.


“That is not her fault, really. I am sure.”


“No, it is probably not her fault at all. But she’s always asking me to explain what I don’t  understand. That is how I feel about Elizabeth. Why are things not working right for me? Goddamnit! I don’t  know James. But I sense that she seems to think all the time that I am not trying hard enough even though I have walked the soles off most of my shoes. If I didn’t love her, I’d think she’s trying to destroy me; and if we didn’t have the children I could probably have packed a bag and escaped away one night when she’s asleep. Escaped away and just disappeared into the Sahara desert or some other lovely place.”


“Very funny,” James chuckled. “But some women actually will do that you know. They’ll drive your self-confidence away. And soon the man becomes so worthless even to her that she’ll go find a lover. Soon the poor idiot is firmly on his knees ready to be given the final death blow. And if he’s weak enough he’ll probably end up in a mental hospital. The thing about most women is that before you finally know what their true feelings are towards you, it is probably too late.”

James let that hang for the night, and so did Femi. But not the Monster.


Watch out for that woman. She’s going to put you away in a mental hospital and go off with a lover,” the Monster frantically warned.

CHAPTER 11

Kabiru Ayinla was a thief and that was the primary reason that he joined the police. Previously, he was just a coward, a lazy layabout unwilling to do an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay. He was a person who had no future; at least as a decent human being. 

His father was a bricklayer whose life revolved around his sexuality and love for palm wine. He had three wives of which Kabiru’s mother was the second. Kabiru would never be able to tell how many children his father had because being completely flummoxed by the mysteries of arithmetic, every other number after a painful count to ten could be happily and conveniently described as many.

Kabiru grew up in a little rural town called Ofada, a town which would have continued to suffer obscurity and perhaps only remained relevant due to the linkage of its name to a wild rice delicacy, if not that it became bisected by a new express way from Lagos to Ibadan. A skinny child, with large, flat, unintelligent, reptilian eyes, Kabiru could have easily passed for an idiot, only he wasn’t. Right from childhood, Kabiru showed a great talent for truancy. Anyone who looked more closely though, would see a latent sadistic streak which would in later years blossom to become his primary character.

He hated school, so his solution this  Saturday evening, was to break into his classroom and steal all the report cards from the teacher’s locker, with the intention of throwing them into a nearby river. Anyone should wonder what problem such a senseless activity would have solved for him, but not Kabiru. He was quickly at this time learning what would be his recipe for the easiest way of tackling a problem: if it annoys you, destroy it. Kabiru was becoming a budding sociopath. Unluckily for him on this day though, the class teacher who was also a part time hunter caught him with the parcel with which he was on the way to the river. There was no doubt in the mind of Mr. Akanmu as to what was inside the large envelope. Hadn’t it been stolen from his locker? Thus caught, the eight year old Kabiru was taken home to his parent.

“I will take you to the police, and they will hang you,” the furious teacher promised all the way to Kabiru’s house. In fact, the way he put it was more fearful for the crying Kabiru.


“They will put a rope around your neck and then yank the planks from under your feet.”


That seemed to Kabiru an extremely scary way to die, and he would for years live in dread of rope around his neck, choking him to death. In fact, just to see how bearable it could be, he knotted a goat tether around his neck and pulled it tight, until he could hold his breath no more. Yes, it would certainly be a terrible way to die, he agreed to himself. His mother and father just apologised to the furious teacher, since they couldn’t really understand what the problem was about. It was just a packet of hard paper, wasn’t it?

But the children of the other two wives of his father subsequently thought to inflict severe psychological warfare on the young offender, calling him a thief at every opportunity. Thus was the growing Kabiru encouraged to build up a carapace of stubborn resolve around his capacity to do evil things and which was to make him impervious to correction. And so when the other children called him thief, he merely replied them with his splayed hands, a timeless local riposte which meant: and your mother too.
He didn’t stop at that though. Once he found out how much pain you could cause an enemy or even a friend for that matter, with a bunch of sting nettle, life changed for those other stepchildren and so did their careless entertainment of calling Kabiru a thief. Of course, they never saw him dusting their clothes with stinging nettle, but they had their suspicion. And when you are not able to apprehend your suspicion, the wisest thing to do was stay away from it. Thus, was Kabiru eventually left to his peace.

But he discovered by this episode that there was an extremely desirable force by which people could be subverted, and it was called fear. If only he’d dug further, he would have found that fear had also been at the root of all his own misdemeanors; because he was naturally a coward. He feared school and the teacher, he feared to be taunted and humiliated, he feared the hangman’s noose. But Kabiru was never one for cerebral adventures. He only saw what he could do and achieve in future using fear as an instrument.

Kabiru was discharged from school at the age of ten. His teacher thought he was un-teachable, and above all, the severity of the practical jokes that he played on his school mates were constantly increasing in viciousness. He would gleefully slip fingers of stinging nettle down the back of the neck of an unsuspecting victim. Sometimes it would be a cockroach, a grasshopper, a live and very angry bee, a handful of soldier ants. But to bring a nine inch long scorpion to school seemed the ultimate in wickedness, at least for a child that could be said to be of sound mind.

“We don’t  want your son to come to our school anymore,” the head teacher firmly told Kabiru’s mother. Kabiru’s father didn’t care. He had fifteen other children, none of which as far as he knew in his own illiterate mind, became any wealthier since they started going to school. And if not that school was free, courtesy of some fool politicians who thought they knew everything because they went to school and now knew how to eat bread and to eat rice and to drink tea, he would have handed all his own children over to learn useful skills which answered to the needs of the real world - such as keeping several wives and ensuring they gave birth to at least six children each.

Kabiru’s mother was more reactive. The possible shame from a child sent out of school was more important to her than the stark truth that even if Kabiru stayed in school for twenty more years, he would have remained just a mere shade better than a functional idiot.


“It is the handiwork of my husband’s other wives,” she pleaded with the head teacher. “They do not want my children to become more successful than their own and that is why they have put a curse on my son.”


“Your son put a scorpion inside the desk of another child. What did your step wives have to do with that?” the teacher was incredulous.


“But you cannot see. I have heard one of those witches boast they ate my son’s brain one night at their meeting. But I will show them that I am even more powerful a witch; just watch me and them,” Kabiru’s mother boasted.


“They ate your son’s brain? Now that explains it all,” Akanmu said with a chuckle. “And that is why we can’t have your son in my school. We cannot put learning into a brain than is absent.”

And that concluded all the education that Kabiru Ayinla ever got. Now why did he ever put a scorpion in the other foolish child’s desk? Kabiru thought the boy’s absolute love for school subverted his own absolute hatred. Not only did Kabiru dislike what the boy had, he also doubly disliked what he himself could never be. The foolish child, according to Kabiru, got what he deserved. The only regret was that the scorpion did not have the chance to strike. He would certainly have loved to see what would have happened.

Kabiru’s mother, ever resourceful, visited the Babalawo to enquire of the Ifa about what his son Kabiru would become in life. The Babalawo looked into his Ifa and saw nothing, which was of course strange to him. The Ifa never lies. In any case, as he was hungry, he asked for seven plump white chickens for a sacrifice. Kabiru’s mother, ever quick-witted, bargained down to two, the money for which she stole from her husband’s purse. She returned to the Babalawo with two fat chickens, oil, pepper, salt, and a large yam for the sacrifice. 

The Babalawo hacked the heads of the chickens, put them in a clay pot together with a sprinkling of red palm oil, a dash of pepper and salt, and a thin slice of yam. She instructed Kabiru’s mother to take the pot of sacrifice naked to the village market at midnight. Kabiru’s mother did as instructed and while returning from the market at midnight, narrowly escaped being raped by a very desperate man who was advised by another Babalawo to go have sex with a mad woman at midnight as a sacrifice that will make him extremely rich. Thankfully, the man was drunk and thus couldn’t run as fast as she could. 

Next morning, Kabiru’s mother returned to the Babalawo to again enquire of the Ifa about what his son Kabiru would become in life.


“Arrifa,” the Babalawo cried from deep in his trance. “Arrifa!”

Kabiru’s mother went away wondering what sort of profession Arrifa was. However in the Yoruba language, every word in every language of the whole world had an equivalent Yoruba translation, derived from how the word was pronounced. And to Kabiru’s mother, what the word Arrifa suggested was that – whatever her son saw he could and would take, which was good news to her. The Babalawo cooked the rest of the chickens and the yam for his dinner. 

Meanwhile, the new expressway ignited a new interest in Kabiru. A brand new road as wide as nobody has ever before seen; and when you stood in the middle you could see for a mile. Kabiru loved to sit by the road in the cool of the evening and watch the cars whiz by. The rest of the day he would always spend doing absolutely nothing with his life other than petty hunting - setting small traps for bush rats, squirrels, and giant lizards. Once, he caught a large grass-cutter, but was too much of a coward to approach the angry animal. He safely returned a couple of weeks later to discard the now dead and rotting animal from his trap.

 But generally, he just loved to sit by the road in the evening and sometimes hurl pebbles at an approaching car and flee into the bushes. Of course, none of the damaged vehicles ever stopped to pursue, because as far as they knew, this could be a ploy by highway robbers to do more damage, and thus they’d always wisely increased their speed and fled the scene. It was not that Kabiru had anything against the traffic on the highway. It only annoyed him that they were going somewhere and he was just stuck in an obscure village going nowhere.

A grand solution came to his mind when he was about thirteen years old and puberty came calling, leaving him carefully counting his pubic hair and the two strands of beard every morning to be sure none had disappeared while he slept.


“I want to learn to be a driver,” Kabiru told his mother one day.


His mother was at this time ageing appreciably, her body wasted by years of paranoid interaction with step-wives and neighbours, as well as a diet of injurious concoctions which promised her invincibility from their spiritual battles. She was forty-three years old if only she knew when she was born, but he looked seventy. She thought though, that Kabiru’s suggestion was wonderful. She had no idea what his son intended to drive - a car, a truck, a trailer, a train or a bulldozer. It was sufficiently awesome that her son wanted to become a driver. Kabiru’s father was not in the least interested; he has fifteen other children to be worried about and this one could be a witchdoctor or palm wine tapper for all he cared. Kabiru’s father preferred palm wine tapper though; that was an occupation which could save him a lot of money on a daily basis.

In a matter of weeks and with the assistance of an informal employment agent, Kabiru’s mother got him apprenticed to a bus driver who daily ferried commuters from the larger nearby town of Mowe to Lagos. Kabiru’s daily workplace was a noisy fourteen-seat Volkswagen bus that was locally known as Danfo, for reasons lost into antiquity and whose smoky engine rattled insanely like a contraption from hell. His daily job was nowhere near driving the bus, but just to thoroughly valet it as often as necessary during the day and to receive the fare from the commuters. For these privileges, his mother paid the driver, Kabiru’s boss, Adisa, a sum of fifty Naira every month.

For Kabiru this was the ultimate life, now he was moving, he was going places. The greatest perks of his new profession was that he got to hang out with some interesting beings at the motor parks while waiting in the bus queues. They included drunks, stoners, drug peddlers, whores, magicians and smooth talkers selling every imaginable item from good luck charms to cure-all medicines. Soon Kabiru smoked his first cigarettes and then many more; soon he smoked his first puff of Indian hemp and several more; soon he drank his first shot of raw gin and several more. Adisa, the prime macho man, only watched with approving amusement as his protégé keyed into the new life. Those were after all, some of the basic prerequisites for becoming a good driver.

“When will I learn to drive, Oga?” Kabiru finally asked his boss, about four years later. The man, initially affronted, finally thought what the heck. The boy was nearly eighteen years old, had spent more than four years apprenticed to him and all he had learned so far was how to wash the bus, collect fares, make change and smoke a great deal of Indian hemp. He had also acquired several knife wounds from brawls with other ruffians at the bus parks, and had a tooth knocked out in an attempt to harass a hugely built passenger, who to Kabiru’s disaster, turned out to be a policeman. Not only had he lost a tooth. He had also spent two days in a fetid police cell packed solid with criminals of every description, unfed, unwashed, un-watered, and crapping in their pants because there was also no toilet in there. 

Kabiru in that cell succumbed to nightmares in which his old head teacher frequently appeared, threatening: We will take you to the police and they will hang you. They will put a rope around your neck and yank the plank from under your feet. And for two days he feared such a fate.


“But that is impossible, I have not done anything,” he tried to reason with himself.


“That is beside the issue. It is not the duty of a police to offer you justice. For that you need to go to court. But you will more likely be killed than taken to court, anyhow; so just behave yourself and hope that mercy comes to you,” a co-inmate advised him in the cell. 


Thankfully, his boss bought him freedom with a hefty bribe to the un-pacified police passenger. Night before his release though, about ten of the cell inmates were called out and taken away. They never came back. Kabiru would several years later learn what horrible fate befell them.

Learning to drive turned out for Kabiru to be a lot easier to say than to do. He approached the task with great glee and with all his energy. But he just couldn’t seem to grasp the difference between the functions of the brake and the throttle. His reflexes were too sharp and nervous, this not helped by a steady diet of Indian hemp. Suffice to say though that the harder he tried, the more he looked to his boss like an idiot trying desperately hard to prove a competence that seemed naturally beyond him. But he was signed on as an apprentice and Kabiru’s boss had a duty to ensure that Kabiru gained proficiency. Luckily, the contract made no mention of the period by which such proficiency should be achieved - two years or twenty. In Kabiru’s case, Adisa thought it would probably take twenty.

Meanwhile as the years passed, Kabiru began to get quite feisty. His encounter in the police cell had robbed him of the illusion that he was beyond reproach. But a new problem took over his life. He saw himself going nowhere once again. His life was becoming another insipid monotony of daily tasks, and he found that altercations with Adisa, his boss, were becoming more frequent. His driving lessons also became less often; and by the way, he wasn’t quite sure if he wanted to become a bus driver anymore. It was too much of hard work. He hung out more with the gaudily dressed miscreants at the bus stop and his eyes were now perpetually crimson from experimenting with any kind of drugs that could be smoked or drunk. 

To pacify this potential schizophrenic, Adisa, his boss, now resolved in divine wisdom to pay him some wages rather than to extort more apprenticeship fees from a protégé, who was now taller than him by a good three inches. He also prayed desperately that Allah would lead this lunatic away to another pursuit.

The prayers of both of them were answered one day by accident. There had been a serious accident on the expressway. Another bus was torn apart in a collision which involved two other vehicles including a huge coach. Dead bodies lay all over the side of the road. Adisa stopped his bus, like dozens of other drivers had also done - most merely for the necrophiliac interest of staring at freshly dead bodies, others just to cry and bewail a waste of life. A few tried to assist though, checking if any of the victims was still alive and could hope to survive a trip to the hospital. To this last group Kabiru dishonestly joined himself, his purpose more dastardly.

On seeing a piece of luggage which appeared should contain items of value, he hauled it away and safely tucked it in his own bus. The owner was dead anyway and wouldn’t need it anymore, he justified.


As he later found to his utter chagrin however, the bag belonged to a student and contained books and a few items of clothing all of which were too small for him. It did contain an official looking document though, which Kabiru found was a GCE Certificate. Not worth a lot of money as he later found out from the layabouts he hung out with at the motor park as he sought to flog the certificate.


“What would I do with that?” one of them said in jest. “Other than get a job as an office messenger or a police.”


The remark did immediately spark another strand of ambition in Kabiru, though he was careful not to show it.


“What does it take to join the police?” he finally asked, masking the seriousness of his question with delirious laughter. The others didn’t seem amused at all.


“Who know?” one of the miscreants at last offered. “I think all it takes is the ability to do harm to other people without any care. Bastards.” 

CHAPTER 12


The large room lit by a single conical black-light lamp, vibrated with the frantic throb of bass and even a more disturbing clatter of frenetic vocals. Public Enemy sang Fight the Power from the quadraphonic sound system with a huge speaker located at each corner of the cluttered room. On the wall, a huge glow-in-the dark poster displayed a giant fist clutching a screwdriver. The caption under it: Screw the System.
On the large unmade double bed lay Herbie, naked except for faded jeans trousers, frayed to mere strings at the knees; on the floor an ash-caked little saucer holding the dead remains of a ganja cigarette. Herbie lay unmoving, unhearing, unfeeling, and unaware of anything else other than the rumbling thump of his heart – like the bass drum in a Fela ensemble. And that noise filled his entire world. 

Beside the saucer was an open pamphlet, a book by a poet called Shango Baku, its title: Writings From the Dread Level. Alongside that were two bibles, one bookmarked at the Psalms by a strip of cardboard. Much of the book of Psalms on the other Bible was pretty gone, the pages having been used to roll his ganja cigars. According to Herbie’s friend, Maceo, this was the ultimate high - smoking the Holy Weed with the Holy Book. In fact it wasn’t until he met Maceo that Herbie started to believe that smoking weed could endear you to a sane God, and he was happy enough to think otherwise. Maceo assured him in any case, that this was the surest fine way to connect firmly with the Most High God within a minute. The previous day had been a very busy one for making connections - Herbie smoked the entire Psalm 119. Irie.
At this time, his mother was without hope knocking on the door with the intention of asking him to turn down the music because it was eleven in the night and the neighbors were trying to sleep, but at the same time fearing that Herbie would open the door and she will be confronted by those fearsome red eyes. Things had indeed gone really bad for the poor young man. She finally suspended the futile task and went away knowing that the music would stop when the tape reached the end.

Abiodun Winjobi’s problem started about eight years back. The only child of his civil servant father, he only always proved an average student. And in Nigeria of those times, average didn’t get you into the university. Wanting the best for his only child, Abiodun’s father conscripted his savings into sending him off to Los Angeles UCLA, and this experience completely blew young Abiodun’s mind.  More so, that it had been his dream even since he was a child - to live in the United States of America. Without so much effort on his part, and due to his average academic abilities, the dream had actually come true. 

In UCLA, Abiodun blended in almost naturally. Hadn’t he watched American films, immersed himself in American magazines and novels for many years? He had just now arrived home. He was now where his soul belonged. America.


But tragedy struck a couple of years later. A military state administrator, the product of another asinine military coup was appointed for the state government. And one morning, soon after resuming duty, the administrator had a fantastic idea - he was going to teach all these lazy civilians some important lessons about military discipline. So he got up early, long before day break, and positioned himself at the gate of the state government’s secretariat before anyone else arrived. And immediately at the expiry of the seven-thirty resumption time, ordered the gates closed, effectively leaving the latecomers stuck outside their work place and in fear for their jobs. Abiodun Winjobi’s father, a high level director in one of the government ministries, was unfortunately one of the latecomers. 

But the army colonel was not yet done with them. He gathered them together to teach them some more lessons, this time about physical fitness the military way. Thus he made them to run a quarter of a mile each and afterwards to do twenty frog marches. That should teach them to come early he believed. 

Many of the fatigued civil servants ended up in hospital. Unfortunately and unknown to himself, Mr. Winjobi had an untreated high blood pressure situation. A complication developed much later in the day and by next morning he was dead. Of course, the government took no responsibility for his murder and who in their right senses, would take a military government to court? That in a nutshell was how Abiodun’s education had hit the rocks in Los Angeles. 

His mother advised him to return home, but Abiodun thought otherwise. Here to him was home; here in Los Angeles, here in the United States of America. Without the means to pay his fees, Abiodun dropped out of school, and since he would need to now fend for himself, took to menial jobs. What he got paid as salary initially made him to scream in pain having never had to work a job before, for it was quite meager; but the screams didn’t last for long. There were bills to be paid - rent, utilities, and groceries. In the mysterious way that luckless immigrants, especially illegals, needed to change their often unpronounceable names just to be able to get a job from half-literate employers, Abiodun Winjobi’s name transmuted to Herbie Wayne. He liked that. It sounded more American.

So for year after year, Herbie took odd jobs because he was of illegal immigrant status. Sometimes he had no job and when he finally got one he would still have to live on food scavenged from supermarket trash piles and without electricity in his room for several more weeks just to be able to pay off his back rent. It was a dog’s life but Herbie wasn’t a giver-up. Hey, this was America, his America, the home of the free, where the sky is the limit, and he was here to stay. Eight years passed and he’d lost contact with his mother and everyone that he knew. In fact, he actually broke contact with them, since all they’d had so far for him were advices that made no sense at all, to him anyway. Now what kind of asshole advice was it to return home and start a new life? That came from one of his uncles, on errand from his mother, Herbie suspected. It was his impression that these old people had suffered a lot more than complete brain burnout, and hey, whatever it was that they now had could be infectious and Herbie wasn’t looking to catch none of it. 

Yeah, no shit man, Herbie ain’t catching no old people’s disease. Time to bail out of this discussions man. 

So Herbie bailed out of any asshole discussion with his mother and relation, learned a lot of new American slangs, and now  spoke like an American dude. He also made a few American friends, quite predictably of the wrong variety; and soon Herbie was constantly augmenting his daily sinking mood with a good blast of marijuana, morning and night. And once in a while he did augment his income by selling some to students from his old university which he still visited quite often for nostalgia sake. To him there was nothing to feel bad about selling pot. Heck, almost everyone in America used it, which as you very well know accounted for why they spoke the way they often did. And as also as you very well know, at least every American who has any life at all outside a penchant for insincerity had smoke pot at least one to ten times. To Herbie’s credit though, he stayed away from either selling or using anything stronger. Those ones were for idiots. 


But as it was eventually bound to happen anyway, he was one day arrested alongside some friends who had more than just a little bit of weed on them. Luckily for him though, he was carrying nothing at this time and would have walked away free and back to his ten-foot square room in downtown LA. But unfortunately, Herbie was an illegal, a fact that was soon discovered and before he knew it, Herbie was on a plane back to Lagos. No luggage, no ticket, and with only seven dollars and fifty two cents in his pocket. That was all he was worth when he was landed at Murtala Muhammed International Airport. A very helpful taxi driver, barely able to understand Herbie’s strange phonetics, took him home in the foolish hope that his reward would be a lot of American dollars which when changed into Naira would be an enormous amount indeed.  

When Herbie’s mother saw him at the door, she screamed in terror as she retreated inside, thinking she had seen a ghost. Herbie had indeed changed enormously. When he left home eleven years ago he was a scrawny lad without any hair on his face. But he had returned home a broad-chested hulk with a generous flush of facial hair, and she would have thought he looked a lot like Isaac Hayes at the Sahara Tahoe if she had been hip enough to know who Isaac Hayes was. 

It was night, nearly ten, when Herbie got home. The taxi driver hanged around for a long while waiting for the commotion inside the house to come under control, but it only increased, as neighbors came in and soon also relatives drove in from their homes far away. It indeed looked like so much confusion in there so he finally packed in his vigil and went away, promising self to return some other day. By next evening, Herbie’s mother accepted the situation and even found a way to turn the misery of it all to joy that her only child had returned home alive and well - almost. Life must go on.  

Herbie philosophically accepted his lot. To assist him integrate again as quickly as possible a family friend gave him a job as a clerk in his construction company. Nevertheless, it took Herbie several months to finally accept that he was back in Lagos. It was a tough acceptance but nothing he could do about it. Soon, his new and very slow job began to get very boring. And now twenty-eight, he could not see where his life was going - here at a clerk’s desk in a construction company that wasn’t really doing much business, and it seemed that their only purpose of employing him was to keep his mother from worrying about what to do with him. 

“Mom, I gotta go back to school,” Herbie advised his mother one day, rather very gently. He had grown to become fond of his mother. He had grown to respect her courage in the light of so many difficulties. 


“Why not, son? What do you propose?” his mother asked with great interest. 


“I’ve been asking around, mom, and I think I could get into the College of Technology. Uncle Biyi thinks I can make it.” Uncle Biyi was the family friend who had gracefully employed Herbie. 


“Sounds good; if he can help that would be wonderful,” his mother agreed.   

So within a few weeks, Herbie was admitted to study Textile Design at the Yaba College of Technology. It wasn’t in any way near UCLA, but he felt it was a good start to getting back to doing anything more intelligent than sitting at a desk and checking invoices.

CHAPTER 13

Naku’s office was on the first floor of a modern commercial building in a quiet area of Yaba. The golden name plate on the door read – Target Finance Limited - Investment Consultants. In any case though, as Femi would later find, Naku was the only consultant in the two-room office, the only other staff being a secretary who doubled as a receptionist and possibly also as the cleaner and messenger. There seemed to be an epidemic of one-man companies and super-secretaries, Femi would observe to himself.


The name of the company Femi also found quite amusing. It reminded him of Naku’s preference for the cheap brand Target cigarettes when he was still in school. Naku was a Pi-Kappa Fraternity member, and Target cigarette had always been like the official brand of cigarette to smoke as a somewhat congregational ritual.

Naku’s own office was quite sparse. It accommodated a large polished table designed to host conferences, as well as a couple of coat hangers on one of which Naku parked his jacket. There he sat before Femi in his carefully starched white linen shirt, floral silk tie and suspenders, sparkling cufflinks and platinum-plated elastic arm bands. Naku indeed looked nothing like the red-eyed hooligan who drank his beer from a giant-size child potty. Surely Naku had cleaned up his act since then, and obviously gotten married too as the family picture that sat on a shelf behind him suggested – a smiling wife and three grinning children. Cool air seeped in silently from the central air conditioning of the building. Naku still wore tinted glasses, as he had always worn, primarily in those days to hide his red eyes. This time however, his glasses had a rose tint which gave the impression that behind those shields probably still lurked a set of red bloodshot eyes.

It was mid-afternoon and Naku had just returned to his office after a long morning of seeking business from far and wide. In the business they did call it marketing, but it was really no more than looking for someone who had too much money than he could spend in order to persuade them to part with it for a while so that it can be lent to someone else who needed more money than they had. Which made Naku just an old fashioned money lender. That is what four years in the university and a Bachelor in Finance bought him.

“What may I do for you, Flash?” Naku asked, looking quite relaxed, obviously having just finished lunch together with a bottle or two of beer. Naku seemed to have given up smoking. Femi couldn’t smell tobacco anywhere. 


“I need money,” Femi bluntly replied, laying his magazine dummy and advertisement order forms before Naku as he explained his requirement.


Naku gave the proposal in front of him just a cursory appraisal before pushing them back at Femi. Femi’s heart sank, hopes flying away.


“Ordinarily, I wouldn’t touch this,” Naku said without emotion. “But as a friend I could do you this favor seeing how desperate you seem to be.”


“Thank you,” Femi said with a huge sigh. “You can’t even know how grateful I am.”


“One question that I must ask you though is: are you sure you will be able to pay back?” Naku asked.


“I only need the money for one month, and then you can have it back.”


“Okay; if you think that will work out I believe you,” Naku told him, albeit with a little nervous laugh. “My experience though is that most people always have payment plans that are too optimistic and therefore defaults are common in this business. So much that I often have to employ a couple of collectors which is always a painful option both to me and the borrower.”


“Don’t  worry, you won’t have any problem with me,” Femi promised.


“Well, if you say so, but I’d rather you borrow the money for two months instead of one so that you don’t  come under too much of immediate pressure to pay.”


“That looks fine; thanks for the advice,” Femi said to Naku. A fleeting dread of being hunted by a collector with a cudgel appeared in his mind. He forcefully dismissed the thought.


“I am sure you know that short-term finance is expensive, Flash,” Naku explained to Femi. “Actually, what I do is lend out other people’s money at a rate which they have by themselves told me to.”


Femi told him that he knew that short-term finance was at a higher rate than what bank offered.


“The money that I have available at the moment is at fifteen per cent,” Naku told him. Femi didn’t mind much because the interest rate offered by banks was around thirteen.


“Per month,” Naku slowly added. Now this was robbery, Femi thought to himself, feeling like to get very angry and stomp out of Naku’s office. Fifteen per cent interest per month came to a hundred and eighty per cent per year. Certainly this couldn’t be legal, and the thought of the illegality of it filled him with renewed dread that Naku had not changed much after all. Femi did his calculations and saw that he was still able to pay , since he needed the money for only a month. Nevertheless, he protested to Naku.


“That is my offer,” Naku flatly told him. “It’s not my money, and that is what the owner wants for it, take it or leave it. And I must also add that the interest is compound, being that it will not be on the principal but will also apply to unpaid interest if you don’t  pay up the debt when due.”


Femi swore that he would return the money as agreed. This was in any case his only hope.


“Since you are my friend, I will not demand any collateral from you like we do from other people,” Naku told Femi as Femi eagerly filled a form that was brought by Naku’s secretary.


“Actually, we would ask a borrower to leave behind a valuable item such as their car which we may sell to recover the loan if they suddenly disappear or are unable to pay. But I wouldn’t do that to you, seeing that we go a long way together. I will also waive the arrangement fee.”


Femi thanked Naku for this generosity. It would have been quite hard to explain the sudden disappearance of the family car to Elizabeth.

Next morning, Femi returned to Naku’s office where the secretary handed him seventeen thousand Naira, which represented the twenty thousand Naira that he had borrowed less the first month’s interest of three thousand. He felt a mixture of dread and elation as he left Target Finance - elation because his dream was now on the way to become a reality, and dread that he had got himself in business with a loan shark. 

He tried to assuage his fears with the assurance that Naku was his friend, but behind all the wallpaper was the hard fact that he knew very little about Naku. All he knew was that they were in the university together, had together been members of a campus fraternity, and had sometimes in those days shared wild drinking orgies which seemed more like a display of mental imbalance than sensible friendship. In the final analysis, Femi would think that Yemi Ajanaku aka Naku, probably shared no stronger or sympathetic relationship with Femi than Femi’s rent collector.

CHAPTER 14

There was once an Italian who became known and became immortalized worldwide as a swindler. His name was Charles Ponzi from whom the Ponzi scheme derived. The typical Charles Ponzi’s scam would be a fraudulent investment operation that paid returns to separate investors, not from business profits earned by the promoters, but from the investors” own money or money paid by subsequent investors. The Ponzi scheme would usually entice new investors by offering returns that are either abnormally high or unusually consistent. In his time, for example, Charles Ponzi promised clients as high as fifty per cent profit on their money within forty five days or a hundred per cent profit within ninety days. 

This wasn’t really a new scheme though, and predated Ponzi by several decades. Charles Dickens” 1857 novel Little Dorrit mentioned a similar operation and also in 1899 and long before Ponzi, a bookkeeper from Brooklyn, New York, by the name of William F. Miller, was known to have been indicted for a similar operation which fetched him more than $1 million. Charles Ponzi was not born till 1882 and didn’t latch onto the scheme until forty years later.

The Ponzi scheme still kept appearing all over the world though, feeding on greed and the fact that human memory for pain is short. And like their progenitors, the system always was destined to collapse because soon, the earnings by the perpetrators eventually became less than the payments to investors. More often the catch would be that that the promoter either vanishes, taking all the remaining investment money.

And even though the classic Ponzi scheme became illegal in most countries since just a few years after Ponzi was indicted, it still eventually became accepted as legitimate commerce more than sixty years later in Nigeria; manifesting in the myriads of very popular Wonder Banks which flourished across the country in the eighties and early nineties. Their fate went the ways that Ponzi investment schemes were destined to. As investments began to go down due to unforeseen or even foreseen factors, the schemes began to collapse under their own weights as the promoters started having problems paying their promised returns. Liquidity crises subsequently began to trigger panics, as more people started asking for their money. And thus was the death knell of the Wonder Banks sounded.

It has been into such a cloudy financial climate that Femi Falashe’s POWER journal had been born. In any case, what it came to was that economic uncertainties made certain that none of Femi’s invoices got paid on time because of the credit squeeze. He got a little money from one invoice within the next month of his loan however, with which he paid off the interest. Naku was quite happy to let him rollover the loan – as long as the interest got paid. Rollover, it seemed such a comforting word. You can carry on sleeping, it seemed to suggest.

Femi did his interview with Layi Bello and in return was rewarded with two full-page advertisement orders from Labelle Generators Limited as payment for his troubles. With this order in pocket, Femi felt emboldened to embark on a fresh edition of POWER.

As it quite always happens though, whatever could ever go wrong always do eventually go wrong in the worst possible way. This seems to be an unwritten law of life, as many business punters will agree. Femi once woke up in the middle of night to the clear realisation that he was really in debt to Target Finance and Investment and had no means of repaying; at least until his own invoices got paid. The fact before him was that when he started out, all he had was no money, but now, after several months of hard work, a million gallons of strong black coffee, all he  gained was a debt which he had no idea how to pay.


Elizabeth. 

Femi’s major panic was how he would explain all these to her. She would indeed be so broken. Over the past months, her hopes rested on his magazine doing well. The family income could certainly do with improvement; what with the rising school fees of the children. Femi had not told her how he found the money to do the magazine. She also had thought in her own way that this was really not her business, which Femi didn’t mind. Indeed his hopes fully rested on being able soon to again buy her confidence when the magazine started to show profit. Only he had misread the prevailing economic indices all around, and that didn’t appear about to happen in the near future. The magic banks were failing daily by the dozens and their perpetrators – typically quite reckless spenders, were being daily hauled to police detention by the scores, by irate customers fearing their money would be forever lost. Some were being prosecuted, which was a waste of time since it would guarantee that the creditors eventually got paid nada. In frustration, some were being executed by more violent creditors, which was a bigger waste of time, summarily guaranteeing that the deposits would never get returned. All that Femi would do was pray that somehow his own debts would get paid.

Even worse was the panic that accompanied the thought of going to Naku to explain his predicament. He did not see nor hear from Naku for about six months, reason being that Naku as a major participant in the finance institution battles was busy chasing bigger debtors, and being chased by a more worrisome array of creditors wanting their money back from him. Under the circumstances Femi’s loan were not of much significance; but it was nevertheless growing in size and with the compounded interest, Femi now found that it now exceeded twice what he initially borrowed. It also already exceeded the entire amount which Femi expected to collect from his creditors. POWER magazine was effectively bust - bankrupt. The fearful epiphany was that since he borrowed on his personal signature, Femi feared that his property could be put in hock by Target Finance. 


Elizabeth.

Femi knew, as any educated person would though, that he couldn’t be taken to court and compelled to pay up. This was after all usury, which was against the law and quite illegal. But the knowledge that Naku, being also an educated person, would not pursue a court solution under the circumstances only filled him with greater dread. He replayed in his mind the scenario of being hunted by debt collectors. Femi was certain that debt collectors didn’t write letters. Heck, they may even not be able to spell their own names. Their primary credentials for the job would most likely be aggression – in appearance, talk and action. 

What could happen? They could break both his arms and legs like the Mafia does; they could even arrive at dawn to cart way all his belongings in a truck and to the consternation of his weeping children and wife. Funnily though, the part of all these possibilities which scared him most was for his wife to know. He had no doubt in his mind that this will smash their marriage into pieces. Femi couldn’t bear the thought of not being with his children. That would be the ultimate punishment. But where had he gone wrong? Where was God? 

An educated notion came to him to try and sell the magazine POWER to another person. It certainly seemed a sensible suggestion and he asked George what he thought of it. George merely laughed, though not unkindly.


“No assets. You are the only employee and the only way the business could continue is that you remained an employee. I don’t see anyone wanting to buy that,” George told him.


In any case, to Femi, the most important thing was that time was quickly flying by, and each day his debt climbed higher. George would have been extremely disappointed to learn about the debt, so Femi wisely refrained from mentioning it to him.

Femi arrived one afternoon at Serious Wheels to find that Naku left him a message. Attached to it was a typed, very official letter which summarized Femi’s debt and demanded immediate payment. The letter showed to Femi’s distress that the total value of his debt was now nearly five times what he initially borrowed. In fairness to himself though, it wasn’t that he had been playing ostrich over the situation, it was simply that he couldn’t think of how to pay. Actually, as it had happened, the fear of his daily growing debt seemed to have petrified progressive thoughts for him. Sometimes he felt that a curse had been activated in his life to effectively repel money. And even though people would tell him that the economy was bad, more practical advice and hints especially from Elizabeth would equally suggest that there were millions of people out there who still made good money, were buying new cars, building new houses, and generally living more comfortably. And in any case, he needed to pay his bills; and his debt.

I need to see you immediately, read Naku’s note attached to the letter.


It was at this moment that the full weight of the problem which he carried around in his head for months came upon him. He had for months looked at the problem from a distance, having no courage to approach it, to apprehend it. But now the problem had of its own accord come to sit at his door, demanding to be fed. Femi felt completely trapped – like the man who signed a diabolic pact with the devil, and here finally the devil came to collect.

Again the fears: what his loss could be in this helpless situation when he could not pay. Legs broken? Naku that he knew at school could have possibly enjoyed doing that. Could he also get murdered, like in the movies? More importantly, he wasn’t sure how Elizabeth would take it, or more accurately he wasn’t sure if Elizabeth would take it. In his most tormented days, the home had always been the place where he found refuge, the place where peace and the protection of the love of his family awaited him, the place where he regained his sanity and the energy to go forth to do further battle the next day against unkind odds. And Femi feared that the loss of this sinecure would completely unravel him. No, this must be kept as far away from Elizabeth and the children as possible. The situation staring him in the face was that he could not pay, he could not run, and he could not hide. Having no solution that could give him and Naku any immediate peace, Femi yanked open again that cavernous compartment of his mind where dreadful thoughts were stored away, and there tucked this one too.

Two weeks later he received another message from Naku. “Kindly call me today. This is very important,” the message said and Femi could actually feel the importance of the message from the angry scrawl. This time though, he decided to try some long distance bullshit. After a couple of beers at an unusual time in the afternoon, he felt bold enough to phone Naku.


“Please give me a couple of weeks more. I am expecting some money soon and then I should be able to pay you in full,” he lied.


Naku remained silent. Femi felt, for those silent moments, like being in the shifting eye of a raging destructive tornado, and that within the next few moments the full force of its fury would smash into him.


“Okay,” was all that Naku eventually said. 


Okay? Hey, this was bloody unbelievable. Femi had prepared himself for a flurry of threats, from which he was in any case immediately protected by a telephone line. But okay was all that he got from Naku; okay was all he had got from the terrible Naku who used to drink his beer from an enormous kiddie potty.


Femi felt so relieved and happy after the brief conversation that he had another beer and went straight home, happy for the first time in months, feeling that the hungry lion stalking him had been finally caged.

Indeed, Elizabeth too sensed the change in his mood and was thus emboldened to venture closer with her questions.


“What is the progress of the magazine?” Elizabeth  asked over supper.


“Oh, the clients are slow to pay on the advertisement, that’s what I am facing at the moment, dear. For the moment I am not doing any more till I see more money.”


“It doesn’t appear that you are selling many of them either,” Elizabeth said to him.


Yes, he’d given up trying to sell the damn magazines too. He practically pleaded with even his friends to pay money for them. Nobody appeared to want to read anything that demanded the use of their brain anymore. All they read were news magazines that cooked up their sensational headline stories, and gossip magazines which appeared to have been created by and for people with advanced case of brain rot disease. The news vendors couldn’t take them either for the same reason as why should they want to carry around stuff that they were not certain they’ll be able to sell. Neither would the bookshops. In frustration he resolved to give them out free of charge to every company in the electrical equipment and services business, as baits for wheedling out advertisements. But that even itself yielded some surprising responses. The few that showed some interest demanded to have promotional materials about their business published first, and then after they may decide whether to place their advertisements. Bloody crooks, Femi correctly summarized. Nobody wanted to pay for anything anymore.


Yes, dozens others were ready to give him their advice on what sort of content they thought could make a magazine more interesting to read. An idiot suggested adding a riddles and jokes page in addition to the crosswords and cartoon strips that some other idiots helpfully suggested. They wanted POWER in sexually suggestive posture. They wanted POWER and fashion, POWER and sex, POWER and money, POWER and politics, POWER and entertainment. They wanted active POWER. They wanted powerful fashion, powerful sex, powerful money, powerful politics, and powerful entertainment. But all these, Femi decided was quite at variance to the purpose of POWER magazine. He was an engineer, not an entertainer, and he created a journal for the use of dedicated professionals like himself. But what he failed to factor into his plans was that these ungrateful professionals really had no time for reading any hard stuff. Heck, making a living was already hard enough.

The consequence of all these was that Femi found himself with huge stacks of left over magazines in his study. Selling them was impossible; giving them out was expensive and frustrating.


“They can still be sold. It would take a while for people to get used to them enough to want to purchase them at the newsstand,” he explained to Elizabeth.


“So what would you eventually do about those stacks in your study?”


“I am planning that there will be a launch sometime in the future, and there will be people who would want to purchase back editions.”


Whether Elizabeth bought that or not, Femi would never know. And there, thankfully, the matter rested for that night. What a day of victories.

He had a bit of good news also the next day. George needed some new security lighting masts done at Serious Wheels. It wasn’t a lot of money involved but Femi was pleased to have money in his pocket. He could also give Elizabeth some for housekeeping. He was so delighted for the windfall that he took the entire family to the beach on Sunday after church.

The children were excited; they never did go out much. Going to the beach at Lekki was fun, and they only did it perhaps about twice a year because it was an expense that daddy could ill afford. As soon as they got out of the car they kicked off their shoes and decked themselves with the wide straw hats that their father had brought along for them. Excitedly, they dragged daddy by the hand to the ice cream bike and got an ice lolly each for starters. And now properly equipped for the beach fun, they sat in the sand in front of their hired kiosk. While daddy and mummy prepared the picnic things and hired beach chairs, they licked their melting ice lollies and gazed wondrously seaward. 

Several dozen revelers trashed about in the shallows, some racing the breaking waves as they came in, and racing them back as they receded. The waterline was about fifty yards away from where Femi, Elizabeth and the children sat watching, but Femi noted that the sand was wet up to about ten yards away from this spot where they were sitting, which warned of strong waves. He advised the children not to go further than they were sitting. He needn’t have bothered though; while the children were awed by the unseen nether boundaries of the water before them, their awe shared close companionship with a rational fear. Nevertheless, the children excitedly stacked up mementoes of oyster shells and several other mollusk remains to show their friends at school. Femi threaded some softer shells on a long stem of sea vine and hanged it on Elizabeth’s neck. The children clapped and laughed. They wanted one each too. They were really having so much fun.

“Daddy, I also want a coconut too,” little Shade said, pointing to a nearby stall where a seller loped off the head of green coconuts and stuck a straw into them for his customers.


“No, if you drink coconut water you become stupid,” Femi told her.


“Then why are they drinking it?” Deola sulked, pointing at the growing crowd gathered before the coconut water businessman.


“Because they are adults and already stupid, that’s why. They failed all their exams and have been sent out of school. So their mummies were cross with them and sent them out of the house without any dinner and that is why they are drinking coconut water.”

Little Shade could not understand the logic but nevertheless found it all an amusing anecdote, and together with her sister engaged in a merry dance.


“Stop drinking coconut water or you’ll become stupid,” she yelled at the coconut stand. The coconut water man laughed and waved.


“And your mummy won’t give you any food tonight,” she warned with greater seriousness.


They quickly found a new interest in the galloping horse rides which went back and forth before them, but Femi was quite unafraid that they would also want a horse ride. His children were even afraid to go near a goat, and he would certainly need strong chains to haul them on top of a horse of any size.

The first time he ever went to a beach in search of fun was about ten years ago while in university. There were five of them inside James’ Volkswagen Beetle. Five undergraduates with two crates of beer, three freshly grilled whole chickens, and five pounds of barbecued beef sides sprinkled with enough pepper to drive an Indian fire-eater insane.

No, scratch that. The first time he ever went to a beach in search of fun was when he was about eleven and had in some brainless pursuit gone to see a public execution at Bar Beach, which was now part of a place everyone knew as Victoria Island. It was around 1971, he thought, and some condemned armed robbers were billed to be shot to death by a firing squad with their back to the sea. The beach was thronged and being just about forty inches tall, he were not able to see a thing, and almost did get trampled to death. As he would later piece together though, a scaffold had been erected in front of a stack of sand filled oil drums. On top of the scaffold was positioned seven massive wooden stakes to which the condemned thieves were tied. The whole gruesome construction conveniently backed the frothing sea.

Seven villains were shot that Saturday afternoon. The newspapers widely extolled their fame and the government would have quite made millions selling tickets to watch the execution. So massive was the publicity. But top of the bill were three dastardly stars. One was Willy Onyazimo, a bearded aristocrat-looking type who proclaimed his innocence till the very end. Another was Babatunde Folorunso, accoutered in elegant Wonyosi lace attire, the ace getaway car driver was said by the press to be able to drive for more than twenty miles on reverse gear. Funny that nobody quite wondered why anyone in his right senses and really desiring to get away fast from a crime scene, could want to do such a foolish thing as driving away in reverse gear. Last, but not the least, was the ever smiling and charismatic Isola Oyenusi. Isola was said by the beautiful minded press to have swallowed a charm which made him immune to death by bullets and also wore on his big toe a ring which needed to be surgically removed before unleashing the final volley of gunshots that silenced him forever. And after, the uniformed executioners had packed their rifles and gone home, some to beat up their wives and maltreat their children. Insane spectators dispersed away with dramatically embellished accounts of how the execution went, and a good many of them to plan new and more violent armed robberies of their own. All that remained on the beach was the blood of the wicked dead spattered in huge blotches on the innocent sands, soon to be washed away forever when the all-forgiving tide finally came in. 

Anyway, they’d all gone to the beach this other Saturday afternoon - him, James, Alex Lexy Ayeni (a sociology student normally as shy as a mimosa leaf), and two chicks whose names Femi couldn’t for his life remember right now or forever. They set up camp at a secluded part of Bar beach, which was still almost pristine and a recognizable natural beach before greedy government-assisted developers came and instigated an unending war between man and sea. It was a sunny day too, like this almost cloudless day at the beach. Five undergraduates, two crates of beer, a monstrous cassette player - one of the grand daddies of the coming boom boxes, a pile of tapes and a delectable feast of chicken carcasses and slabs of spicy beef. A worship sacrifice fit for the great god of youthful decadence.

Femi remembered that he had just around that time received his student loan. Normally, this was supposed to have been a government scheme to assist indigent students pay either their fees or purchase books. But with government coffers awash with crude oil money and left to the devices of very resourceful undergraduates, some of whom would later when they became older loudly protest government corruption, these loans transmuted to purchasing power for new stereos, new Michel Axel silk shirts, wicked Wrangler faded jeans, glittering steel-tipped stiletto shoes, and of course, a lot of booze. Femi had some of his student loan in his pocket on this day in the unlikely event that they would run out of booze, or the chicks, whose names he still couldn’t remember, would want to go see a film after, or would want to catch up with a disco gig at Beachcomber Night Club after dark. Better not to be caught unprepared.

They all did got thoroughly smashed at the beach on that day. James had brought along his guitar but soon set it aside after a growing crowd gathered just to watch him play. Shy Lexy almost got drowned chasing a crab into the water which was about thirty yards away from where they were partying. Lexy was dragged way back by one of the girls even as he insisted he had instructions from Jah to swim all the way to Jamaica. One of the girls consequently yanked the U-Roy tape out of the machine and safely replaced it with Stevie Wonder. It was really  a mad afternoon.

Somehow, they’d returned safely to campus, abandoning the rest of the beer which became too warm to drink anyway, and too much of a bother to carry to the car, especially when you had your arms around two drunk chicks whose names you still couldn’t remember. Lexy was completely comatose on the way back, the girls madly rambunctious singing an Ike and Tina Turner song, Sexy Ida. Yes, he could almost still hear them now:

Don’t  give your love to sexy Ida

“Cause she’s the sister of a black widow spider

And you better not try it

Don’t  try your love on sexy Ida

You might as well try it on the spider

Or maybe they also sang some Jimmy Castor Bunch and some KC and the Sunshine Band song, and maybe Carl Douglas” Kung-Fu fighting, and some Temptations” songs, and some Barry White with Love Unlimited Orchestra song, and several dozens of scorching hits thereafter. Femi could not completely recollect. It was an absolutely funky day undoubtedly. Damn good music too. Pity and quite a shame KC was a white guy, he obstinately griped.

Femi woke up in his bed next morning with someone’s panties in his pocket and some of his student loan money gone. He had no recollection of purchasing anything since they left the beach, so he assumed that he must have bought the panties off one of the chicks; if only he could remember which one it might have been. He wondered whether he progressed further in the transaction but considering the atrocious mental and physical shape that he was this particular morning, he doubted such an activity could have been possible. In any case, it was quite fortunate he had a bank account and much of his student loan money was still there - money which he, like all the students that ever obtained it, had no plans to repay; after all the military personalities who ran the country were stealing the money by the lorry load every day and without recourse.

It was a relatively quiet day at the beach on this day. His wife sitting beside him, his two children playing sand games. No blood-thirsty crowd, no condemned robbers, no booze, no party music, no girls without their panties. Ten years ago he would have found this the ultimate boredom. Today, it was the ultimate enjoyment. Perceptions certainly have a way of metamorphosing with time. 

Where would those wild girls be in a few years more? Probably warning their daughters of the dangers of indecent exposure and the possible consequences of drinking alcohol during dates. Where was Lexy now? Femi learnt that Lexy was now the pastor of a church. It did hurt Femi so much to think that Lexy would be somewhere sermonizing about public drunkenness and the foolishness of having any other beliefs and especially of Rastafarianism. And what about James? Somehow that projection again eluded him.

CHAPTER 15

It is important we meet.


It was about a month since Femi made his promise to Naku. His two weeks’ promise to pay up his debt had expired, so he really had no reason to be surprised to receive this new message from Naku. The note was only one line long and it was as usual left for him at Serious Wheels. But Femi had no money to pay. So he did what he thought most reasonable - he ignored the message and stopped going to Serious Wheels, only calling by phone for his messages. Business had done a backward flip once again and he found himself on the old Sahara desert circuit, eking meager money from petty contracting jobs.

Over the next two months, Naku would leave three more messages for Femi at Serious Wheels. Later, and in retrospect, Femi would see that it would have been a lot more sensible if he had acknowledged those messages. But being on the Sahara circuit did wreak so much damage on his self-esteem; and when he got like this, his greatest fears always went haywire. Often, those fears became larger than his imagination could process. For example, he began to see, in his mind’s eye, a red-eyed barrel-chested debt collector carrying a huge cudgel. So any time he was reminded about this debt obligation to Target Finance or of Naku’s messages, all he felt was a desire to hide. He imagined what a forcefully broken leg or hand, or even a violently amputated finger or ear would feel like, and it was never a happy thought at all. So again he did what he felt the most reasonable thing to do for someone in his situation, or put more accurately, for someone in his confusion, and tried his utmost to erase Naku from his thoughts.

But as old man Job also millenniums ago found out to his monumental misery, fears always eventually became solid realities. Femi heard a knock on this door at about seven one Sunday morning - really an unholy time to go knocking on doors as everyone in the world knew. And the only persons authorized to do this were robbers, or neighbors and distant relatives desperately needing something. The door of his flat was protected by a massive iron gate on the outside which he knew should at least give some immediate protection from the first group, but unfortunately none from the latter group. And he felt sorry that he had not installed a peep-hole in the door or electrified the metal grille in front of it. Nevertheless, Femi cautiously opened the door and to his utter alarm found Naku standing on the other side. Fearfully, Femi looked beyond for sign of a backup gang of thugs but couldn’t see any. Maybe they were hiding out of sight, his mind warned in turmoil.


“Good to see you, Yemi,” Femi stammered. Naku was wearing jeans, a rumpled shirt and sandals. Naku looked like he hadn’t slept indoors for several days.


“We need to talk,” Naku told him in a flat voice, which Femi understood could indicate almost anything, none of which would be pleasant. He found himself completely arrested by panic. The surmounting fear was always  that Elizabeth should never learn of all this. But now this seemed quite inevitable. Femi not only saw his marriage crumbling to pieces, but also their belongings being carted away by strange and violent men, his children in tears. Heck, he also saw his children taken away in chains by debt collectors and sold into slavery to pay off his debt. That was the size of his confusion and panic. Now this must not be permitted to happen, not when he was the protector of his household. In spite of the sweat that broke out all over his hands, feet, and buttocks, Femi summoned courage to open up the gate and went out to meet Naku, softly closing the doors behind him.


“I don’t want my family to hear this,” Femi explained in a hoarse voice.


“I’ve got to take your car,” Naku said without any emotion. Femi’s mind worked madly. How would he get out of this one?


“How did you find out where I live?” Femi asked, nonetheless.


“I believe I should be the one asking the questions. Where is my money and why have you not been replying my messages?” Naku said.


“I really don’t know,” Femi tiredly shook his head, and stammered.


“Well, I really must take your car. You can have it back after you’ve paid my money,” Naku told him.


“Yes, you did say that. You can take it, but please not today,” Femi said with a tired sigh. It would have been a very uncomfortable thing to happen on a Sunday morning. In about an hour the entire family would be getting ready for church. What would he have to tell them? Thieves stole the car? Now wouldn’t that get the entire nosey neighbors interested, and eventually the police?


“I’ve got to take my family to church, Yemi. I will bring the car to you tomorrow.”


Naku looked at him quietly for a minute or so, seeming to hate himself for having gone so soft.


“Okay, bring it tomorrow. But if you don’t , I promise that you will extremely regret that.” Femi had no doubt in his mind that Naku meant his words. 

Naku left after giving Femi his home address since of course, his office was closed and dead as the offices of all the other adventurers in the money purveyance business. All of them killed ironically not only by the greed which was the only fuel on which their business ran, but by the strange phenomenon of the greed not believing in itself anymore, thus creating an antithesis such as which turned an internal combustion engine into a bomb, or more accurately hundreds of bombs intermittently exploding all over the country, wiping out fortunes, wiping out jobs and wiping out freedom for those money traders foolish enough not to have fled to England and America with their families and with as much of their clients” money as they could escape away with. In any case, Naku wanted his car, and he really didn’t have a second option.

CHAPTER 16

Femi made his way to Naku’s house as early as ten the next morning. It was in a crowded district of Surulere, and one of four flats in a badly kept block which definitely needed paint for the mildew on the wall. Naku looked as unkempt as he the previous day, and actually seemed not to have been sleeping at all. Obviously, things were quite far from going well with him. The flat smelled of mould and damp. Most of the furniture were frayed from abuse by frisky children, who had this morning gone to school. Over the television set hung an old family portrait. There were a lot in the parlor in which Naku was sitting, desperately crying out to be changed.


Femi dropped his car key on the table before Naku.


“It is outside,” he said tiredly.


Naku looked at him vacantly, like he was in shock, or stoned, or both. Femi chose stoned. But Naku was now slowly shaking his head, looking quite saddened.


“Sit down, Flash,” he said with a lot more tiredness. Femi sat down.


“I’ve known you for how long, Flash?” Naku asked in a soft, weary voice. “We were in university together, weren’t we? We were close in a way even though we were not really bosom buddies. But we were close, man. Ahoy.”

Ahoy. It was a salute that put a little bit of a smile on Femi’s lips. Naku was the chaplain at their Pi-Kappa Fraternity, a campus club into which Femi had also adventured. In simpler terms, Naku was the guy who mixed together the Bloody Brew, a concoction of beers, stouts, wines, spirits and soft drinks which the fraternity guys drank with macho gusto during meetings. It was a terrible tasting stuff and Femi was able to gather that the only reason they drank it at all was mainly just to prove that they were man enough to drink the stuff. Naku was a legend, usually one of the last men sane and standing long after everyone else had degenerated into ribald sing-songs about female pudenda. 

In spite of this general silliness that eventually ruled the nights of the meetings, it was largely understood and recognized by all gathered that the greatest sin would be to lose consciousness, as it almost always guaranteed a suspension, or more officially a yellow spot. The use of any kind of narcotic drugs, even of weed, was more serious an offence and would have earned a black spot, which was the official term for a complete expulsion. 

In retrospect, Femi would again look at the fraternity meetings as somewhat a training school for getting drunk without behaving drunk, or more sanely, training for good behaviour and self-control regardless of your mental circumstances. Ahoy: that magic word has always been an order for instant sobriety and complete attentiveness.

“I have so much money out there and people are just not paying back,” Naku began with a tired sigh. “Believe me, Flash, you are the least of my problem debtors, but unfortunately the most accessible. I need to get some money for my personal use, you understand. Things have become so bad that I am unable to give housekeeping allowance to my wife. Put yourself in my position, Flash. I try to tell my wife that I’ve got money, mine and my clients” money lent out and people are not paying back. And the situation is that my wife and clients are daily losing patience with me. Okay, clients can wait for all I care, but when your wife loses patience with you because of someone else, then you’d better go lose patience with those people also. And that is why I’ve got this problem with you, Flash.”


Femi was rather surprised. That someone as tough as Naku could succumb to harassment, from a woman, was beyond what his mind established as a profile of Naku.


“That’s alright; I will try to get the money back to you as soon as possible. If all fails, at least you can sell my car.”


Naku seemed extremely offended.


“I don’t  want to sell your bloody car, Flash,” he told him. “Just get some money across to me. Even if it is only the interest you can pay up. I am still willing to allow the loan to rollover. I am only taking the car to show my wife that I am working on my debtors, you understand?”


Yes, Femi understood, but he also more importantly understood that he did not want any more loan rollovers. As it was, it was only his car that was in hock. If he wasn’t careful he would be working all his life to pay off what began as a small loan, working to support a loan shark”s family.


“Never mind, I won’t sell your car, just bring me some money and you can take your car back home,” Naku promised him.


Even though it looked a tough immediate future before him without a car, Femi was somewhat relieved to let Naku keep it. As he left Naku’s house, he did feel great to have been rescued from a problem that was about the size of the constant apprehension which enshrouds a hunted animal. Femi felt liberated.


“Do you remember James?” Femi asked. Naku looked quite perplexed for a brief second.


“Yes, I do remember him; you were quite close. Poor guy.”


“I still see him. Actually, it was James, who initially suggested for me to come to you,” Femi said brightly. 


He couldn’t understand Naku’s worried frown as he left the house smiling and quite pleased that his greatest problem was once again  arrested. Femi resisted the urge of a last look at his car as he left the street.

CHAPTER 17


Long day ahead. And there is always so far that you can travel without a car. Femi decided to take a break from any kind of work. He knew that he sincerely needed to freshly make plans on how to confront the harder days ahead without a car to take him around. At the moment, he felt in need of a quiet place to sit and to just let the world go by around him and on without his participation. Whenever he ever felt this way he would often go to the Bar Beach – the former Golgotha for hard case thieves. However, today with no car and not on the mood for a long bus ride, Femi decided upon the lagoon side park at the University of Lagos.


Not much had changed since he left that campus about a decade ago. Of course all the faces were new; even all the professional students who spent at least two years in every class were gone. He was sure that most of the lecturers  would have left also – retired or just frustrated into a more sensible occupation such as selling water or office janitorial services because of the evil salaries that they were being paid. The buildings were still there though, survived years of conflagrant student union protests, unfortunately. Still, like sacred concrete temples, they demanded the respect of educational pilgrims of all ages and propensities. 

Enter herein to the peril of your individuality; they still appeared to taunt.


Some of those buildings had died though, having lost their pristine functions. The Students” Union building had lost its name, since there was no more a Students” Union. The refectory at the top became a rowdy reading room cluttered with broken furniture. The basement hall was now just a basement dump. Matthew’s Buttery was long gone, and so were the dainty chicks who used to eat there because the students refectory upstairs was, to their prissy little asses, too risqué and common.


Memories. There was once  a guy by name of Bob Faye. Of course that wasn’t his real name; that would probably be something that nobody would care to remember. But a name like Bob Faye made you very popular, right? So with some other guys with daunting nicknames like Poke Tohola, Nat Buckle, Fa-fo, Bob Faye  gained a lot more of stature by organizing a club called, can you believe this; The Jeans Movement, with a singular motto that it was great to wear jeans, and especially faded jeans. And subsequently came the Jeans Carnival, a frisky parade of freshly liberated adolescents, so ecstatic to be free and away from their parents for a few months. And the procession thronged the road of the main campus for several hours, at the end of which came a special rendition of the club manifesto for an unnecessarily long hour at (now you see the point of it all) the front of the female hostel. And so for many months thereafter, Bob Faye had gotten sex thrown at him by the bucket load every day.


The South African students were also gone. Ever regular at the hall buttery, ordering their beers by the crate load from seven in the evening till four in the morning - pissing away their scholarship money; while the Students” Union hollered themselves hoarse asking Pik Botha, ten thousand miles away, to stop apartheid and free Nelson Mandela. Of course most of the kids at university in those days had no idea what that really was about, but it was a cool word anyway -Apatheid. It was a word that became responsible for selling millions of reggae records, and created an army of brain-dead, pot-smoking, psalms-chanting musicians along with hordes of kindred lunatics worldwide. And even years later after Pik Botha was gone and forgotten, and Nelson Mandela was out of prison, those bards of the Holy Weed remained at a loss as to what they should sing about next. They remained forever seeking an alternative social theme to justify a decision to daily smoke huge quantities of weed and tunelessly twang guitar strings which had lost their tuning.


Before him Femi finally came to stand by the lagoon -  an expanse of grey water skirted by flotsam, jetsam and miscellaneous detritus; a feasting place for the thousands of giant crabs that lived in subterranean seclusion all over the unkempt water side park, and which noisily congregated at night to do whatever crabs did at night. 


Femi remembered Nwokedi, a survivor of the Biafra war who won a community scholarship from his village to study Actuarial Sciences. Nwokedi being about twice the average age of most other students in his class dutifully read his textbooks day and night, despising the indolent youngsters whom he had to rub shoulders with in class every day – oh, those foolish members of the NFA(the No-Future Association). But it appeared that the civil war destroyed some important brain cells, and consequently, the more Nwokedi read his textbooks the more he forgot what he read. And so Nwokedi flunked two years in a row, and expulsion loomed. But Nwokedi thought of a better way out. Having tanked up on a great deal of booze at the nearby mammy market, he bravely waded into the waters of the lagoon, and bravely walked towards the deep middle. Better to be dead than go back home in shame, he thought. 


But when the water climbed up to his chin, Nwokedi did a rethink. Nobody knew what the spirit of his forefathers spoke to him at this moment, or maybe it was that Nwokedi did not have enough booze yet to do this brave thing. Nevertheless, he suddenly began to shout for help as he flailed his limbs to remain visible, and rescue-able, being unable to swim. Within a few minutes, a rescue party was dispatched to bring him in red-eyed with fear and exhaustion and belching out fetid water and bits of waterweed. Clearly, it seemed easier to die with a machine gun ripping your innards out, than by drowning.  In any case, there stood before Femi, the placid lagoon with many more secrets hidden inside the opaque deepness of its womb.


Drums.


Femi closed his eyes for a brief moment, teasing out more memories. He could almost hear those little drums now. He could also hear accompanying percussion of bits of stone tapping on empty and half-empty beer bottles.


A bonfire. 


He could see in his mind”s eye the energetic gathering of young men uniformly accoutred in black trousers, white shirts, red vests with skull and crossbones appliqués, red berets, and white sports shoes. It was the annual convention of the Pi-Kappa fraternity guys from all over the country. Hundreds of them at the lagoon side park, like a gleeful gathering of exotic penguins. Manic percussion music was in the air, accompanied by songs which would have caused a prudish mother to bemoan that this boy child were not a stillborn. Such were the beautiful obsceneness of those sing-song nights. 


Captain Moinmoin aka Captain Blood, standing to make his historic Moinmoin declaration, promising expulsion by black spot to anyone caught stealing the communal moinmoin; while dozen lay fallen down, drunk and properly marooned in their separate pleasure islands.


He could see Naku, the chaplain, standing near a coconut tree, joyfully ladling out the Bloody Brew; and to those who smoked, handing out plain cheap and harsh Target cigarettes destined to give you serious sore throat and a gigantic headache in the coming morning. Naku was looking his way now.


“Ahoy,” Naku called out to him.


“Ahoy, Chaplain,” Femi responded, wiggling his hand in the secret fraternal greeting. It was really a night of deep and intense fun. There was a lot of dancing too, or rather a lot of prancing and jumping. Drunken undergrads certainly don’t  dance.


There was also Captain Oborito slowly strutting around, supervising, and trying to look menacing. Of course, Captain Oborito was only Ayo Lawal, final year law student, in real life the perfect gentleman. Guy didn’t even smoke cigarettes. There was Tongo Tongolata, lank and extremely lively about the bonfire. There were other faces too around the fire – Igo-na-Bottle, Sinbad de Sailor, Old Pew, Long John Silva, now an ambassador somewhere in Europe. They were soon joined by Naku, whose name here was Jango Jangola. Nobody had a real name here, only a pseudonym which died as soon as the props – the regalia, the plywood sabers, the crimson berets, and the drama - were rested at dawn. A noisome pantomime wearily concluded in the similitude of life”s many chivalrous endeavors.


Femi sat on a concrete bench, savoring the memories, and wishing that the clocks and calendar could be turned back once more. Indeed, he wished that the calendar could be turned back on a lot of other matters; his lost job, the debt, for example. But life, unfortunately, didn’t work like that, and time is like drops of water falling on a hot skillet, forever irrecoverable.


More memories of the lagoon front: the famous landing of police water crafts which crept in at night to put a brutal stop to students’ protest that was primarily  just clever ploys to avoid taking exams when due. Did anyone ever really give a damn whether Mandela stayed in prison forever, or Angola and Mozambique were sold to White people for ten pounds and ten shillings? It just appeared cool not to go for lectures and to spend whole days carrying placards and chanting war songs, and to reward yourself with some more booze at night - innocent students’ frolics until the police finally came to start the killing. All they needed to do was ask the pesky students to go home; and they wanted to go home anyway. Those uniformed imbeciles.


Krai blud on paper

A reactive imagination would have no difficulty in recognising this for its real meaning which was - Cry blood on paper, apparently an instruction to write an application in red ink. That was what the recruitment poster on the hall notice board by the Pi-Kappa Fraternity had read when Femi and James had found it. It was an oversize poster emblazoned with crudely drawn and menacing skull and crossbones; in black.


“Let’s join up,” James had said to Femi. They were both standing together and looking at the large poster right in the middle of the hostel notice board. All the other notices and smaller posters on the huge notice board had been defaced in several ways. The Pi-Kappa Fraternity poster was clean. These were guys nobody wanted to mess with in any way. You never knew who was in the fraternity and there had been many embellished tales of grand violence.


Dekhands wanted. Krai blud on paper.

Of course, the Pi-Kappa Fraternity was never known for their love of conventional English, and was more feared for its promise of menace.


“Let’s join,” James repeated, quite excited.


“You must be out of your mind; they won’t even accept people like me and you,” Femi told him. “Man, those guys are murderers.”


“Is that so? Look at the name of the person receiving the application. You know that guy?” Femi did look and was amused. “Three rooms away from you, second year Mechanical Engineering guy. Of course I know him,” Femi affirmed.


“Good. Now could you ever think that sort of guy could ever be in Pi-Kappa? But he’s even like the club secretary. What does that say about the chances of me and you?” James asked.


“I really don’t know, but those guys do have a reputation, James. For God’s sake, the entire campus community is afraid of them.”


“Yes, I have heard all the stories too and they do sound fine to me by the way. I hear they smoke special weed grown in a graveyard. I learn they drink stuff from human skulls,” James said.


“And you want to be a member of that?”


“I am certainly willing to find out if they actually do all those exciting stuffs. Now look at that guy, could you ever in your life think he is Pi-Kappa?”


“Guess not. So they must also be a bunch of closet murderers if all those stories are true,” Femi struggled to reconcile.


“Well, there is only one way to find out, isn’t it?”


So Femi was also curious enough to Krai blud on paper, especially as the receiving officer, Soji Ajayi, second year Mechanical Engineering, was just a few rooms away from him, and they were quite good friends.


“I like you,” Soji told Femi. “You behave yourself quite well, and you seem to have a mind of your own. Quite the sort of people the fraternity wants.”


Femi was quite piqued at this assessment. He’d always thought himself just another cheerless student perpetually gleaning the dry campus for just a morsel of amusement or just even the promise of any at all. He also did like Soji. Soji was the quite serious type and extremely intelligent. He didn’t in any way fit the typical description of a Pi-Kappa Fraternity member. Indeed Femi was quite surprised to learn that someone like Soji was not just only a member but actually held an important position. It was another strange revelation to him that Soji, like several others that he would meet in the fraternity, didn’t smoke and would go no further than two bottles of beer at any occasion. These intrigues were really what strengthened Femi’s resolve to see what really went on inside.


The interview was in consonance with the image of the club, and was held at night in a disused building away from public glare. The large room was lit with candles and lanterns which made the uniforms of the assembled members look quite menacing. Fifteen applicants had thought themselves courageous enough to attend the interview, and all had been sat on the dusty floor in a holding room, like galley slaves. Apprehension was heavy in the air where they sat. They could hear a solemn, almost religious song coming from the bigger room. There was nothing religious about the lyrics of the song though; for it was heavily laden with obscenities.


“Now they’re going to give us a handful of Indian hemp to smoke, and after that a whole bucket of ogogoro to drink, just to test if you are man enough. I heard that is how they do it,” James whispered to him, extremely excited.


Femi was thankful that nothing like that ever happened. They were indeed given some concoction to drink though, in which Femi’s taste buds were able to detect orange squash, beer, stout, palm wine, and certainly a hint of ogogoro. This as they would later learn was known as the Bloody Brew. No Indian hemp, no knife duels, no human skull cups. It could very well have been like any other club interview only that it was in the dead of the night. In the end, all that they were required to do was tell the gathered members why they wanted to join Pi-Kappa and what they could bring on board. 


As Femi would find about a year later, though now as a member, the applications had been pre-screened, and the interview was really  no more than an occasion to present the selected for final approval by the entire members. In retrospective, Femi thought that it looked a lot like joining a military group where each person was considered responsible for the life of all the others. 


But it hadn’t lasted long, at least for James who started to drop out of the monthly meetings, merely months after the initiation. 


“What’s happening James?” Femi  asked.


“Hey, these guys are just a bunch of sissies dressed up like tough guys, man,” James replied. “All we just do is drink some booze, and then sing dirty songs. Kids” stuff.”


James disappointment was quite expected. He found out to his chagrin, you couldn’t smoke weed at the meetings; at the risk of expulsion. He saw no other sign of anything far from the ordinary either, no human skull cups, no gang-raping of girls. And he asked himself what the hell it was about these guys that made other students run helter-skelter when they approached.


So, sadly, James eventually got bored of Pi-Kappa and its non-mysteries, slacked off attending the meetings which he thought boring and pointless, at least for him; and consequently earned his black spot for truancy. This, Femi found quite disappointing, considering that it all had been James’ idea to join.


The drums.


Femi could still see James dressed in full fraternity regalia, prancing and jumping around the bonfire. James had in his hands a huge plastic urinal pot full of Bloody Brew just like Naku and Old Pew - short, bug eyed first class Business Administration student, dancing around the fire with Empire Gondola, another normally quiet fellow who had chosen for himself a fraternity pseudonym which was really just a fusion of the names of two notorious local whore houses. Nobody had real names here, only disposable personalities.


But no, James was not really dancing, not presently anyhow. James was in fact sitting on a huge granite boulder which had by some miracle of nature or mischief found itself in the sodden grounds of the lagoon side park. And no, James was not wearing Pi-Kappa ceremonial regalia either. He was dressed in his Oxford bags, creeper shoes, a long-sleeved tee-shirt which looked rather like the star-spangled American flag, and his Oliver Twist cap. His transistor radio was this time playing Four Seasons” Oh What a Night.
Oh, what a night.

Late December back in “63.

What a very special time for me,

“Cause I remember what a night.


And yes, James was as usual, smoking weed. Femi wondered if James would ever get out of the nasty habit.


“Hey, Flash,” James waved at him. “Come over here.” And Femi happily obliged.


“Hi James, I didn’t see you sitting there,” he laughed. It had been quite a while since he last saw James, and Femi was really pleased.


“Again you look like you’ve got all the problems in the world sitting on your head, man,” James said, and Femi shrugged.


“World is full of problems, Isn’t it? You pick up at least a new one every day.”


“Oh well, that is the fact of life. What is it this time?”


“All the usual, plus I have a huge debt and I just lost my car today to a loan shark. I am still wondering what I should tell Elizabeth. So now I have no money, no car and see no prospect in the future. It looks so reasonable to just have someone tie me up with a concrete block around my neck and throw me into the deep middle of that water there.


“I know that will never happen, and that is what I like about you. You’re tough and you’ve got principles. You will never do a thing like that,” James said.


“Oh well, these thoughts cross your mind once in a while though, especially when I am really down, like today.”


“Ahoy!” James admonished. 


That hadn’t sounded quite right to Femi since James was no more Pi-Kappa and it was considered almost blasphemous for a landlubber to say that. However, in any case, nobody was listening.


“So what are you going to do now?” James asked.


“I don’t know,” Femi replied with all honesty. He was indeed exasperated. “I am just sitting here in the hope that some clearer thoughts will emerge. None so far.”


“You will survive, Femi; that is what I like about you. Your survival skills are quite good. My impression about you has always been that you are always good for thinking clear in emergencies. I mean, scratch the skin off you and you are hard as rock inside.”


Femi was pleased to hear that. Kind words had been very few in his life for a long while.


“Oh well, when you are stuck and desperate all you can immediately think off is the easiest escape through.”


“So what are the first thoughts coming into your head right now?”


Femi shrugged. “Not very bright, unfortunately. First of all, I am thinking to tell Elizabeth that the car had an accident and it was at the mechanic. That ought to buy me some more thinking time. Within a few weeks, I probably will be able to put some money together to get the car back from Naku. The bottom line of all this is that I’ve got a family that I must keep together by every means possible. I don’t know how Elizabeth would react if all these got out in the open and I am not willing to gamble on that.”


James had nodded, whether in agreement, or he because was tripping to O-Jays singing For The Love of Money on the transistor radio, Femi could not be sure.


“I had a nasty accident on Third Mainland Bridge.” Femi  told his wife when he got home. “Engine knocked and a molue nearly crashed into me from the back. I can only thank God that I wasn’t killed. I got the car towed to the mechanic and it might take a few weeks before it is repaired.”


It initially crossed Femi’s mind to tell Elizabeth that the car had been stolen, but he was happier at the alternative lie, primarily because police would not need to be involved. His insurance had long expired too, so why bother the underwriters either.


Elizabeth was quite horrified. She did thank God, to Femi’s utter misery, that her husband were not killed in an accident. The children were equally horrified and huddled close to him, wrapped themselves all around him as if for fear that he could be suddenly taken away from them.


The bottom line to Elizabeth though, was that the family could not afford not to have a car. How would they get to church, for example? She’d always suggested that they got another car, but as Femi’s business was not going quite so well it was a suggestion that trailed far behind the more important issues such as how the rent would be paid and also the children’s school fees.


“I’ve got some money in savings. How much will the repair cost?” Elizabeth offered. And Femi was deeply humiliated that again Elizabeth seemed to think that he was not up to the occasion. But he also knew that it was either he took the money from Elizabeth or he quickly found it elsewhere because this matter would haunt his peace until the car was safely back in the house again.


“I’ll give it back to you as soon as I am able to recover some of my debts,” he weakly promised. Next day, Femi took sufficient money to repair a knocked engine from Elizabeth. But he didn’t go bail his car from Naku until four days later. Sooner would have appeared very suspicious to Elizabeth, was his thinking.


As luck would have it, some money from advertisement purchased from his now dead magazine, was paid to him about a week later. From this he returned Elizabeth’s loan, and again gave some money back to Naku.


“Look here, man,” Naku told him. “I don’t enjoy seeing you in discomfort. I can at least admire that you’ve been able to pay me back the entire amount you borrowed and some of the interest. I have not been as successful with most of the people who owe me money out there.”


“I’m trying. I’ll see what I can do to meet the rest of the repayment,” Femi weakly replied, expecting more arm-twisting. As he’d heard or read somewhere, loan sharks have been known to hike interests suddenly.


That is what I am saying, Flash. I want you to relax, because at this rate I can only see you going out of your mind with worry. I am not your enemy, and I have only behaved the way I did because I was just as stressed up as you were.”


“That’s fine, Yemi; I’m not holding anything against you,” Femi replied, almost apologetically.


“I appreciate that.” There was a long and uncomfortable passé during which Femi feared more disaster, but he was completely blown away by what came next.


“You can forget the rest of the loan, Flash. Go take care of yourself,” Naku said in almost a whisper. “You’re free. Go take care of yourself. I know what you are passing through and life has taught me as much as it has taught you, that you really can’t help the situation.”


And Naku took his hand and given him a hearty Pi-Kappa handshake.


“Ahoy,” Naku said to him.

PART III

They’re dancing on the good foot

I got to get on the good foot

Got to do it on the good foot

Do it with the good foot

James Brown: Get On The Good Foot
CHAPTER 18


There is a colorful little monkey known as the Niger Delta Red Colobus. This little bugger is black from the top of the head to the rump, and on the sides and outer legs an orange-brown color. Most of the arms are white, the hands and feet black; the tail red-brown on top and chestnut or maroon below, becoming darker towards the tip. The monkey also has white whiskers which make it look indeed quite distinguished. The Niger Delta Red Colobus lives only in the marsh forest, that is, forest with a high water table year round. This specie of monkey can be found only in the delta region of Nigeria and it is on the list of the world’s twenty five most endangered primates.


The Niger Delta is the largest wetland and maintains the third-largest drainage basin in Africa. Its ecosystem contains one of the highest concentrations of biodiversity in the world and it has more species of freshwater fish than any other ecosystem in West Africa. It is estimated that almost two hundred barrels of petroleum are spilled into the Niger Delta every year. The oil spillage always had a major impact on the ecosystem of this region. Immense tracts of the mangrove are continuously wiped out; and also the natural habitat of the Niger Delta Red Colobus as well as hundreds of marine species contiguous to this zone. Of the more than two hundred species of fish resident, twenty are considered endemic, meaning they are found nowhere else on earth. Sadly, they are being gradually wiped out as oil exploration in the Niger Delta has continued to put them all at risk.


But not only have the lower fauna suffered. Oil production comes with a great deal of gas flaring which releases toxic components into the atmosphere and which has caused respiratory problems to the human inhabitants - aggravating asthma, causing breathing difficulties, chronic bronchitis, and leukemia. The Niger Delta is also home to twenty million Nigerians and forty different ethnic groups whose health and livelihood is continuously put at risk. Consequently, conflict in the Niger Delta had always arisen over tensions between the foreign oil corporations and a number of the Niger Delta’s minority ethnic groups who felt they were being exploited, and were growing increasingly dissatisfied, and their environmental, social, and economic apparatus rapidly deteriorating. The government responded by throwing money at the communities to pacify them. They needed to. Without the oil wealth, Nigeria would go broke very quickly. However, competition for largesse began to fuel violence between ethnic groups, causing the militarization of nearly the entire region by ethnic militia groups as well as Nigerian military and police forces. The problem progressively shifted from the Big Bad Business killing the ecosystem to get more money, and became brothers killing one another for greed.

Dennis Tom-Dick-Harry had no desire to die young. Dennis always believed that there was a better life in Lagos. It was the place where people went to get rich, because that was where the government operated from. In any case, it ought to be a better life in Lagos than in the cold and dangerous Delta. Dennis located a relation in Ajangbadi, a slum of slums located in the outskirts of Lagos. The major bus park at that place was famously called Last Bus Stop, which sort of summarized expectations. 


Beatrice was his sister who had also fled with her husband to Lagos about four years back and she had a bare ground floored canteen from which she made a living selling cooked foods, factory drinks and palm wine, while her husband Donald Tonye worked as an office janitor deeper within the city. It was a hard life that his sister’s family was faced with here, as Dennis could immediately see. Her entire family which included five children lived in a two room apartment, each room no more than ten feet square. But Dennis came with high hopes and gracefully accepted the suggestion that he slept inside the canteen.


It was much cooler and quieter out there in the canteen and it would have been quite bearable if not for the vermin that swarmed him when the lights went out – mosquitoes, ants, cockroaches. Dennis was certain that he had been bitten by at least one rat or mouse before dawn on the first night that he slept in the canteen. The second night, he bought some mosquito repellent coil and burnt them to keep the bugs and roaches at bay, but needed to keep vigil against the rodents, stick in hand. He soon feel asleep though and found at least two more rats bites on his toes which he anointed with antiseptic ointment and hoped that the rodents were not rabid. Next night he wore his boots to sleep. Within a couple of weeks, man, mice, mosquitoes and roaches learnt to live in peaceful co-existence as Dennis Tom-Dick-Harry became a bona fide part of the local ecosystem in the enclosed space of the untidy canteen.


For a while Dennis tried to earn a living as an itinerant pharmacy, selling medicine on decrepit buses. It was hard work, and more importantly, he learnt that he needed to make the passengers laugh before they would buy anything from him. He needed to ease their mind of their frustration, as the buses were always a moving repository of woes and frustration. And then he needed to sell them remedies to alleviate some of their frustrations – headache pills, fever pills, multivitamins, stomach medicine, and other purposeful panaceas often easier to sell in sachets without giving the buyers the opportunity to read the packages and thereby find out that they purchased cheap vitamin pills as a cure for impotence.


Nevertheless, working the buses gave Dennis the opportunity to know the city. And within a year, he criss-crossed the entire Lagos metropolis, selling bogus medical remedies to foolish bus commuters. Within six months he made enough money to be able to rent his own place, a two-roomed apartment in Amukoko, another slum. The place was just as large and as evil smelling as the one his sister and her husband kept in Ajangbadi. Thereafter he felt confident to go bring his wife and two children to Lagos to live with him. He set his wife up running a canteen just like his sister – selling cooked food, palm wine and late at night, dog meat pepper soup, otherwise known as 404 after the legendary speed of a Peugeot car of that model, to connoisseurs desiring such a treat.


Donald, his sister’s husband soon found him a job as a janitor in the office building where he worked. Dennis did this for another year. He found though, that his duties were not exactly defined as quite often he ran errands for the entire office – nasty errands such as going to purchase someone’s lunch from a canteen a mile away, and after he returned sweaty from the errand, being unkindly suspected of stealing some of the money he was sent out with.


He soon found another job as a security guard in a warehouse not too far away; this also by his brother-in-law, Donald.


“You don’t need any training,” Donald answered him, having been just employed by the same security company. “All you need is to be able to look menacing.” And Dennis did know how to look menacing. Hadn’t he been a survivor of many swamp wars?


So they gave him a smart uniform with a duck bill cap. His black shirt had Eagle Security embroidered on a pocket together with a little red eagle, and on the sleeves of his shirts, two golden stripes.


Dennis would every time before leaving for work look at himself in the mirror of his bedroom, even as his wife and children smiled proudly. Yes, he did look important now. He, Dennis Tom-Dick-Harry was now in charge of things of value, not anymore another scared man hiding from prowling gangs in the swamps.


That was eight years ago. Now at forty two, his family had grown to six children, and they still lived in the same two-roomed apartment in Amukoko. His salary, as he found, did not go very far anymore – the children literally swallowed most of it. The rest he found himself investing in liquor to take away the feeling of hopelessness that swarmed his life. And since his wife seemed always to be pregnant, a fantasy of beautiful whores accompanied his drinking sprees. A mere fantasy because he couldn’t afford them anyway.


His wife became pregnant again. He warned her to stop eating the same foods as these Yoruba people all around. Nobody knew what those people put in their foods, to make them have multiple births all the time – twins, triplets, quadruplets. A woman they knew on their street even had six at a go. Her dog must have been so proud of her, Dennis told his wife. But now see what had happened. 


Dennis was on a bus coming from the hospital where his wife went to have her baby. He needn’t bother about the bills because it was part of his entitlement at work. But what the nurses told him turned him speechless.


“Congratulations, Chief Tom-Dick-Harry. Your wife has given birth to triplets,” one of them cheerfully told him, though it sounded to Dennis like she was mocking. And Dennis grinned back, feeling quite like a moron. He wanted to cry, but he knew that he had to be a man.


Nine children! What would he do with nine children? He had from deep within his stomach wondered.


“Soon you will create a football team,” a wicked voice spoke into his head.


He had a bet with his friend, Edward, at work that it would be a boy. Five Naira they had bet and Dennis was sure that the baby would be a boy. Dorothy, his wife, was always, very big when she was going to have a boy. But his friend Edward thought otherwise, he claimed to be a prophet and he could see a baby girl in Dennis” future.


Dennis had been for weeks thinking of what name he would give his son. His wife insisted that they named all of his children after characters in the Bible, so Dennis thought John. But no, John was already taken, that was child number four, after Matthew, Mark and Luke. Solomon sounded nice though, yes he could call his son Solomon. Or Paul. But what if it was a daughter? Since it was a nearly Easter, Esther would be nice, he thought. But no, it was going to be a boy anyway, no doubt about that. Solomon it will be, or Solomon-Paul, that sounded quite nice too.


In earlier days in Calabar, not too far away from where Dennis came from, they used to kill twins at birth. They would hack them into little pieces and feed them to the fish or something like that. Twins were abnormal birth, until the white missionaries came, and a specially burdened lady called Mary Slessor told them this was bad.


“You think we should eat them instead of throwing them to the fish?” a very puzzled leader of the people possibly asked, thinking you could never trust these white people and their funny diets.


“No, it is wrong to kill twins or anyone for that matter,” Ms. Mary Slessor sternly told them. And an angry white woman suddenly gone red in the face was quite a frightful sight to behold. As a result of which they fell upon their face before the white goddess.


“O white goddess, from far beyond the seas, do not be angry with us. We no kill evil babies anymore.”


And that was the end of it, almost. Because no one knew what happened to the twins anymore. They just seemed to stop coming perhaps having been told in the land of the spirits that it was no more exciting out there. Nobody waiting to kill you anymore.


But not for these Yoruba heathens all around. Till this day they still worshipped their twins. They made wooden Ibeji dolls for and of their twins and worshipped them every morning – even feeding the wooden dolls with cooked beans and red palm oil so that the twins will not die and go away. No wonder then that these Yoruba heathens still had the highest twinning rate in the entire world. The land of the spirits, being quite fond of weeping mothers, directed their twins to this fertile territory making sure that quite often, only one of the twins survived to become an adult. And the more that these children were lost often to curable diseases like small pox, chickenpox, malaria and polio, the greater the growth of the industry of making Ibeji figurines and of the beans and red palm oil markets.


Now if twins were evil children, what would he then call triplets? Dennis wondered.

CHAPTER 19


“Man, I’m gonna be making some really mean threads when I get out of this place. I am gonna be exporting the stuff to brothers in the You-Ess,” Herbie was saying to Maceo, his new friend.


Maceo’s real name was Yusuf Amao. A stocky person about five seven tall, he was studying Art and preferred to be called Maceo because he just loved the way Maceo Parker blew his funky horn right besides soul brother number one, James Brown, ma-e-a-a-n. And even though Yusuf, alias Maceo, had also bought himself a saxophone, he hadn’t for two years yet been able to blow two harmonious notes on it. Nevertheless, he had it parked like a funky brass god on a pedestal in a corner of his room. 


“This other dude’s name is Maceo Parker, right? Now Maceo what are you?” Herbie one day took him to task.


“Just Maceo. Last names are a heritage of slavery and colonialism. Just call me Maceo; that is my name,” he proudly replied.


“Everyone has a last name.”


“They wouldn’t if they knew how it came about. Africans didn’t have last names before slavery. It was when they were taken away into slavery that they got given names like John property of Crow - that is John Crow. And when colonialism came, the pattern shifted a bit and became like Adebayo-son of- Ojo, that is, Adebayo Ojo. It was more for the reasons of keeping census records. Understand now?  Traditionally Africans only had one name,” Maceo proudly elaborated.


“In any case, Maceo doesn’t sound like an African name to me. Dude probably had at least one Puerto Rican parent as I see it.”


“Probably,” Maceo had agreed.


“So why are you going by an Ireke Puerto Rican name?”


Maceo said, “Because Puerto Ricans are Africans. They’ve got African blood in them.” Herbie didn’t know so he didn’t push any further.


This time though, they had been discussing the future; Herbie pitching his coming career as a textile designer against that of Maceo the artist. 


“Sounds good,” Maceo encouraged. “I’m gonna make more money than you anyway.”


Herbie also at this time looked at a painting Maceo was working on and was trying not to scratch his head wondering what it was about.


“What da crap is that?” he finally asked.


“It’s a very important painting,” Maceo proudly told him.


“Yeah, yeah, I can see that it is a painting but what is it of?”


“What does it look like to you? I always ask people that question to see how their consciousness is functioning.”


“Well, to be honest with you, it indeed looks like a congregation of demons dressed up in shimmering rags. Dude, you must have extremely funky dream at night,” Herbie sincerely told Maceo. 


Actually, all of Maceo’s paintings and sculptures looked like this – as if they came from the amalgamated brains of surrealists D. O. Fagunwa and Amos Tutuola. Most important to Herbie in any case was that, Maceo knew where to get the best grass in Lagos, and that was what initially brought them  together.


“You know how much arts like Jimoh Buraimoh and Bruce Onobrakpeya sell for abroad? Thousands of dollars, ma-e-a-a-n. Now, how many textiles stuff you going to pack in a suitcase? I’ll fill the same suitcase with maybe twenty of my painting and return home with the suitcase filled with dollars, ma-e-a-a-n.” Maceo ignored Herbie’s comment on his work.


“Well, you are going to sell your stuff to just a few rich dudes, but I aim to plaster my clothes on all the sisters and brothers on You Ess Hey, ma-e-a-a-n. From Florida to Texas ma-e-a-a-n, they are gonna know my name. I’m gonna be branded Herbie W. Couture, ma-e-a-a-n.”


 And they both took deep hits of the acrid smoke, coughing noisily; the coughing  recognised worldwide as a ritual amongst weed smokers - an acknowledgement that the hit registered in the lungs and soon will in the brain and in the heart. Coughing was rather like when a drunk tossed down a shot of gin and grimaced – it got there.  Maceo packed away his painting tools, leaving the still damp canvas on the easel. 


“Come here man, I want to show you something,” he said, digging into his leather shoulder bag. He pinched the tiny remains of the burning marijuana cigarette tightly between two fingers, noisily sucked the last bit of smoke from it before discarding the dirt-brown stub, grinding it into the ground with his boot. He came up with a pamphlet from his bag.


“On the Dread Level,” Herbie read. “What da hell is this, ma-e-a-a-n?”


“What da hell is this, you ask me? This is the voice of the new enlightenment, ma-e-a-a-n. His name is Shango Baku.”


“No kidding. Where the heck is he from, ma-e-a-a-n? Looks Jamaican to me, with all that mass of hair on his head,” Herbie giggled pointlessly, tickled by THC.
“He’s a citizen of the world, ma-e-a-a-n, just like me. In this world, countries shouldn’t matter. Those are the limitations placed on I and I by slave traders like Uncle Sam the Coca Cola man and Auntie Maggie Thatcher the whore of Babylon.”


Yeah, screw them,” Herbie drawled.


“No, don’t just screw them, ma-e-a-a-n. I give you the book to read. It’s gonna blow your mind, ma-e-a-a-n; It’s gonna blow it open and everything is just gonna become clear to you, ma-e-a-a-n. Completely clear, ma-e-a-a-n.”


“Yeah, everything is coo-ool,” Herbie nodded sheepishly. Hey, this is really good weed, he was thinking from a mile away. 


“Now, what do you know about Rastafarianism?” Maceo’s eyes glinted. 


“Halle Selassie, Bob Marley, beat drums, chant psalms and smoke ganja,” Herbie giggled, the cannabis tickling him all over with phantom fingers. He giggled some more. So did Maceo, his teeth clenched together and bared in an idiot grin. 


The Yaba College of Technology is the premier tertiary institution in Nigeria. Founded in 1947, it produced the first technical professionals trained in the country and also in 1948, the foundation students required to start off the University College of Ibadan, also the first university in the country. And if such a program existed, the Yaba College of Technology should have been given recognition and funding preference as a national heritage site. But the buildings and most of the facilities came into neglect and even several secondary schools had better facilities and equipment. Having to compare the college with UCLA didn’t help Herbie at all. Nevertheless, he couldn’t stop doing this. And many times when he did, it took him into a deep funk, which he did try his utmost to escape from by smoking huge quantities of weed. But the problem with weed was - the hangover when it wore off brought you into an even deeper funk than you were in before you smoked the stuff. This night as Herbie left the campus for home, he was in a hundred foot deep funk - the greatest bad vibes that he’d ever faced in his life. He couldn’t help that either.

CHAPTER 20

It was more than twelve years ago since Kabiru transformed from public enemy to police. The transition was not too difficult. Joining the police had not been a huge problem. First, he wisely cleaned himself up. He stopped drinking hard liquor, cut his marijuana consumption to minimum portions. Then he sought the advice of a couple of police officers who did not look fit to be part of the crime-fighting force, and they were certainly many. Suffice to say though that through some of the many loopholes that made it possible to subvert any noble organization, the added advantage of a stolen certificate and the purchase of inside assistance, Kabiru Ayinla eventually stepped out one day in a brand new police uniform.


He afterwards visited home. His mother and other siblings were ecstatic; his father simply amused but proud nevertheless. His stepmothers and those of their children that were available huddled together away and rightly bemoaned the fate of the Nigerian Police Force. Kabiru’s major regret was that the head teacher, the fool who expelled him from school fourteen years back had been transferred to another school far away, otherwise he would have wished to see the look on his face, or to find something to book him for just to put him in a cell for a few days. Funnily, nobody thought to ask him why his name tag read Sergeant Solomon Ajao, for that was the name on the certificate that he had stolen. He would several months later though, with a small advertisement in the classified ads section of Daily Times, revert to his own name claiming religious conversion.

I formerly known as Solomon Ajao, now wish to be called Kabiru Ayinla. All former documents remain valid. Nigeria Police Force take notice. This was legally concluded by a sworn affidavit in a magistrate court which would be filed with an application in triplicate. Fingerprints were taken only as a matter of routine and mainly to assist those who couldn’t sign their names to legally endorse documents, since no equipment existed to analyse or to file finger prints. This also meant that whatever fingerprint records that existed of the owner of the certificate, if any ever did, remained dead with him.


On this night, Sergeant Kabiru saw the car coming at moderate speed. The driver of the parked police squad car flashed the light twice. The approaching car responded. Kabiru got out of the squad car and waved down the oncoming car. The three other police officers also disembarked but kept hidden behind the car, their automatic rifle ready. The car stopped about ten yards away and the occupants began to disembark. It was Boscoe’s gang all right, Kabiru could now confirm.


“Come, all of you,” he urged them. In good faith they complied, all four of them. From five yards away, the police officers opened fire, spattering the four hoodlums with bullets from their automatic rifles. They jerked convulsively like drunken break dancers, feebly continuing their terminal dance for several seconds as they lay in large pools of their own blood.


With a torch, Kabiru could see Boscoe’s upturned face caked with blood and grime eternally contorted into a macabre mask of surprise and anger. A double cross was the last thing Biscoe ever expected.


The crooked police crew searched the dead robbers and removed money and anything of value from their pockets. They searched the stolen vehicle that brought them and from there recovered the loot and the borrowed police guns. Apparently, the robbers had a bad Friday night out and the entire loot was just a few thousands. They split the money amongst them, planted some hunting shotguns on the scene and called the station on their radio.


“Four armed robbery suspects apprehended. They were all killed in a gun battle.”


Separate police unit were dispatched to dispose of the bodies and the stolen vehicle after photographs were taken. Kabiru returned to file his report, a task which he extremely hated because spelling didn’t come easy to him. Thus he bribed someone else to write it for him.


Arriva !

That was the victory cry that always leapt from within his soul after nights like this. Kabiru’s favourite television program was the wrestling matches. One of the more popular wrestlers had a habit of shouting Arriva after a definitely staged massacre of an opponent or several all at once. Kabiru thought this was cool and was appropriate also for when he had just concluded a task, and afterwards   feeling a similar victory as of the wrestler who had just broken the back of an opponent on the mat.


Arriva !


It was also the cry that preceded the demand of his body for a reward. Nights like this also brought about an extremely hard and painful erection, the kind that ought not be wasted on fat and taciturn wives. Kabiru always subsequently feel the need for a hot and lively sex and after that two large Guinness before going back home. Taking the squad car and accompanied by an extremely excited junior, he had headed towards Ikeja. Near the Sheraton they found a gathering of scantily clad ladies all of whom seemed to be waiting for someone – anyone. Kabiru liked women with body; the thin ones were always too bad tempered. He found what he wanted – a plump and petite  hustler with lips so red and glossy  they seemed painted in fresh blood. Kabiru ordered her into the squad car. The whore hesitated for a brief moment and then obediently complied.


They  drove in silence to the far end of Allen Avenue. There, Kabiru ordered the prostitute out of the squad car, pushed her roughly against the car body, lifted her legs and pushed himself roughly into her. Two minutes later, his lust concluded, the weeping whore was abandoned to find her way back home. In the state the brute had left her genitals, it would be unusable for a least another week for anything other than urinating. Near Maryland, Kabiru and his sidekick again stopped for beer and hot kebabs after which it was finally time to go home.


Kabiru had a hustle going for him. Actually, he had a series of hustles going for him and the last one was Boscoe and his gang. He made a prompt note to find a replacement heist. The police force didn’t pay you very much. The hustle was quite simple. When on night patrol duty, they made a deal with a gang of hoodlums looking to some quick money by entering homes and terrorizing money and valuable possessions out of the occupants. In fact, Kabiru’s patrol would actually lend them the guns to use in exchange for a share of the loot. It was like a gentleman’s agreement, all they had to do was turn a blind eye on the robberies and ignore cries for help and within a few short hours they will be richer by a few thousand each. Sometimes, the unexpected complications did happen though, such as a victim trying to tackle the robbers in a senseless act of heroism often initiated by a desire to prove self to a watching wife or girlfriend. And the jittery robbers would have to do the needful. RIP poor hero.

How had he come to know Boscoe’s gang? Actually, a criminal who had the dubious fortune of being infiltrated into a crime fighting organization such as this would have some bills of gratitude outstanding for a long while and probably for his entire career. Boscoe was a thief. He got his training terrorizing petrified drivers on the streets of Lagos Island and demanding instant protection money from them. Boscoe was just a street hoodlum, an area boy. He was also a very persuasive talker especially when dealing with law enforcement. His gambit was so simple – a promise of money. It never failed. The police force didn’t pay very much. 


Kabiru was having a drink with Sergeant Okonkwo, a colleague, one night at a bar in Mushin, with music by Pasuma blaring loud and insane from the huge loudspeakers when Boscoe came along decked in gold ornaments all round his neck, his skin bleached raw in a macabre exhibition of vanity. Sergeant Okonkwo had known Boscoe from several encounters which reduced his evaluation of the hoodlum to just a bad boy. Boscoe bought them some beer and then more. Then the suggestion somehow crawled into the conversation -guns and protection in exchange for share of loot.

“It’s just a harmless thing, officer. Those people will just give you all the money they have in the house in the hope that you won’t shoot them. In fact, they’ll be shitting already as soon as they see a gun,” Boscoe offhanded said, flying sky-high on cocaine.


“You’ve done this before, I presume?” Kabiru asked, quite intrigued. He knew these things did go on, but this was his first time of being part of the esteemed audience of a perpetrator who was not in a cell.


“He’s a bad boy. He does it all the time,” Okonkwo said. Boscoe  offered an almost shy smile and upturned hands. He committed himself to no other explanation.


“Supposing I am in a position to work with you, how much could you promise?” Kabiru delved in further, hungrily.


“It depends on the territory and the time of the month,” Boscoe truthfully explained. “In the more affluent places you take in more, also around the first week of the month since they have just got paid.”


“How much?” Kabiru persisted, impatient.


“I think we should expect to take at least a hundred thousand in a night but it is often a lot more. We split fifty-fifty with ascaris.”


“Who are you calling ascaris?” Kabiru feigned annoyance. He’d  heard somewhere that ascaris actually meant worms; even though the word was commonly used at street level to describe law enforcement officers. Not that he minded what he was called really, as long as it brought in more money.


“Sorry, officer,” Boscoe laughed boyishly and clasped Kabiru’s hand in a tight handshake. They were pals now.


And that was how the infernal partnership began. Kabiru never had any problem with persuading his own team to play along. For most of them, they’d not been paid salaries for as much as three months, their uniforms were faded and threadbare, and  their boots  stitched so many times they looked like badly done amateur leather quilt work. Indeed, some went on patrol in plastic sandals. The promise of even a thousand Naira to take home in one night was simply heaven-sent. And so had it done once every month for almost two years. Until things started to feel wrong to Kabiru.


Not that he had any misgiving about the money that he received from these armed bandits. He became the envy of most of his neighbors in the barracks, been able to afford some luxuries, like a large ten year old color television, a giant second hand fridge and sixteen years old Peugeot 504 purchased from the police pound as abandoned scrap. If only he could afford to get away from the distressing environment of the barrack; he often wished. The barrack was also one of the things that felt wrong about his relative wealth profile.


This major concern for him was that superiority seemed to be changing hands as things went on. Indeed, every of those nights, he ended up with a feeling that he was employed by the hoodlum, Boscoe. He began to feel like a servant, while actually in his heart he wanted to feel that he was doing Boscoe a favor. But no, and the stupid criminal had even started to behave as if he owned Kabiru. The last straw was when Boscoe demanded that Kabiru take a payoff cut.


“Bros, we do all the work, we take all the risk,” Boscoe said with quite more than a bit of contempt.


“So what are you trying to tell me?” Kabiru tried to muster some menace, but Boscoe was not impressed.


“Bros, from now we take seventy and you take thirty. I think that is a fair deal. My boys are complaining.”


“Sixty-forty,” Kabiru haggled.


“Okay, but I agree to that because we are friends,” Boscoe told him as they parted. 


Friends? That was weird, Kabiru gloomily thought. Friends with a common armed robber.


That night, Kabiru’s victory cry of Arriva! was only a half-hearted whimper. That night, raping a prostitute as his victory dance did not prove quite successful either. He went flaccid within a few seconds of brutally forcing himself on the miserable woman and were not able to perform. The amused whore made the mistake of her life by laughing. Kabiru consequently beat her senseless and left her unconscious by the gravelly side of the road. He thereafter needed seven bottles of Guinness to get him in the mood for sleep, and woke up next day with a grim decision  Boscoe had to go.


With Boscoe now gone, Kabiru again found himself stuck for an alternative source of meaningful income. The police didn’t pay much. He had a fearful and distressing vision of being stuck in the barracks for a very long time indeed and perhaps for the rest of his career as a police officer.

CHAPTER 21


When Aliyu Maigoro left Chanchanga at the back of a lorry carrying tomatoes to Lagos, there was one thought in his mind: he had no intention of ever returning. What would he be returning to? All around was almost all desert; the days were hot, monotonous and bereft of entertainment value. The nights were cold, just as monotonous, and frequently disturbed by the cries of hyenas, jackals and lions. 


Would he say he had a family to return to? His father had eight wives, or more accurately about eight wives. How many children? Aliyu would, like Kabiru, have said many because it was of no use to count. And what was his position within the ranks of the children? To that Aliyu would also say, somewhere in the middle.


Aliyu”s surname was Maigoro, simply because he sold goro, that is, kolanuts, for his father. His father’s name also was Ismaila Maigoro, for the same reason. If Aliyu had chosen a different profession like perhaps selling pepper, he would have been called Aliyu Maitatase instead. Nevertheless, Aliyu was not one to worry about names, not at this time when he was already somewhere in his thirties, without a wife and with a future of monotony stretched out before him.


Aliyu had only attended Arabic school, which was of course mandatory. There was no formal school of any kind for miles and if there was, where would they have found teachers? Aliyu was not bothered about that either. He had all the education he needed in his life and wanted out. Again, least of all his wishes for his life was a desire to become an Islamic scholar.


A crude mural on the tailboard of the tomato lorry was to him  a preview of what to expect at his destination. Lagos was full of cinemas. The portrait showed a masked man of undecided colour, decapitating a lion with a kung fu kick. Beneath the painting was the caption written both in Hausa and Arabic, Zorro the Destroyer.

Actually, Aliyu had never seen a film in his entire life, but he heard stories from those who were fortunate enough to travel to bigger towns. He heard of Zorro the masked avenger killing bandits with his swords. And if Zorro could kill bad people with his swords, it was purely academic that a kung fu kick couldn’t be used in a pinch, to kill a lion which though looked in the portrait and in proportion to its killer, as large as an elephant. In any case Aliyu had no wish to stay behind in the dusty semi-desert, to be eaten by a lion. Off he was going to Lagos to watch films of Zorro, of naked dancing Indian beauties and of Chinese midgets who purchased holes through the stomach of their opponents with a single kick.


Mallam Bako, the driver of the lorry were not too hard to persuade to take him along. To Mallam Bako it would be money saved for hiring labor to offload the lorry at the destination. The fact that Aliyu had no luggage other than the clothes that he wore did not surprise Mallam Bako a lot. In this territory, the life of a boy could indeed be almost worthless, and if one went missing the parents merely wished him the best wherever he was.


It took Mallam Bako’s lorry twelve hours to get to Ilorin, the last Northern outpost before entering Southern territory. Here he decided to spend the night at the Sabon Geri, the visitors” district of which there was one in almost every big town, and often populated by Hausa traders. As fate would present though, Mallam Bako sold his entire cargo to a trader at the Sabon Geri, and thus was Aliyu’s voyage to Lagos initially aborted.


Nevertheless, Ilorin was just  as exciting as far as Aliyu could see. He did watch a film a couple of days later. In fact, he watched three films on that day - all of them Indian films filled with dancing women with naked bellies, swinging hips and enchanting smiles. Mallam Bako returned to Chanchanga without him, and with a cursory good luck wish. 


It wasn’t too difficult to make friends at the Sabon Geri. It was almost entirely filled with Hausa migrants, all quite pleased to help out a challenged brother. It did not take too long for Aliyu to learn the rudiments of making tea and spicy barbecued beef suya, thus was he transformed to Aliyu Mai-Tea or Aliyu Mai-Suya depending on whom you asked if looking for Aliyu. If it was the wish of Allah that he stayed in Ilorin instead of going to Lagos, then so be it; he philosophically accepted.


Two years after though, Aliyu was in conversation with Ibrahim Mairago, a smooth talker who succeeded in assuring him that Lagos was the place to be. At this time, life in the Sabon Geri had also almost become as much as drudgery as Chanchanga. At this time though, Aliyu was no more fresh from the savannah; he was now more enlightened and the previously fantastic promises of Lagos now less impressive. Nevertheless, he was still in the adventurous spirit, and in any case, hadn’t Lagos been his initial destination?


So one day, Aliyu Mai-Tea packed his stuff which weren’t a lot as he lived quite frugally, hopped into another Lagos bound lorry carrying onions; this time as a paying passenger in the front cabin and not as part of the cargo. Again Aliyu said goodbye to Ilorin.


Ibrahim Mairago was only of course able to point Aliyu in the direction of the location of the goats market because goats were what Ibrahim sold for a living. The goats market was situated in the outskirt district of Lagos and there as usual, Aliyu was fortunate to find friends who offered him sleeping space in exchange for working to tend the livestock and if the need arose, which was frequent, to help the butchers. It was certainly a fall from keeping his own business in Ilorin but Aliyu had greater plans. As Ibrahim Mairago advised, the best job to go for was as a gate guard for houses in the city – a Mai-Guard.


“It is easy work. All you need to do is open and shut the gate for the owner of the house. In exchange you get paid a salary and they even give you your own little house near the gate from which you can run a shop,” Ibrahim Mairago told him. So whenever he had the opportunity, he never failed to mention to his compatriots that he was looking for a job as a Maiguard.


“What do I do if robbers come?” he remembered asking Ibrahim.


“Just cooperate with them, aboki. These days they don’t come with knives, they come with guns and only mad people argue with a gun. So if robbers come, you do whatever it is they ask you to do and with luck you will remain alive.”


Actually, Ibrahim advised him to run instead, if he was not caught by surprise. Run to get help, or just run anyway. Your job is not to die as a gateman.


Luckily for Aliyu, he did eventually got a job as a gate security for a home in Ikeja. The house was just about a hundred yards from a police station so he considered that he had got a reasonably safe appointment. After all, you aren’t likely to get attacked by robbers within eye view of the police station. That was almost two years ago and Aliyu Maigoro had now become locally known as Aliyu Maiguard.


By the grace of Allah, Aliyu also recently married a young girl named Amina, the fourteen year old daughter of Samaila Maitaba, a migrant friend. Amina’s father had at this time begun to fear that her daughter would at fourteen have become ineligible for marriage due to her advanced age. Amina had now become pregnant. Aliyu expected a baby daughter soon, insha Allah. Time had certainly passed; and things had certainly changed around him, especially the lifestyles of the people that he regularly cohabited with. It was now almost five years since he left sleepy Chanchanga. Those five years marked a progressive descent of the people around him from the borderline permissiveness of the half-northern Ilorin to the fully fitted kitchen of the devil in which he found himself. Nevertheless, he knew that he had no choice other than to tolerate these people around him, the only choice being to return home – to the nocturnal cackle of hyenas and jackals, and sometimes the stomach deep roars of lions. To the barren dust blowing in from the Sahara desert to coat everywhere with dryness; and when it rained, a scourge of huge black flies settling greedily on any organic substance. Returning home looked a less desirable option. 


The commerce here was good, nevertheless. The mad people around him spent money quite like mad people. They daily bought cigarettes by the box from Aliyu’s little kiosk in which he sat just by the gate. In fairness to them though, they never bothered him at all, physically or otherwise. In fact, they were most of the time full of jest; fond of speaking down to him like he was a stupid goat herder. Nevertheless, if that made them happy, Aliyu had grown wise not to confront their foolishness. After all, who would be considered foolish? Is it the man who sat at the gate all day getting paid to do nothing more than open and shut a gate and making a lot more money on the side operating a three-foot square shop? Aliyu rightly thought that certainly ranked greater in wisdom than the one paying out the money.


Indeed, Aliyu was thinking of expanding his shop; not physically but with the addition of some items that he suspected was quite popular with the rich young men around him. Aliyu was been looking at discretely selling Indian hemp and if all went well, probably cocaine too. He could see himself becoming popular all over the vicinity already, a steady throng of hell-bound rich young fools coming to him day and night with pockets full of money.


As Ibrahim Mairago earlier advised him at Ilorin: 


“The way to get rich in Lagos is just to close your eyes while you give people what they want. Do not judge and do not question.” It’s been almost five years since he left Chanchanga, and Aliyu Maiguard desired to visit soon, rich at last, and with his lovely fourteen year old bride, Amina.

CHAPTER 22

Funsho Agboola picked Femi up in his car for the breakfast prayer meeting event. It did turn out to be quite an enjoyable programme. The music was good, the preaching not heavy on heaven and hell, and almost like a motivational lecture. The only part that Femi did not like so much was what came nearer the end. A call  was made for laying of hands and quite a large part of the congregation filed forward to have the preacher place his hands on their heads as he muttered a silent prayer. 


What that was all about; Femi had no idea and was not interested to know. The fact that there were people actually falling down backward and onto the floor really didn’t do much to persuade him to be a part of it.


A woman soon fell to the floor, her entire body severely twitching. Slain in the spirit, was Funsho Agboola’s explanation. Femi’s personal viewpoint was that it was a lot like making a complete idiot of yourself.


But Agboola did not give up on Femi. He and his wife became closer to Femi and Liz and visited more often, always to tell them about God. Even though Femi initially thought they were pestering, he did find them good company simply because they were believable and agreeable. It was never like they were preaching to him either. The words they spoke to him genuinely came from good hearts talking about the goodness possible from life rather than the goodness of the Bible and of Heaven. Thus had Femi been encouraged to discover the Bible by himself. If it could make Funsho and Jumoke Agboola the wonderful people they were, Femi hoped that a miracle could exist therein to also lift him out of the depth of his desperation; even though for many months, he wondered why Joshua, whom the Bible described as a man of God, went about fighting everybody, even the countries who were just quietly minding their own businesses.


Femi soon found himself becoming more involved in the activities at Funsho Agboola’s church, even though on Sundays he still attended the Anglican Church along with Elizabeth, and primarily because Liz’s aunt, a deaconess at the church, would have been quite displeased if they left.


“Those new churches are just set up to collect money, and many of the pastors are in it because they couldn’t get a job,” she would often say.


And even though Femi had within himself often thought in a similar vein, he was at this time engaged in a different quest, not about validating doctrines and the mission of a church, but of engaging a new set of mental orientation or belief to lift him out of a progressive ruin. 


Time passed and even though Femi had learnt so much Bible that he could recite whole chapters offhand, he would confess to himself that the knowledge made absolutely no improvement on his finances, present, or in the projected future. As a matter of fact he would find that the regime of church contribution and church often made him feeling more financially oppressed, and suddenly being thrown into temporary panic about where to find even these little amounts.


“You know, I don’t think this is doing me much good,” Femi confessed to Agboola. “I am still as jobless as I was last year and perhaps even worse off financially.”


“But why? I don’t  understand. There are still many engineers getting new jobs,” Agboola seemed equally perplexed.


“Well, I certainly am not,” Femi uneasily laughed.


“I think you need deliverance,” Funsho Agboola helpfully suggested. Now that sounded a horrible advice to Femi but then he was desperate. If deliverance was what he needed to get his life back in shape then let it be so, he thought.


So Femi got himself newly baptized by immersion, delivered of all the possible spirits that could cause poverty; including the spirit of the tortoise, of the crab, of the cockroach and of those inherited from his great grandfathers and great grandmothers. 


“You ought to bring your entire family to be delivered too because you never know where those evil spirits may decide to hide in your home,” a particular excitable minister in the deliverance department of the church  even persistently suggested. But Femi dismissed the insinuation, taking courage in the realization that the said deliverance minister wore shoes with heels worn down so much that you could almost see his feet. Femi thought ruefully that if he really did needed that much deliverance, then the man before him suggesting it to him needed it ten times more. There were surely many lunatics out there in churches thinking they were actually hearing from God.


In any case, so had Femi been self-delivered from all the evil spirits on earth, in the heaven, and in hell, so much that he imagined himself completely empty of spirit. Sadly though, for all the effect that it had on his finances and his relationship with the people around him, he actually felt that he should have asked the church for them back.


“What is happening to you, Femi? I think you need to get yourself together. It’s not only you that is in this sort of trouble you know. Don’t let it break you and turn you into an idiot.” This was been George’s advice. But George didn’t have his problem so how could he claim to know how he felt inside? And so Femi withdrew deeper into himself and spent longer hours fervently reading from the Bible. He even found that he could actually pray in tongues; having become baptized in the Holy Ghost.


“You’ve really changed, Femi, you are no more the man that I married. I know what you are passing through, don’t let it kill you,” Liz once said. But Femi knew that she was only saying that. Nobody did understand, but Jesus; of that he was certain. 


“Victory often never comes quickly or automatically, you have to wait for God to move in His own time,” a man of God explained to them at one of the breakfast meetings. And there were many illustrations in the Bible to support this. “Look at Job; lost everything, and to top it all his whole body was covered with boils and scabs. And see what his wife did, people, she tainted him and told him: Hey broke ass old man Job, if I were you I would curse God and die. I mean, what you have done to deserve this mess? But did Job curse God, ladies and gentlemen? No. He praised God; and listen to this folks, he said to God – even if you kill me I will not stop praising you. And see what happened in the end, people, God gave back to him ten times what he lost and all his friends who initially made fun of him came and fell before him and said Kabiyesi.”


“Amen,” the assembly chorused. It was indeed a crisp message of hope.


Femi also thought that was the attitude to take with problems, no matter how big they were. Femi wondered though if Job’s tribulation had lasted for quite as long as his own. The Bible didn’t say.


Femi had one occasion found himself in queue for laying of hands one Saturday breakfast meeting. It had just on that day occurred to him that it was the only thing that he had not yet tried in the two years that he had attended the events, simply because he hadn’t believed in the ritual.


The teaching on the morning had been about the prophet Elisha who had advised the big shot to go bath in a particular river but the man had been pissed off. How could he, an important man, go for a swim in dirty water? But okay, since he was a leper, a social pariah and desperate enough, he had thought to give the instruction a shot and surprise, he came out free of his leprosy. The moral appeared to be like: the most stupid instruction from a man of God could end up becoming your salvation; so better for you to obey.


And Femi had wondered, how much similar his situation was to a leper. Nobody wanted to be around a poor man except a person like him looking also for miserable company. Nobody wanted poverty to rub off on their own bodies. So, why not observe that stupid instruction, Femi had thought, you never know, it may be your day to be healed, you know. And so he had joined the queue, for laying of hands and anointing with oil. Some of the regular fall down and twitch types, mostly ladies, were already doing their things on the floor. One of them was indeed violently trashing about on the floor and screaming incomprehensible words. Definitely needs deliverance, this one, Femi had wisely thought. Ahead of him was a new participant in the breakfast meetings who had been sitting right next to Femi. The minister made a cross on the gentleman’s forehead with an oily finger and then grabbing him by the head with both hands muttered a string of prayers and then let him go quite suddenly. The fellow had taken a tottering step backwards and slowly fallen like a tree into the hands of the catchers behind him, who slowly lowered him on the floor, where he had laid for a few minutes before he calmly rose and returned to his seat.


The minister had repeated the same on Femi, but Femi had been quite disappointed to have felt nothing, other than a small stream of  oil running down his forehead and over his nose onto his lips. Maybe the miracle would begin to happen much later, he had consoled himself as he returned to his seat. Nduka Ndubuisi, the man who sat with him returned also to his seat with a satisfied smirk on his face. Femi thought this didn’t seem fair. Here he was, having attended the prayer meetings for two years and nothing has happened to him, and look at this new fellow already looking like the Holy Ghost done catch him and taken charge of whatever problem that brought him. Femi had been justifiably curious therefore, to find out what sort of feelings to expect when this thing came upon you.


“Why did you fall down?” Femi had asked.


Nduka Ndubuisi was about thirty years old and looked quite like a motor parts trader – lifeless eyes and lips made for lying. He did appear surprised though at Femi’s question, and didn’t seem quite sure what sort of response was expected of him. In his occupation, the only primary qualification expected was the capacity to stick to your lie even in the face of gun. But this was a holy place, he finally seemed to decide, a place to tell the truth.


“I thought that was the system,” Nduka had blurted out. “I thought you were supposed to fall down when they lay hands on you or else you go away with your problems.”
CHAPTER 23


Dear Editor,


This is a country that does not function anymore. Professionals who think that they are of any worth at all are fleeing by the plane loads to America, to England, and even to other countries that are poorer than Nigeria has become. Why are they running away? It is for the reason that kith and kin would not daily continue to marvel at their perennial hopelessness and wonder why they’d bothered to go to school at all. Dear Sirs, the only graduates that are making ends meet these days are those that have thrown away their certificates and become traders. And why not?  Illiterate motor spare parts sellers at Alaba Market who can’t even read their own names are accumulating fleets of exotic cars, building grand homes and adding first class Atomic Physics female graduates to their inglorious harems and nobody is asking them where this fantastic wealth has come from. Why then will our ill-paid and unemployed medical doctors not flee away to England to become street sweepers? Why then will our university dons not abandon their families to go work as stewards in New York Afro-American soul foods restaurants owned by Indians, or go drive illegal cabs in Chicago? Surely for a great majority of them this is spiritual suicide. But then it is clearly better than a more certain and more ignominious death at home. Where are we heading? Is the Sahara claiming our country?

Yours faithfully,

The Common Man


The movement had of course been going on for a long time. But like most other events which usually came to disastrously affect his life, Femi seemed not to have noticed it. That wouldn’t be quite true though; he had of course been aware of it but had foolishly ignored it, pushed it away from consciousness as just another nuisance obstructing the all-important immediate need to make a living; to pay his bills.


George had been shot about a year back. It had been on a Friday evening and he had been preparing to go home. Two cars had stopped in front of Serious Wheels disgorging five men finely dressed as if from their office duties. They had demanded the keys to some of the cars in his display. And even though George had complied, they had shot him in the chest anyway, taking away three new cars including George’s own, along with his driver. George had survived the robbery but spent several weeks in hospital. The driver wasn’t so lucky; he was found dead in the bushes a day later, shot through the head. The crime remained unsolved forever. George fled to Chicago to drive taxis for a living.


The most earnest for the call of the economical Pied Piper to a life-wrenching flight across the Atlantic had of course been those that had no job and no close dependents; the ones who realised much later that another life, however rough, could be possible elsewhere, were the ones who still had bits and pieces going for them and of course, young children so dear that they couldn’t bear to be away from them at all. Femi had been aware that he fell in the second category. As he had also learnt from other people’s experience, for many who did find themselves abroad, the quest for hope merely yielded greater hopelessness, and returning home never could be accepted as an option that could be reasonably accepted either by themselves or those that they had left at home. Therefore, Mr. Sule, the banker now reduced to working three cleaning jobs everyday - office and street, would write home to describe his marvelous job as a council worker. The photos that he sent home would of course not show him in his brown overall of a street cleaner for Lambeth Council, but will show Sule in a smart suit in the middle of Brixton market. But who cared to ask what Sule was doing wearing a suit in the middle of a sweaty market anyway; as long as he could send some money home now and then instead of going home to his mother every month for a hand-out. And in any case, senseless and illiterate government policies continuously sent a grim message to any young person who still had ears: Flee. Flee the holocaust. Flee. Flee for your life.


Dear Sir,

All over, we find brigandage reigning with impunity in high places. Military administrators are stealing public money by the tons and shoveling it out with maniacal energy to cronies and concubines. In the low places, invisible and invincible bandits prowl the streets with unfettered bravery. A few years back, a faceless and fleet robber named Anini had traversed the country, hijacking cars and dispatching many of their owners into eternity. But surprisingly, he was suddenly given a face at last, by the police. And this whimpering dog proclaimed that he had been framed, even till the day of his execution. We all know that Anini was merely a minor thief. How has it been possible for this small thief to be given so much magical powers by the police and which had enabled him to simultaneously attack motor convoys, break into homes with impunity, disappear from the scene of one crime and in the next instant appear at another location several hundred miles away to commit another felony? Can we not see the police incompetence at work? While the forces of poverty attack us from above, the forces of fear harass us from below, and the forces of law and order, badly paid, badly equipped, and badly in need of money, lent their weapons to robbers for a share of their loot. Where are we going?

Yours faithfully,

The Common Man


Naku, as Femi had recently heard, was training to be a vicar in his church. That was the last Femi had heard of him since the episode with the loan three years back. A new economy was being gradually built around churches. And it was the commerce of hopelessness. And it was made up of distressed families trooping day and night to churches hoping to buy some spiritual balms for their many woes with hefty cash offerings wrung out of already lean purses. New churches were springing up in every available warehouse, vacant property, and even family parlors. The market of microphones, loudspeakers, sound systems, went astronomical. Streets all over rocked with the noise of the distressed dancing, clapping and desperately singing at the top of their voices that God may perchance be placated to take the sorrows away from them and if necessary dump it on somebody else who does not yet go to church. Amen.


And where did Femi at this point in time stand in all this? Nothing much had changed for him in the last four years too. A graph of his income on the Y-axis plotted against time, on the X-axis would show a heavy line running very close to and almost parallel to the X-axis. Nevertheless, he had dug deeper into his children. They seemed the only persons in the world who still had much faith in him, and who imagined that he could do no wrong. Theirs was the love which fuelled his life; urged him to get up and go out every day to give it all another shot; urged him to return home at the end of the day even though his wound hurt like a surgical operation without anesthesia; urged him on even when all vitality had been drained from him by the burning sun and the tiresomely dragging traffic; urged him home even when he thought that if he had any sense at all he should just aim his car in the direction of a highway going nowhere and keep on driving until he diminished into a spot and finally vanished over the horizon. But to his children, daddy was like God and God must never run away.


“Daddy, why can’t we go live in London too?” little Deola had asked him as she hopped into his bed one Saturday morning. Femi felt this was an odd question, but then someone had obviously put her up to it, and Femi had a good idea whom it had been. The previous day Elizabeth’s brother came visiting from England. Actually, Uncle Seye lived in Southampton, but never mind, to almost everyone in Nigeria, everywhere in England was London. Uncle Seye was a lawyer and his life had been in severe turmoil before he left the country about three years back. Nobody was really sure of what he did where he presently was, but it surely had nothing to do with whatever lawyers did for a living.


In any case, he certainly looked a lot better than he had been when he left. He had even put on a lot of weight. This, as many did not know, would have been due to the monotonous diet of fried chicken and potato chips, and the inability to sweat out the poison in the packaged foods. And since the sun never shined and anyone would be insane to think of going out to exercise out there in the cold, there then were ample reasons to get fat. So Uncle Seye became fat, and he had also come home with a bit of Pound Sterling too, which when exchanged became a lot of Naira because the exchange rate had really gone so bad. Most importantly to the children, uncle Seye came home with boxes of assorted chocolates for them.


“Daddy, why can’t we go live in London too?” the kid persisted, obviously on a fool’s errand from Elizabeth. In any case though, this had now become their main way of communicating these days-by messages dispatched through the children, for fear of getting into a bitter argument. Now this was marvelously comfortable because Femi never could lose patience with the children. 


“Daddy, why can’t we go live in London too?”


It was indeed a valid question, only it would be impossible for them to understand any answer that he gave. Where was he in life at this time? His car had finally succumbed to a knocked engine, an apparent retribution for his earlier dishonesty. And as Elizabeth had also succumbed to the need for a second family car, Femi had needed to put his own car on blocks in the yard, since there was no money to repair it. 


There, and despite that it was a compound surrounded by walls seven feet high, the blocked car had progressively succumbed to the busy hands of burglars who came in the middle of the night to rip away the fenders, lights, front grille, and finally the entire dashboard. If they thought that the engine was of any value Femi imagined they would have taken that also. Nevertheless, this was fuel for him to pray for another car. It was easier to pray harder for things these days rather than to work harder. While one at least gave a faint hope of success, the other physical activity had always promised nothing but failure.


“Daddy, why can’t we live in London too like Uncle Seye?”


It was a perfectly sensible question for a child to ask. It behooved him to find a perfectly sensible answer which would have been equally convincing to him and the child. And he had found himself struggling with that task, given that he was only half awake yet.


“You want to live in London?” he had groggily asked.


“London! London! London!” the children hopped and danced on the bed, the older one having now been joined in the early morning inquisition by the younger.


“Yes, daddy; take us to London.”


Uncle Seye had not only come with chocolates. He had also brought along his ten-year-old son, who now had a strange accent and nobody seemed to understand what he said anymore. The children also loved that.


“I’ll take you to the beach tomorrow,” Femi finally told them.


“Beach! Beach! Beach!” the children danced on the bed; London forgotten at least for a while.


Not that he had not tried. In fact trying at last in desperation to follow the outbound train had produced a separate thread of failure and humiliation. That had happened about a year ago, and the humiliation still stung. But how would he go about explaining this to a couple of toddlers without getting them in knots?


Before he had given himself to the thought to go find some solace abroad, he had discussed it with Elizabeth. It had been on a Sunday evening this time. A quiet day in front of the television, after sleeping off the weariness of church service and a heavy Sunday lunch.


“I was just thinking, maybe I should go try my luck outside the country like some other people. They tell me it is rough, but I don’t  see it being worse than it has been for me here over the past few years. I will confess that I don’t  even know what I am doing wrong anymore, only that things are not going right at all,” he had told Elizabeth. His wife had been silent for a while.


“What brought up this sudden decision?” she had asked.


“The truth is that I just feel so hopeless and useless most of the time. I simply just don’t  feel like a man anymore.”


It took him a while to see that Elizabeth was crying; her face turned down and tears dropping slowly onto her dress. Femi went to her and drew her close. Her body shuddered with huge sobs.


“It keeps getting worse, I know,” Elizabeth said between sobs. “Never in my life could l have imagined that things could ever turn out this way for either of us. I know you are trying your best, Femi, but I am just a human being too, and all that comes to me is always like it is not just enough.”


Femi had no answer to that, and only closed his eyes, and tried to insulate himself from the hurt of those words. It is just not enough. He was never able to do just enough.


“I hate to have my husband like this,” Elizabeth had continued, her voice now more controlled.


The next week, Femi had phoned his sister in Manchester, being the closest relation that he had in England. America also had occurred to him, but the thought came that it was too far away, and anyway it is filled with people busy shooting at each other every day. England was nearer home; just six hours away. You could leave home in the morning and be there by dinner – no more stressful than commuting to a job in Lagos Island.


“Great idea,” his sister had told him, though now in retrospect, Femi noted it was not with great enthusiasm. It had however been Uncle Seye who had taught him how to carry out the required subterfuge. 


“No big deal. Just go with invitation from a relation, show then some currency, and man, you are home free,” Uncle Seye had encouraged when Femi had spoken with him on phone. But it hadn’t worked like that at all. The interview had been brief and violent. The asshole visa officer at the British High Commission hadn’t believed him for even a second and in fact had spoken so rudely to him, that Femi had examined his pocket to see if he had inadvertently stolen something. 


And after the humiliation, the man had scrawled something on the money Femi had brought, obviously not oblivious to the fact that downstairs by the Marina, there existed a cartel of moneylenders lending out pound notes for visa-seekers to go show inside and to return on their way out after failing their interviews. The rudeness had been humiliation enough and afterwards, he had felt so low and ten times more worthless than he felt before he went inside. Nevertheless, he had consoled himself with the thought that he had at least tried, even as he crawled home in a daze - his hope again shot down even before it took off.


As if punishment was the only thing that he could look up to in life, Femi had again this time acquiesced to Elizabeth’s suggestion to try America. And he had indeed done just that about nine months later after purchasing a new passport – the old one having been marked with a rejection stamp from the British High Commission and therefore the American Embassy should quite naturally wish to know why they should allow you into their country even after the British have not permitted you to enter theirs. This time, even though the queue before the interview had been far longer, the actual interview had also taken no more than a minute, after which he had emerged from the highly fortified embassy premises on Victoria Island with a brand new reject stamp on his brand new passport. 


Afterwards, he could have even tried Siberia if the country in which it sat had been able to decide yet whether they wanted to be socialists or evil capitalists. Such had been the depth of his confusion. Flee; flee the holocaust. 


Yes, Siberia did sound attractive despite that it had sub-zero climate year round. There shouldn’t be many Nigerians applying to go there yet, he had told himself. A few months later he had been quite dumbstruck to read in a newspaper that twenty three Nigerians had been deported from Russia; five of them first class doctors. What a life, he despaired.


“When will we be going to London, daddy?” the kids had nevertheless persisted.


He didn’t know. He had stared back emptily. Empty of words, empty of dreams, empty of plans, empty of purpose, empty of hopes.


He had later spoken with George too. George had now again moved to Essex in England where he now ran a taxi service. He had later conveniently married a level-headed West Indian girl who had been willing to settle for a five thousand pounds pay off every year and had no plans to spend her precious life living with any bloodclaat man, honey. No, man.


George would later learn though, that the going rate was actually lower, but then he only needed the arrangement for a few years to get alternative papers.


“I can’t believe what is happening to me,” Femi had confessed to George on the phone. “It appears like the harder I try the worse it gets for me. What could I be doing wrong, George? I feel completely hopeless.”


“That is what life is all about, Femi,” George had said to him, unconvincingly though. “You can never believe half of the things I pass through here myself. Problems will always come, and it’s only left to you to find a way around them. You either get around or through them. Fight them and step over them by all means, but don’t try to avoid them. I assure you that this never works.”


“I understand what you are trying to say, George. Why is it only me that is having these sort of problems. All around me people are doing well. My neighbors are still buying new cars; friends are still buying new houses or newly furnishing their houses. Don’t give me philosophy, George. Tell me the truth, is there something that I am doing wrong that you don’t  for anything want to tell me? I constantly feel like my life is being washed down the drains and I can’t stop it.”


“Get in control of yourself, Femi,” George patiently replied.


“You are not listening to me, George. I am no more in control of myself. All around me are school dropouts who are doing marvelously well. And you know what happened to me lately. I actually went to a construction site to ask for a day job as a laborer, George. And do you know what happened? They laughed at me and thought I had to be on drugs. I have never in my life used drugs, George. Nobody would even give me a job as a laborer. Has someone put a curse on me or something?”


“I can’t say I can feel what you feel, Femi. It must be extremely painful for you the way you have described it but you’ve got to learn to put bad experiences behind you and move ahead.”


“The more I put them behind and move forward, the bigger the ones I meet ahead. Only my children keep me alive, George. Believe me, I would have gone long ago to do something suicidal; only I look into their innocent faces and they just knock me back into sanity. But I don’t know how long this can go on for, George. I don’t at all know. I don’t even know who I am anymore.”


“Just hang in there, Femi. Very soon I assure you something is bound to happen. There is always light at the end of a long dark tunnel.”


But Femi wasn’t sure anymore. He didn’t think he was in a tunnel; it did appear to him that he was already in a tomb.

CHAPTER 24


The dark hall throbbed with music. Multi-colored strobe lights, light wheels bubbles and fog machines created a perfectly psychedelic surrealism. The dance floor was full. The strobes froze epileptic limb movements and manic faces into frightful stases.


Tower of Power was tonight, in control of the sound system, and they were the hottest mobile DJs in the world, man. A hypnotic throb of bass as Kalyan played Sweet Music from the Disco Reggae album. A deliciously reckless guy called Deja Vu was doing impossible things with a tambourine. It was a great party; great music, great crowd. But all that Femi had to hug was a bottle of beer going flat. Not a girl available anywhere. He was one of the wall paper guys tonight, nodding his head to the music like a funky lizard.


But not for long though, thankfully. The crowd soon broke into smaller choreograph groups doing the Bus Stop as the soundtrack from the movie Car Wash began to play. Femi merged into a grouped which seemed a lot tipsier than he was. Great music, only it seemed a lot tinnier now, rather like it was coming from a transistor radio.


“You’re drunk,” James said to him, and he appeared quite angry too.


Femi realized that he had indeed been merely wool-gathering.


“Just a little,” Femi giggled.


“You went home drunk couple of days ago; and so did you the previous day,” James accused.


“It was Friday, James. A man should be forgivable for getting drunk on Friday and Saturday,” he giggled. But James didn’t look at all amused.


“That is a bad sign, Femi. You are not a teenager anymore, you are a father with responsibilities and you are hardly earning any money.”


Femi knew that he was now in full roller coaster mode. His brain told him so. But what the hell does the stupid brain know; it hadn’t got him very far, has it? His daily forages has switched to searching earnestly for long lost friends who were doing well, or appeared to be. The ploy often would be to start with a plea for assistance to get some contracting work, but it always eventually ended with a plea for a bus fare to get home. The hand-outs soon became his achievement for the day. Until gradually he began to totally dispense with the plea for work and go straight to the point.


“I’m broke, friend,” he found himself being able to say without shame anymore. “Any chance of some money?”


Yes, he was on a roller coaster full. And when you got on a roller coaster, your friends always did everything to stay out of your way. Nobody wanted anyone else’s problems.


“What do you do for a living, Femi?” Several did ask out of pure concern just before joining the hide-from-Femi club. There were still several who though not too pleased to see him this way, did help him out anyway. Most of them had other friends who went into bad drug trips which ruined their abilities to earn a living in any other way. All remained confused about Femi, nevertheless. He wasn’t a drug case, not a woman problem case, and not a school dropout case.


“What exactly is your problem, Femi?”


In fact the truth was that Elizabeth began to seriously worry too. So had Brother Agboola and his other colleagues from church – and especially about his new drink problem.


“Brother Femi, what is happening?” Agboola asked and with great concern.


“Only God knows,” Femi was tempted to reply. Only he didn’t say it.


“You know where this could lead to, Flash?” James  continued, brows deeply furrowed.


“I know what you are thinking. I am not going to become an alcoholic, I am not that stupid.”


“Well, you don’t  look very intelligent right now the way I see you. So what do you do when you can’t afford the beer anymore? The cheap ogogoro takes over doesn’t it? And do you know what that stuff does to people?”


“Me drink ogogoro? Never!” Femi vowed, snapping his fingers over and above his head.


“Never? You were happy enough to drink it while in school remember? You used to drink agbayin with the Pi-Kappa guys.”


“That was a long time. I was only a kid then, man. And in any case it was never more than a bit of it.”


“Well, you don’t seem to have grown any wiser the way I see it.”


“Stop hassling me, James,” Femi found himself getting angry. A raw nerve was being troubled again and he wasn’t enjoying this conversation any more.


“So what you do for a living now is go round begging for spending money to buy beer. You were not that low even as a kid, were you?”


“Give me a break, James; I’m not doing anyone any harm,” Femi found himself whining.


“Not doing anyone any harm? What about your children? How much do you love them now? I thought they used to be your life.”


“I love my children. I wouldn’t do anything to harm them.”


“Then what the crap is this, Flash? You were always my best friend, remember? We shared so much together. You always said that you’d rather die rather than live in anyone’s pocket, remember? I mean scratch the skin off any tough situation and you will always find a treasure underneath waiting to be discovered. I don’t understand you anymore, man. You’ve become like a bad trip.”


James was on his feet now. His platform shoes thudding dully on the tiled floor as he headed for the exit from Dekool bar. His eyes were sad and accusing as he gave Femi a long vacant stare before stepping out into the street.


“I might be gone, Flash, but promises don’t die,” James said.


Femi shook his head as if trying to shake into place a piece of mechanism that went off its mounting. There was something quite awry about all this, he thought. What was James trying to say? Gone where?


Kalyan had been for a while there playing Jesus is My Brother. But soon that too faded away. Femi felt extremely and completely alone. This was his current and very sad epiphany.

CHAPTER 25


Mushin.


Actually in Japanese this word means emptiness. But it is also the name of a district of Lagos that could not be thus described. Mushin, in fact, had the highest population density in the entire city and is wholly slum. A short walk from the periphery of the district lies the notorious Oshodi bus stop. For a lot of other people though, it would be Oshodi market; but generally it is really regarded as just next door to hell - only noisier and busier.


At dawn you could usually see bodies huddled together inside a bridge abutments, some alive, some dead, and some not quite sure. On this particular morning, there are two new additions; both bodies are still alive, still asleep, but occasionally slapping away the persistent swarm of mosquitoes coming to feast. From the bus terminus nearby could be heard the plangent roar of distressed diesel engines as bus drivers prepared their ancient crafts for another day of assault on the road traffic.


The call to prayer of a muezzin blared from a PA loudspeaker. One of the sleeping bodies rose. In annoyance, he sleepily re-echoed the strident yell of the Moslem warden: Allah is great. Allah is wonderful. There is none but Allah. He muttered. He repeated again and again with a self-gratifying attempt at both mischief and humor: “Emeka is great. Emeka is wonderful. There is none like Emeka.” Thus self-asserted, he announced into the semi darkness of the nascent day: “It is morning again, world; and of what description would be a day without morning?” Chuckling with manic glee, he shuffled a little distance to a fetid pool that had formed from the overspill of a blocked drain, and there urinated, playing the stream of urine over and around the pool with moronic flourish. Finishing, he uttered a sigh of relief. 


“How wonderful a thing it is to be able to piss in peace,” he said to himself. “Emeka is great. Emeka is wonderful. Rat in the gutter, what good could come out of a world without Emeka?” With a hand cocked dramatically over one ear, he paused as if expecting a response. 


“It does not answer; it agrees,” Emeka happily deduced.


An itinerant preacher was passing by, punctuating each exhortation with the loud clang of a hand bell.


“Repent! Repent! The Kingdom of God is nigh! Today is the appointed day!” The preacher worriedly warned.


“Tell them, brother!” Emeka heartily hailed the preacher. “Tell them.”


“But they deserve to go to hell anyway; everyone in this evil city,” he later decided though. “Never mind, today is the appointed day for Emeka. Today is the day of deliverance.”


Nnamdi, wake up!” He shouted to rouse his sleeping mate. The other muttered a curse in protest at the intrusion of a pleasant dream.


“Leave me alone,” Nnamdi grumbled.


“Okay by me,” said Emeka. “But I just thought that you will be interested to know that those police are coming again.” Nnamdi was immediately awake and upon his feet, extremely alarmed.


“Calm down. I was only joking,” Emeka laughed. 


Indeed, Nnamdi had every reason to be afraid. Just two nights ago, Sergeant Kabiru, having lost himself a principal source of extra income in Boscoe, had been atop this very bridge under which they were standing, cutting himself generous slices of prime assholes. Sergeant Kabiru and his patrol made everyone who looked anything like a vagrant, empty out their pockets while kneeling on the ground. Finding very little money, the police patrol very cruelly beat them with horsewhips. 


“What kind of criminals are you? You don’t even have any money,” Kabiru taunted. Nnamdi had a loaf of bread which they intended to have for breakfast the next morning, and which the police took away anyway. It had been so wicked a beating and Nnamdi was sure if they not run they would probably have been shot, or this very morning be sharing a filthy cell with perhaps two dozen dangerous criminals. He said so to Emeka.


“Ah! A police cell,” Emeka sighed. “Free food, free accommodation. What more can a reasonable human being want? And anyway, you will find a lot more dangerous criminals in the streets these days than in a police cell.”


Nnamdi now found himself getting really angry.


“Very funny. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be in this mess. There I was happily minding my business in the village before you came along with your wonderful stories. Lagos - the most beautiful place in the world. Lagos - the richest city in the world. Come along with me, Nnamdi, and we will return together with enough money to spend in three lifetimes. We will have the biggest cars, the biggest houses, marry all the beautiful girls,” he bitterly complained. 


“Nna, doesn’t that appeal to you?” Emeka asked.


“I must admit that it certainly did,” Nnamdi agreed. “Unfortunately, little did I know that I was listening to a dangerous dreamer. It’s six years since I got here. Six years, and all I have seen so far is filth and harassment.” He shook his head, remorseful.


Emeka wagged a finger reproachfully like he was advising an ungrateful child.


“Nna, the promise has not changed. Exercise a little bit more patience. Trust me; fortune is about to smile on both of us shortly. Just trust me,” he said.



But this time, Nnamdi could no longer contain his anger.


“My trust is exhausted. I am tired. I am hungry. I have not had a decent meal in days. I want to go home,” he yelled.


“I said don’t despair. After these tough times are over, you will even be able to eat salad three times a day if you like,” Emeka  patiently told him.


“Salad!” Nnamdi was shaking with anger. “Who wants salad? Every night there is this pounding in my head as I sleep. I dream of yam being pounded. I smell vegetable stew with okporoko. That is what I eat every night in my sleep. But I wake up hungry because I have merely consumed a lie, like I have been consuming your many lies for years. Enough is enough, Emeka, I want to go home.”


“But Nna, have I lied to you about Lagos?” Emeka challenged. “Isn’t it all that I have told you that it is? See fine cars everywhere. Mercedes, Land Cruiser, Lexus, all those nyanga cars.”


“And how many of them belong to me and you?” Nnamdi sneered. “All the cars have names except me, Nnamdi Okafor. Back home people call me by my name. Here, I am just a face amidst torrents of anonymous faces. Just a face until you irritate someone who is probably permanently given to being irritated anyway. That is when I get called by any name - and they are usually all insults.  No one knows my real name. My friend, I will give anything to get back home and live like a decent human being. Only rats and lizards are meant to sleep under the bridge.”


Emeka sighed resignedly. “Okay, you may have your wish. You may go back home anytime you want,  even today,” he told him.


“But I have no money,” Nnamdi complained.


“Neither did you before you left home. Hop on top of a lorry heading your way; after all that is how we got here.”


Nnamdi relived in his mind his trip to Lagos, and he was filled with distress and horror.


“I must have been mad. At least three times, I nearly fell off the lorry. I will never try that again,” he decided.


“Then walk,” Emeka said, now losing patience. Nnamdi was incredulous.


“It is four hundred miles to Enugu, another seventy miles to Idembia. Are you suggesting that I should walk five hundred miles?”


“Look, Nnamdi, since we got here what kind of job have you been doing?” Emeka asked.


“That is a stupid question. You very well know that I have been selling soap and all sort of other things; I am a soap salesman,” he replied.


“Good; a noble profession. What hope is there for a world without salesmen? That is why I also was a salesman. Only difference is that I chose to sell encyclopedias. By my calculation, I walked about twenty miles every day from one office to the other, peddling my books all around Lagos. Twenty miles of aimless wandering every day. Now I think if I had a destination important enough, I could probably have done fifty miles a day. At that rate you should be able to reach home within two weeks,” Emeka reasoned.


“You are mad,” Nnamdi assured him.


“Talking about madness, yesterday morning I saw this lunatic at Ojota. Later in the evening, I saw the same man about fifteen miles away at Bar Beach, and he was laughing all the way. Nna, lunatics do it every day.”


“I am not a lunatic,” Nnamdi protested.


“I know that. But my friend, all that I am trying to say is that you should not allow the present situation turn you into one,” Emeka pointed out.


Nnamdi felt a wave of depression wash over him as he examined his soiled clothes. His voice trembled with self-pity. “Look at me, a vagabond in No-man’s-Land,” he began. 


“What were you in the village, anyway?” Emeka angrily demanded.


“I was a good farmer,”


“And how far in life did that promise to get you? A nonentity in Nonentity land. I saved you; I gave you hope. You should be giving thanks to me instead of complaining,” Emeka pointed out. Nnamdi did not agree.


“Giving thanks to you for what? At least I always had a decent meal to eat back at home,” he replied.


“Animals think with their stomachs,” Emeka said. “They have animals” needs, animals” demands. But I ask you, for a true human being, of what delight could there be of bread without butter?”


“And of what use is butter without bread?” Nnamdi sneered.


“You are wrong, my friend. This season of adversity has hardened my stomach as well as my resolve to be somebody. Others may despair, but not me. As my mother used to say, when God wants to open a new door He closes the old.”


“In that case, please pray to your mother wherever she might be, to at least for my own sake open another, and close this door because it is definitely leading nowhere,” said Nnamdi.


“You are too pessimistic,” Emeka reproached. “No one gets anywhere by being pessimistic.”


“No, I am being realistic,” Nnamdi corrected. “For heaven’s sake, this evil city is filled with lunatics like you who also started off with the great ambition to be somebody. And sooner or later, many soon end up being somebody possibly in front of a police firing squad.”


“I am innocent of any crime, my brother. I am not a thief; I don’t intend to ever steal anything,” Emeka assured. Nnamdi laughed humorlessly.


“Do you know the most common name in the police cell and the prisons? It is Innocent. But my friend, a homeless and jobless man can never be innocent as far as the law is concerned. And not without reason. Yesterday I was so weak with hunger. Right in front of me was this fellow with some money hanging carelessly out of the rear pocket of his trousers. I thought of grabbing the money and running. The urge was so great. That is how close I am to becoming a thief, do you understand. I was mere inches from becoming a thief and being burnt alive by a mob.”


“Nna, it takes a weak mind to become a thief. It also takes a weak mind to remain poor,” Emeka philosophized. But Nnamdi was not impressed.


“When I arrived here, I had a suitcase and it contained six good shirts, four pairs of trousers and two pairs of shoes. All I have left are the rags that I am wearing, and these rubber sandals. Thieves stole everything. If anyone from home sees me like this, I will die of shame.”


“Don’t  worry, my friend. Ogadi nma. All will be well. I promise that before the end of this month all our problems will be over. You will buy new clothes. We will have a house to live in. We will have our own cars. I’ve always wanted a Mercedes. I will also get you a Volkswagen,” Emeka assured.


“Why can’t I have a Mercedes too? What makes you think you are better than me?”


“No problems, you will get your Mercedes,” Emeka agreed.


“And where is the money going to come from?  Another of your nonsense ideas?” Nnamdi suspiciously asked, not convinced.


“Give a little bit more trust, my friend; after all you have followed me so far.”


“Yes, I admit that I have been so foolish so far,”  Nnamdi said regretfully.


“But I never told you lies. I told you before we left the village that I had a brother at Maroko who will accommodate us temporarily,” Emeka reminded him.


“He wasn’t your real brother,” Nnamdi corrected.


“But he did take us in, didn’t he?”


“And we slept on top of one another, ten to a room; like rats. And we became homeless two weeks later.”


“It was probably a good thing that the government decided to demolish that place. It really wasn’t fit for human beings. Anyway, I did find us an alternative place at Okokomaiko,” Emeka said.


“Which I paid for with all the money I had left; have you forgotten?” Nnamdi reminded.


“Well, I made the soap manufacturing equipment, didn’t I? I provided me and you with the means to manufacture our own soap for you to sell instead of being exploited by those other people whose wares you hopelessly peddled.”


“Your soap never sold well either,” Nnamdi told him.


“I also made toilet deodorant.”


“I could manage to sell little of those too.”



“What about the candle making machine that I built?”


“With which you nearly burnt down the entire house. 


Isn’t that why the landlord ejected us and seized all we had?” Nnamdi angrily shouted.


Emeka contemplated his relative educational advantage. He had at least attended a little bit of secondary school while his friend’s parents had only used him as a farm laborer practically all his life. He looked with pity upon Nnamdi and dismissively waved his hand.


“The room was hardly big enough to swing a cat in anyway,” he said. Nnamdi, completely at a loss was enraged, spit rising in a frothy foam from his lips. A huge throbbing vein bulged from his neck.


“Why should you want to swing a cat? We only needed a place to sleep,” he yelled.


“I was only speaking figuratively,” Emeka tried to explain. “What I meant was that we should aspire for a real house, not a face me I face you. A flat, perhaps,” he tiredly said. 


In fact, I think me and you are really destined for America. Oh America! America! How I long to be consumed by your cordial embrace. But Nnamdi, let’s make do with what we presently have in the meantime.”


Morning had by this time fully broken. Emeka rubbed his eyes to adjust to the approaching sunlight. He could hear his stomach rumble aloud as he yawned.


“Chineke, I am starving,” he said to himself.


“Well, so am I. But I’ve got absolutely nothing left in the world except an empty stomach. I haven’t sold a single piece of soap for days. It seems to me that no one bathes their bodies anymore,” Nnamdi told him.


“Not to worry. I’m sure I’ve got some change left in my pocket. Yes, here it is,” Emeka brought out a handful of coins from his pocket, and counted. 


“Four Naira. Not very much.”


“That kind of money is only good for giving to beggars. Not even enough for a bus ride anywhere,” Nnamdi laughed.


“Calm down; we’ll get by somehow,” Emeka told him.


“How?”


“Look, there’s Lawrence. Always good when you are in a tough pinch. Hey, my man, how are you?”


Lawrence was a swarthy and bleary eyed man with a wide grin which would reveal a set of multi-colored teeth. In his hand was a burning marijuana cigar as fat as his thumb. His voice had the thick deep drawl of an addict.


“Brothers! I’m going to live forever,” he enthused.


“I’m sure you will,” Emeka agreed with him. “How’s the card business?”


“No complaints here. Good income and the customers never complain,” Lawrence proudly replied.


“This card trick business has always intrigued me for so long. It appears the perfect scheme where no one but you makes money. How do you work it? Promise to teach me one day, Lawrence,” Emeka flattered.


“Any day, my friend. The problem with you people is that you feel that you must sweat for money. See me do I go knocking on people’s doors to sell anything? No, my friend; they all come to me, greedy and believing in their luck, thinking that they can win. I make a reasonable living,” Lawrence slurred.


Nnamdi were not able to contain his amazement at the audacity and cold-bloodedness of this scheme. 


“Just imagine someone coming along and losing all the money he has in the world to you. How would you feel about that?” he asked with genuine concern.


“How do you feel sleeping under a bridge?” Lawrence returned.


“Well, not quite like a human being; but I’ve got this heavy thing in my heart. It is called a conscience, and I tell you, it is very heavy,” Nnamdi said reproachfully.


“And I’ve got this heavy thing in my pocket, and it is called money,” Lawrence jeered. “And my friend, I bet it is heavier than the what-call that you have in your heart. My friend, you can live without a conscience; but without money, forget it you’re dead,” he assured.


Emeka, sensing the beginning of a brawl, quickly intervened. “I am not moralizing, Lawrence, but really when you lose all your money you feel very bad. A weak person could be moved to suicide,” he said.


“So what? Everybody is going to die someday anyway,” Lawrence argued. It’s just a matter of how and when. And again a fool is a fool. You can’t change that. When a fool has got money he’s going to lose it somehow and to someone. I merely persuade them to lose it to me. I assist them to make up their mind. Do you call that a crime?” Lawrence demanded reconsideration.


Nnamdi cast a long baleful stare on the recalcitrant miscreant. He drew Emeka aside. 


“All this does not interest me. How is this madman going to solve our problem?” he whispered to him.


“Patience, Nnamdi; to catch a monkey you need to behave like one,” Emeka told him. Lawrence demanded to know what the side talk was all about. 


“My friend is worried about a monkey that was put in his care,” Emeka told Lawrence. “Somehow he lost the animal. He is afraid that the owner will murder him if he cannot produce the monkey when he comes back for it.”


“For a moment there I thought he was calling me a monkey,” Lawrence relaxed.


“Nonsense. If there is anyone who looks like a monkey around here, would it be you or him?” Emeka reasoned.


“I am not a monkey. Don’t call me a monkey,” Nnamdi protested.


“Then stop behaving like one, and let me try to solve this problem for you,” Emeka chided. 


“Very ugly fellow, this friend. He doesn’t look very sharp either. He looks like a mumu. No wonder he lost his monkey,” Lawrence observed. 


“Let’s forget the monkey and talk about more important things, Lawrence. I really love this card trick thing. But my greatest fear is that a violent type, a soldier perhaps, could turn up for the game one day,” Emeka said, quick to push forward with more flattery. 


Lawrence took a long and noisy drag at his marijuana cigar. The seeds inside crackled as they ignited and exploded. He blew the smoke out with a flourish, grinned and amiably patted Emeka on the shoulder.


“I was born for the streets, my friend. That means I can smell even the devil miles away before he arrives. But no problem; I simply let the troublemaker win a game or two, collect my cards and go elsewhere. I don’t  want any moless,” he said. Emeka shook his head in contrived adoration.


“I really admire your brilliance, Lawrence. “No moless,” he waxed. “Promise that you will teach me how this trick works one day.”


“Any time you like, my friend. But for that you pay money, I think you understand,” Lawrence grandly replied.


“Yes I understand. It is so nice to have a friend you can rely on,” Emeka flattered. “Say Lawrence, can you lend me fifty Naira till next week?” he finally asked.


“Fifty what?” Lawrence’s face hardened.


“Fifty Naira. I wouldn’t have asked if not for this my brother who is in a dilemma over the lost monkey,” Emeka explained.  Lawrence was not swayed.


“You must be joking. I don’t  lend people money. And if you know what is good for you, better go and find a job,” Lawrence scornfully advised.  


“Yes, I would, but my friend here is really unemployable. He’s got no certificates. As for me, I did get a night shift factory job just yesterday. But I weighed my responsibilities and decided that it would be unwise for me to take that job,” Emeka lied, throwing up his arms in mock despair.


“What responsibilities? You have no job, no wife, no children, no home,” Lawrence remind him of the obvious. 


That, unfortunately, is what everyone would think. But look at it this way. I can’t neglect to imagine what could happen to my friend sleeping all alone under this bridge while I am doing night shift. What if he gets murdered? I brought him to Lagos, therefore I have the duty of returning him to the village alive,” Emeka shook his head sadly.


“I see,” Lawrence said, not seeing at all. “Okay, here is twenty Naira. But my friend, I want all my money back next week; understood. You will pay me fifty Naira next week?”


“Twenty Naira? What can anyone hope to do with that kind of money?” Emeka showed his disappointment.


“If you don’t  pay me back next week, I’ll tell you what I can do with that kind of money. Fifty Naira next week,” Lawrence reminded as he bounced away.


“What a rat. You can’t even trust friends anymore,” Emeka mournfully sighed.


“But he’s hardly our friend. I mean we hardly know him, and you were lying anyway,” Nnamdi said.


“Rubbish. Anyone who shares my circumstances is supposed to be my friend,” Emeka told him.


“He’s going to kill you. That is what he said.”


“He’s lying. He lies for a living,” Emeka assured his friend.


“So where do we go from here; rob a bank?” Nnamdi asked, thoroughly confused.


“Nothing as desperate as that, Emeka in deep thought said to him. “But definitely we cannot afford to beat aimlessly about the bush for much longer.”


“I am not doing any meat pies again,” Nnamdi told him, with suspicion. Emeka laughed. Meat pies. He had even forgotten about that idea but right now he suddenly saw that it still had promise. There were rats everywhere, he once reasoned - millions of them. Every house in Lagos had at least twenty of the rodents running around in the roof, some as fat as rabbits. There were hundreds of thousands more in the gutters and sewers. Now, working dutifully in the night he reasoned he could kill more than fifty rats with a stick or catapult. And with the right spices he could make a lot of delicious meat pies, maybe up to five hundred at a time. At a cheap price of ten Naira each, that amounted to a lot of money every day. And with luck, no one would suspect. But that was petty stuff, and by the way, killing those rats were not easy at all, not as he imagined. The Lagos rats were extremely intelligent.


Unconsciously, Emeka paced back and forth, nodding his head thoughtfully, as if witnessing the unraveling of a great problem.


“Nnamdi, do you believe in God?” he asked.


“Of course, I do. The problem is that I think God does not believe in me,” Nnamdi replied.  


“Tell me, Nnamdi, what would you consider as the greatest desire of most people?” Emeka asked.


“As for me, I want to be rich,” Nnamdi told him.


“And what is your greatest fear?”


“I fear to die, my brother.”


“Nnamdi, I know a brother who is a goldsmith. I am going to ask him to make us some necklaces,” Emeka said. 


“Necklaces?” Nnamdi nearly burst into tears. “You can buy a whole shipload of them at Jankara market. Good quality made in China for five Naira a dozen. The problem is how do you hope to sell them?”


“The big bus – molue!” Emeka told him. “That is probably where you will find the most desperate people on earth at any time. In the molue. As soon as we get the necklaces, Nnamdi, we will get on the buses and there we shall sell them. Only we will not be selling ordinary necklaces. We will be selling good luck charms to hundreds of hard working people who don’t understand why they are failing to get ahead of their worries. Do you understand me, Nnamdi?”


“You are mad,” Nnamdi said, but with a new respect.


“Do you understand me?” Emeka repeated.


“Yes, it does sound interesting,” Nnamdi replied.

CHAPTER 26


“How did you get into the police?” Kabiru’s boss a few weeks back asked him after calling him into his office.


“I didn’t understand, sir,” Kabiru had replied.


“Kabiru Ayinla, or whatever your real name is, you know very well what I am saying. Considering that you cannot read and you can hardly write, how did you ever get into the police and how on earth did you ever become a Sergeant?”


“I can read and write, sir,” Kabiru offered a weak defense.


“Oh you can? In that case, read some of this to me.” His boss pushed forward a children story book. Kabiru made no move.


“You forgot your glasses at home? Or your eyes are not very good today because wife didn’t let you sleep last night?” his boss taunted.


“No sir… I mean, yes sir,” Kabiru stuttered in confusion as the suggestions which seemed to have been offered as a lifeline looked like a poisonous snake after all.


“I should immediately order you demoted in rank but my superior officers would want to know why. And then they will certainly insist that you be dismissed from the force. In fact, you will be lucky to escape prison.”


“I am sorry sir,” Kabiru muttered, his shirt damp at the back with cold sweat.


And after he had sent Kabiru out of his office, his boss at the station wondered what to do with him. Clearly he had entered the force through subterfuge. There were many dozens like Kabiru though and that was what made the force an unattractive profession for thousands of decent people. Publicly, it seemed as if joining the police was a public declaration of a criminal mind. Dismissing them wouldn’t solve the unemployment problem out there nor decrease crime. If anything, such a gesture would merely exacerbate those problems. The thing to do with people like Kabiru would be to frustrate them out. And so he made a recommendation on his file that Kabiru must never be promoted. And thus for seventeen years Kabiru found himself a sergeant.


Stuck in the barracks, living in a tiny room and parlor suite with a fat rapacious wife who seemed only to eat for a living and six children all of whom seemed to have inherited a moronic gene, Kabiru would probably like his father had married more wives and had more children to pacify his frustration with life, only if he had the space to keep them. But more urgently what was he now to do about money before a replacement for Boscoe came up? This was the thought going on in his mind as he sat on a bench under a tree in front of the police station, after a late lunch. 


Two civilians approached him - one, a man of about sixty-five, and the other a woman who looked like the man’s wife. They both had the worried expression of those who had encountered a problem that was beyond them - such as police trouble. They looked like rural folks, but their comportment and dressing clearly suggested that they were far from poor. 


“Good evening, officer,” the man said to him. Kabiru replied them with suspicion. You learn to be like that when you’ve been long in the police force. 


“What can I do for you?” he asked very importantly.


“We are hoping that you may be of assistance,” the man told him, in a tired voice. “I have a nephew who was arrested in the company of some other people thought to be armed robbers. He is in your cell.”


“There are twenty-eight people in the cell today; when was he arrested?” Kabiru  asked. 


“I think it was on Sunday; two days ago.”


“Oh, those boys who went robbing people at Ilupeju; they will soon be going to court I believe.”


“My boy was not one of them. He only gave them a lift in his car. He had no idea what they were up to,” the old man hopefully explained. 


“Is that so?” Kabiru did a good job hiding his amusement. These criminals will tell their folks anything just to gain sympathy and hopefully, freedom. As a matter of fact, one of the victims had positively identified the boy in question as the one who pointed a pistol at her and threatened to rape her.


“Yes, his parents are in Ijebu Ode and they have only put him in my care so that he could find a good job in Lagos.”  The hoodlum’s uncle insisted. 


Kabiru nodded sympathetically. The boy had certainly found a good job in Lagos; probably the job to keep for the rest of his life. 


“So how do you think I could help you?” Kabiru asked. 


“I don’t know,” the man sighed.” All I know is that my boy is innocent. Do tell me how you think you can help us.”


Kabiru was silent for a long while, nodding his head as if trying to think of a sensible way out for the embattled couple. 


“What is his name?” Kabiru asked, even though he already knew. He was one of the people who beat the confession out of the five boys, leaving them with bloodied swollen faces, one with a fractured jaw which had this morning swollen as large as his fist. 


“His name is Kayode Ajeigbe,” the man replied, hope revived. Kabiru wrote the name on a scrap of paper, further igniting their hope. He sighed deeply and shook his head slowly as if accepting to take up this problem even though his own burden was already way too much for him to bear.  


“It is possible to free him, but it is going to cost you an enormous amount,” he finally told them.


“What is an enormous amount?” the man asked, obviously a trader and not used to abstract negotiations.


“My boss will have to be given money, so will his ten bosses and a few policemen here too. So there should be sufficient for them to share,” Kabiru said to him laying the ground for his heist. 


“How much, officer?” the man insisted. 


“I think about five hundred thousand will do it.”


“And if I give that amount my boy will be free?”


“Without doubt, yes,” Kabiru promised. “But those people are very greedy. So better if you can make it one million.”


The man looked perplexed but not quite defeated.  Indeed, to Kabiru he did look like he could actually get that amount without a great deal of sweat. Kabiru wished he had asked for two million.


“Will you introduce me to your officer then so that we may give him the money?” the man wanted to know. 


“There is no need for that. I will deliver it to them myself and explain the situation and within twenty-four hours, they will release the boy,” Kabiru asserted.


They made an arrangement to meet the next day near the currency market at Ikeja. There, a box full of money changing hands wouldn’t raise anyone’s eyebrow. By ten in the morning next day, Kabiru had in his possession a little bag containing one million Naira, which he took home and stashed deep under the bed amongst old clothes which had  not been  seen by human eyes for at least two years. Time to leave the barracks, Kabiru thought with a satisfied sigh. Later though, he sighed in agony and  had with regretful shaking of his head thought that he should have asked for two million. He should have asked for five. 

Arriva!


Unknown to Kabiru, there had been a sudden change of intention at the station. Even though the DPO had five confessions before him, he thought that was really not much to go by. The officers at the station were half idiots; most of them. In a court, a good lawyer will take any of them to pieces and in no time those boys would be again on the streets.  He weighed the obligation of his job against his own personal moral obligation.


Around midnight, the five hoodlums were called out of the cell, their hands and legs still in manacles. 


“You are going home,” they were told. Kayode Ajeigbe alias Kayus was very excited. His uncle had told him not to worry; soon he would be free, hadn’t he? They were all herded into a police pick-up truck. Conversation between them was sparse; a few of them also wondered why the six policemen who were with them carried automatic rifles and by the way why were they still being manacled if they truly were on the way home. The truck didn’t travel too far. It went only as far as the furthest wall of the station premises. 


“Get off the vehicle,” one of the policemen ordered. One by one the hoodlums  hobbled off the truck. 


“Your mothers should have burnt their vaginas instead of conceiving you hopeless dogs. Now run, run for your life.”, the policemen ordered them. “


The hoodlums completely taken by surprise, looked one to another and laughed uneasily. Kayus held out his hands and stretched a leg as far as the irons would permit, which was only about six inches. 


“Officer, that is impossible,” he confidently advised. But his face fell as the six officers raised their rifles.


“Run you bastards,” the policemen growled. Realization came to the six condemned men at last. In desperate hope they began to hop and hobble away; their efforts terminated by the hail of bullets which tore into them from behind. 


The news next day said: Five dangerous robbers were shot dead while attempting to escape from police custody.


All through the next day, Kabiru wondered what he would tell Kayus’ uncle when he arrived, as he certainly would. Alongside, he was quite intrigued that a young man whose uncle could attempt to bail him out of custody with a million Naira and possibly more would go around pointing a gun at people to take money from them by force. Life was strange, people a lot more strange. He was never able to understand how rich people think; but now maybe his study could begin to with one cool million under his bed. 


The rich uncle did not return until about five in the evening, and unfortunately at a time that Kabiru went to a canteen outside the station for an early supper. He came back to find the uncle waiting for him.


“My son is not in the cell anymore,” he said with great concern. Again with hope, he asked: “Has he been released then?”


Kabiru  led him out of earshot of anybody else at the station.  


“I gave the money to our big officers here and they agreed to release him. But they have taken them to Abuja for a week to ask them more questions. After that they will be free,” he lied.


“Abuja? You did not tell me this would happen yesterday,” the uncle was genuinely confused.


“You know how our people here think,” Kabiru tapped a finger to his head. “But never mind, he will be back next week. They have already promised me.”


He walked the uncle to the gate of the station and there left him with another spirited plea not to get worried; before hasting back to office. Time to pack and go home, he thought. But the uncle did not leave for several long minutes. Something was wrong and he could feel it in his bones. He soon found that he was right, as he enquired from another passing policeman.


“Those five young men that were brought in on Sunday, I learnt that they have been released.”


The policeman gave him a wary glance. “Why do you ask? Can you identify yourself?” he also wanted to know.


“They robbed someone I know,” the uncle lied.


“Why would they be released?” the policeman seemed extremely offended. In fact, they were terminated yester night.”


“Terminated?” the uncle was genuinely confused.” Someone told me they were sent to Abuja.”


“That is the jargon around here to say that criminals in custody have been killed. They are no more with us and they are dead and buried. Never mind, they won’t be robbing anyone ever again.”


The uncle went away in a daze, a finger between his teeth as his waiting driver took him home. He had never experienced so much grief in his entire life. 

PART IV

So you became part of the new breed.

Been smoking only the best weed.

Hanging out with so-called hippest set.

Been seen in all the right places,

Seen with just the right faces.

You should be satisfied,

But still it ain’t quite right.

What is hip? Tell me tell me if you think you know.

What is hip? And if you”re really hip.

The passing years would show,

You into a hip trip, maybe hipper than hip.

What is hip?

- Tower of Power: What is Hip?
CHAPTER 27


Elizabeth was listlessly watching her favorite video – the Royal Wedding Ceremony of Prince Charles and Diana.  But this time, the film was failing to transport her away from the hard realities around her.  


Like most girls, Elizabeth Olukemi Ayeni always had the dream of marrying a tall, fair, handsome man, as rich as the devil, but with the pliable heart of a saint, and with the possibility of becoming the president of America or at least the king of England after the queen finally passed on. However, life always had a way of whittling dreams down to a realistic size.


Elizabeth was born in Benin City, her father worked as an accountant in an Indian produce marketing company. Overworked, underpaid and always at the bad side of Elizabeth’s mother, a bad tempered Matron in a private hospital. Elizabeth would consider herself extremely lucky to have been admitted to Holy Child Convent School in Lagos. And thus she left home at the age of eleven to live in Lagos with her mother’s sister at Yaba. She really grew to hate her mother’s constant bickering, and going to secondary school in Lagos meant that she only had to be burdened by that went she went back home to Benin during the holidays. A couple of months at the most, she could bear that.


Elizabeth would still always think that she was bullied into her choice of career by her mother. She had never imagined herself a nurse, but life had a way of whittling down expectation to a realistic proportion. She had merely been an average student while in secondary school. Her final year examination had nevertheless given her enough points to proceed to A-levels, which she flunked for three consecutive years. So there wasn’t much of resistance left in her when her mother  suggested that she go to the School of Nursing. The examination to the nursing school had been like a mere picnic compared to the A-Levels battles she had fought for years; and thus had Elizabeth become a student of the School of Nursing in Lagos. It was at the school of nursing that Elizabeth met Dorothy Sanusi who was to become George’s wife.


Fate. When Elizabeth had met Femi at George’s house as they prepared for George and Dorothy’s wedding, she had a strong fondness for Femi. She would think that this was because Femi had been a friend of her cousin, Lexy, and also maybe by the mere coincidence that Femi’s best friend was getting married to her own best friend. But something also told her that Femi would be still more visible in her future. And she wasn’t wrong.


She thought herself lucky to be married to Femi. Yes she did love the man that she married. He wasn’t rich and not by any means close to becoming the president of any country, but that bit she had been quite optimistic that they could work upon together. He could become the king of her home, and she was delighted to be the queen.


When Femi lost his job however, she linked up with her husband’s optimism and hoped along with him that all would be well. But optimism soon turned into doubts and doubts into panic. And panic brought to the fore her primeval female inability to compartmentalize worries in the way men were so good at. So it had really not been by any kind of contrivance that her husband’s worries became her primary preoccupation. Unfortunately, that preoccupation grew into a burden which she now detested so much that she actually began to hate her husband. To her he now was just a sad burden, whether by his fault or not, whether willingly or unwillingly. Femi was now just a sad and gloomy burden.


Left to Elizabeth , she would have continued to believe that somehow, someday, they would get out of the woods on this matter. It shouldn’t be so difficult. People were still getting jobs and making good money out there. It should only be a matter of time. She would have preferred to maintain this stubborn hope but guess whom she ran into again after so many years; Dorothy.


It has been almost eight years since Elizabeth had seen Dorothy and since Dorothy and George ended their marriage. Elizabeth had been out shopping, and met Dorothy in a supermarket.  As Elizabeth didn’t have a car of her own, Dorothy offered to take her home in her shiny new brilliant red Toyota. Of course, Elizabeth didn’t bat an eye at this because Dorothy’s parents were rich anyway and could afford to buy the car for her. 


Elizabeth learned that Dorothy had given up the nursing profession and was running a catering business supplying food to parties. Her parents had the necessary contacts. Nevertheless, it did amuse Elizabeth though since as far as she knew, Dorothy was never able to boil an egg without burning the pot.


“I really don’t have to do the cooking; I have some really superb creatures working with me and you really have to taste what they cook some time. It is really heavenly. Part of the problem that I had with my old friend was he didn’t like my cooking. Not that he complained about it, but that even made me angrier – that he didn’t complain. I mean, is my cooking that bad?”


Elizabeth wanted to laugh, but sensed that it wouldn’t go well with her friend in the mood she was.


“You mean George?” she innocently asked.


“Who else but King Fool? I didn’t get married to look every day for a way to impress anybody, my dear.”


“George didn’t look like someone who would be difficult to impress,” Elizabeth told her friend, quite cautiously though.


“That’s what you think. You’ve never lived with him, have you? I always had this feeling of inadequacy like I wasn’t measuring up. Okay, all the children we expected didn’t come, but am I the cause of that?”


“Did he blame you for that?”


“Not that he did, but you know men, you never actually know what they are thinking and he’s probably thinking maybe he should have married another woman instead. Like one of those fat local sex machines as fertile inside as a pig and would have the babies popping out as soon as sex is done. I am not for that, I told him; I am nobody’s baby factory, sister.”


“So you too are not getting back together then. What a shame; you had been courting for years and I thought you were just made for each other,” Elizabeth  felt really sad.


By this time they were sitting in the parlor at Elizabeth’s house sharing a coke because Dorothy was watching her weight, even though she looked so thin already.


“Not by any chance, sister; marriage is not for me,” Dorothy affirmed, though with a hint of sadness as her eyes settled on Elizabeth’s two children watching a Tom and Jerry cartoon on the television and laughing quite excitedly.


“How are things with Femi?”


“Oh well, we do have our own challenges. He lost his job some years back and things have never been the same since then. But I am sure we will make it,” Elizabeth told her.


“Years back, you said? Your finances must be in bad shape then?”


“That is quite an understatement, but we get by. I have a better job now so things have improved since then.”


“So he’s relaxed then, since you now have a better job?”


“Not exactly; I know he’s still going out there and trying his best,” Elizabeth replied uneasily, not at all liking the direction the conversation was going.


“Oh, I am sure Femi isn’t some layabout. Sorry if I seemed to have meant that. I’d rather have him than George any day. George is a pompous goat, you can never get him to agree with you on anything, and even when he does it is like he knows anyway that It’s not going to work out and when it doesn’t work out you can be sure that he’s somewhere laughing and feeling vindicated because it has not worked out and he knew it would not work out.”


“Sorry that you feel that way about your husband, Dorothy. He seems such a nice guy to me though. Femi does not even have a single word of complaint about George and they’ve known each other since they were kids. Maybe as you said, you two were not meant for each other, but I wish you’d both worked at it. There are no two people in the world made for each other, we all have to work to make it work.”


“I am done with making that part of my life work, Liz,” Dorothy obstinately told her. “Men have no gratitude. Take a man like Femi for example, I mean, take someone else other than Femi. When things finally improve for him and he gets some good money in his pocket, what would he do? He forgets that poor Liz stood behind him when he was dirt poor, then all he would sees are your faults and suddenly you are too fat and not as sleek as those young monkeys out there anymore, so he’s staying out late into the night and taking business trips. You can never trust men, believe me.”


“I do trust Femi,” Elizabeth told her rather tightly.


“Since when did you know him? I mean you barely knew him for two years before you got married, did you? I knew George for five years.”


Thankfully, the children wanted their lunch and Dorothy thought also to leave. Elizabeth made a note in her mind never to be alone with Dorothy ever again. But the evil seed, she also knew, has been sown and it wasn’t the kind of seed that died easily.


It had been exactly the sort of discussion that she needed to transform her shaky optimism to doubt. Was she being a fool and playing ostrich with a situation that was plainly getting worse?


She met her uncle a couple of weeks later. It had been the fiftieth birthday of his wife, a big bash which was held at the events hall of the Federal Palace Hotel. Femi declined to attend. His excuse to his wife was he didn’t have the kind of clothes for this sort of occasion, but in his mind the truth was that he saw no point in attending a party by someone who clearly didn’t like him. No point at all.


“How is your husband?” Chief Mariere had asked Elizabeth, who was sitting away in a corner with her two children to keep her company.


“Oh, he’s fine,” Elizabeth  replied.


“He’s not here?”


“No, not yet, he had some other engagement and should hopefully be here before we leave,” Elizabeth lied.


“How is he doing?” Chief Mariere asked. Did she detect sarcasm in his voice? 


“Things could be better. We believe things will get better soon,” Elizabeth honestly replied.


“Good for you to be optimistic. But you have really lost the shine; you have become a shadow of yourself as far as anyone can see.”


She left the party in an extremely unhappy mood that evening. Her opinion of life with her husband began to slide downward since this encounter. Matters which she didn’t much care about began to take more prominence. She complained about how badly he dressed, how untidy he leaves the house, how he eats his dinners too late, and anything that was not worth complaining about. She never complained about the money situation however. Indeed, it was the only thing she would not directly complain about even though it was the foundation of all her misgivings. Soon, it did not even surprise her anymore that she was actually developing a deep hatred for this man that she was living with, and who had brought her to this sorry state of her life. Lost her shine, as Uncle Mariere had said.


Elizabeth  initially talked to her parents about their problem; her mother had been quite brusque in her response.


“If you don’t  think that he has a future for you better go your own way or else you’ll become a casualty of his foolishness,” her mother  said to her. But her father thought different.


“Have patience, you never know what the future could bring. Everyone in the world have their own challenges. He is passing through his own hard patch of life and you may just be the person to see him through it,” he philosophically advised. But that had been weeks back and Elizabeth couldn’t see where things had got any better since then, nor few years since Femi lost his job.


Thus, Elizabeth went to see Uncle Mariere some months later, curious to find out what else he had seen about her that could be of concern? Her justification had been simple: a lot of people actually thought they were sane even though everyone in the world knew otherwise; and that is why lunatics can walk in the street naked and without a care, believing they were perfectly sane. Elizabeth didn’t want things to be that late for herself. Her friend, Dorothy, had told her some truths which she had chosen to ignore simply because Dorothy seemed to have slid into irresponsibility. But her uncle had now confirmed to her the importance of the need to watch out for herself. And if Femi didn’t care about whatever happened to his life and to her life by extension, she certainly had a duty to begin at last to watch out for herself.


She was certain that Uncle Mariere probably wasn’t the person with the greatest wisdom in the world, but he did have a great deal of money. And the only wisdom that made sense to Elizabeth at this time was money – a great deal of it. And anyone who had a great deal of money obviously couldn’t be said to be foolish by any means.


She arranged to see her uncle at his office on a Saturday – a good day since the office would be empty and they could have a long discussion without interruption. Uncle Mariere listened to her patiently, allowed her to empty her mind and bring her grief into the open. And Elizabeth talked and talked for more than an hour. At the end, and from the words that came from her mouth, she was really surprised at how much she hated her husband. Uncle Mariere never said a word, either to condemn or in agreement to her analysis of her marriage and her husband. He drew up hugged her tightly and kissed her on the forehead. It felt so nice and cozy to be hugged, she fell into him like a baby finding the warmth of a father’s embrace. Encouraged, uncle Mariere tilted up her head, and kissed her on the lips. He knew exactly what women who came grieving needed.


Elizabeth returned home in a confused mood. She took a bath, and later stood before a mirror in her bedroom. Yes, she had lost a lot of shine she did indeed see. She had put on a bit of weight around her hips mostly, her breasts had sagged a bit and she didn’t look anything like the sweet girl she had been before she got married. Indeed she looked like the tired thirty year old woman that she really was.  Sitting in the parlor, watching Prince Charles kiss her lovely lady Di, she miserably decided that whatever it was that had happened to her, to her body, and earlier at Uncle Mariere office was entirely  Femi’s fault.

CHAPTER 28

“Are you sure this is safe? I hear you could catch your death of dangerous bugs out there,” Wendy had cautiously asked Duncan when he proposed the holiday to Lagos.


“Of course, I’ve been there before,” Duncan confidently told her.


And if Duncan said it was okay to take a holiday in Lagos, then it was okay. Wendy was in love. Might even be a lot more interesting than going parachuting, mountain climbing, hang gliding and the other activity sports she enjoyed. In any case, all that Wendy could find the courage to tell her mother was that they were going to the south of France; else her mother would have been worried to death.


Wendy’s parents lived in retirement in Crawley village, which was about fifteen minutes’ drive from central Winchester. Crawley was a very dozy place which for most of the day, any day, looked like abandoned sets of a sixteenth century English movie. Wendy had spent all of her life in moldy old Winchester, and at twenty-four had only visited London twice in her entire life. Indeed, her second visit to London had found the city choked with immigrants, most of whom spoke no English at all but nevertheless, according to her, carried on as if they owned the bloody country.  She had promptly made up her mind never to venture forth in that direction, anymore. 


With her xenophobic outlook to life, the suggestion to visit a place in Africa had her completely confused. All her old fears came to the forefront – such as the possibility of being bitten by exotic bugs, some of them probably having no names allocated to them yet, or of catching some strange African disease out there, for which there was probably yet no cure especially for white people. Nevertheless, she eventually reasoned that London could indeed be a higher risk with the possibility of catching a probably more lethal cocktail disease from the Asian, African, and West Indian immigrants. And in any case, if Duncan said it was safe to go to Lagos, she’d do it.


This was not a first visit for Duncan. Two years previously, he was in Lagos, sent by his company to assist a local bank set up their computing infrastructure. At that time, he wasn’t able to think of enjoying himself at all. It had been work all day, and the climate was too hot and clammy anyway for him to spend much time outdoors. Often he actually felt like he was in danger of drowning in the ambient humidity. And in any case, his project manager, Alfred Hutton, as well as most of the local support staff strongly advised against wandering into the mainland. But Duncan knew in his heart that usually it was those things you were advised never to do that were worth doing at all. 


Pierre Seyferth fared a lot worse. Pierre was the System Analyst who worked alongside Duncan on the computer project two years back. Recruited short term from France, Pierre insisted to have four television sets installed in his hotel room and primarily lived on crackers and soda for two months, because he developed a bad skin reaction to practically everything he came in contact with, including the sun. The mad Frenchman always had all four televisions switched on at the same time, tuned to BBC, CNN, a French channel, and a local TV station, while he hammered away on his Toshiba portable computer; probably needing to be first to be informed when the world ended. That is what you get out of being overly cautious, Duncan had thought.


“Will Alfred be meeting us at the airport?” Wendy asked just before their plane touched down.


“No, I told him not to bother. I want us to have an adventure holiday, not a day out with nanny,” Duncan replied.


“So where do we stay then?”


“Far away from Alfred, for starters. I’ve always wanted to see what the mainland looks like; much closer this time.


They only had a small suitcase each, because Duncan reasoned it would probably be too hot to wear anything anyway. Outside the airport terminal and in front of the arrival hall, there were about a hundred taxi touts hanging out hopeful. Most ignored them though, because they thought it was unthinkable that a white couple wouldn’t have had a limousine sent out to pick them up from the airport by the company that brought them in. One that was actually holding car keys did eventually took a chance to ask them if they needed a taxi.


“Where to, sir?” the taxi driver seriously asked. Duncan who had been for a moment wondering how to go about getting into town was quick to warm up to the offer.


“We want to go to the best hotel in the mainland,” he confidently told the taxi driver. But because Duncan’s accent was strange and the driver hadn’t gone past elementary school, mainland was the only word he heard and understood for sure. And not wanting to risk losing a lucrative engagement by asking too many questions, he helped them take their luggage to his car, and they headed away from the airport.


It was evening at the time, a rather warm evening, but nevertheless not really much warmer than summer in England. It was definitely more humid though, which accounted for much of the discomfort they had initially felt so far. Thankfully however, the taxi was air-conditioned and clean; and Wendy found this comforting. 


They arrived at the Mainland Hotel about two hours later, after navigating through about five miles of heavy traffic. Wendy and Duncan had sat staring out of the windows completely entranced. The windows insulated them from most of the noise outside, but they could still feel the brutal colorfulness; the very modern wide divided highway flanked by unkempt houses, the hordes of desperate vendors hustling passengers on the road to purchase all sorts knick-knacks. Duncan found all these merely unusual. Wendy had never seen so many black people in one place. Not even in London.


Mainland Hotel stood in the northern fringe of the mainland. A hundred yards away to the right of the six storey building, was the most tumultuous market that Wendy had ever seen - an extremely expansive gathering of stalls from which emanated a stink so strong and irritating that it stung the eyes. Another hundred yards to the left was the foot of the Carter Bridge, perpetually thronged for the entire two hundred yards of its span by an army of traders, trucks and pushcarts travelling to and from the market on the Lagos Island. A hundred yards to the front was the railway terminus which had fallen to disuse because in the not too distant past and courtesy of oil wealth, country administrators had in their own wisdom imagined that since it was faster now to travel by road and air, rail travel was for poor countries and belonged in antiquity. Another hundred yard to the back was the fetid black waters of the Osa lagoon glistening with motor waste and chemicals leached from the mountains of discarded sawdust rotting away into a mushy organic toxin, and from timber that had been floated up from further east of the coastline to the processing yards in the waterside shanties.


Duncan and Wendy were given a double room on the third floor. It wasn’t the Dorchester, but it was clean and inexpensive even though the mattresses felt a bit too springy. The hotel had a selection of English and Chinese restaurants. They had a dinner of rice with boiled vegetable and a rather spicy chicken stew. 


“Hello, are you British?” asked the man who came up to them from a nearby table. Not a lot of white people staying here apparently, so Duncan was pleased to meet this one.


“Yes, that is right,” he replied.


“My name is Harold Miters; I am also staying here. I am from London; where are you from?”


“Winchester,” Duncan said to him.


“Oh, that is pretty nice. Never been there though. Never had any reason,” Miters told them, with a jolly chuckle.


“Never mind, we don’t do much London either,” Wendy laughed.


“Funny though that we can’t ever find the time to visit a town just forty minutes train ride from where we live for an entire lifetime, yet we do find the time to visit other countries half a day journey away by plane. That is the British disease,” Harold Miters observed. And it did appear to Wendy that Miters had a slight Asian accent.


“Where in London do you live?” she asked, probably thinking the answer would explain everything.


“Walthamstow, that is in the East.”



“Oh!” Wendy said, apparently for her that explained everything.


“Are you here on business then, or what is it that has brought you to Lagos?” Duncan was curious to know.


“I operate an export agency. I am here to assist some business persons here buy from Hong Kong and Taiwan.”


“How does that work then?”


“In the simplest form, I take their orders, take a deposit from them and get the supplier to finance the shipping. Then when the purchaser takes delivery of goods they pay up and I also get paid my commissions. My interests are mainly motors, electronics, and industrial chemicals.”


“Sounds like a good business,” Duncan said to him; not really wishing to discuss business for the next two weeks at the least. He touched Wendy’s hand. Time to leave.


“Have a good evening, Harold,” Wendy said. “It’s been so much a tiring day and we do need to go get some sleep. See you some other time. Good night.”


“You too. And you can call me Harry,” Miters said to them.


“Good night, Harry,” said Duncan.


They had a beer each at the bar. It was ice cold and a very strong beer. Not what they were used to. Sleep came easy thereafter. None of them woke up till the sun was up the next day.


The hot shower worked. From their experience last summer on a Spain and France holiday, stuffs rarely worked when you were on holidays, and especially not in any hotel with less than a five star rank. Not that they did really need a hot shower here though, only that they were used to it. They had an English breakfast in the restaurant - sausages, omelet, toast, butter, cereal, marmalade. Duncan had coffee, and Wendy had tea.


“So where do we start from, O Merlin, the great magician?” Wendy asked Duncan.


“Wait a minute while I enquire from the stone,” Duncan laughed. “Let’s give Alfred a call though, but we won’t let him know where we are.”


So, from their hotel room phone they called Alfred Hutton, not telling him where they were staying. 


Alfred said, “I hope you know what you are doing though.”


Duncan said, “Sure, trust me.”


Alfred said, “Okay. If you get into any trouble you do know how to find me. Just call me.”


Duncan said, “Thanks, I will.”


After that they’d decided to take a walk on the Carter Bridge to the Island. Wendy held on tightly to Duncan’s hand all through the journey. But she needn’t have worried because nobody was really taking any serious notice of them. Two white persons, one a tall athletic male, the other his petite wife wearing a newly bought straw hat, walking in the Lagos Island were of no value to street vendors or even the stall holders. They surely were just sightseeing and not likely to be purchasing anything.


Duncan and Wendy returned to the hotel less than three hours later by taxi, because the sun became unbearably hot and Wendy was sure that they would certainly get sunburn. Both were glad they were wearing light clothing and sandals; else heat stroke would have been a possibility. They again found Harold Miters this time in the hotel lounge bar where they’d gone to get water.  Miters was sitting with a group of men and a negotiation appeared in process. He waved. Duncan and Wendy waved back.


“That’s my boss,” Duncan thought he heard Miters tell the people sitting with him; but he couldn’t be sure. He was just relieved to be out of the sun getting a drink of water. Miters soon come over though, away from his visitors.


“You did go looking around then?” Miters asked them.


“Yes, we went over the bridge to the island, and then up Broad Street and later into the Marina. Great sea view there. Pity there was no place to sit for long,” Duncan told him.


“If you are looking for sea view, best for you to take a ride to the Bar Beach. Shouldn’t cost a lot from here by taxi,” Miters advised.


“Yes, we’ll think about it tomorrow.”


“I’d better get back to my little business group. See you at the bar after dinner.”


Duncan did for a moment wonder why the business men sitting seemed to be looking at him with good interest. One of them a burly man wearing a red fez cap and leaning forward on an ornately decorated walking stick, nodded him a silent greeting. Duncan nodded back.  


They later spent the rest of the afternoon at the hotel swimming pool and later taking another short walk this time to the nearby market, which seemed to sell everything from fresh fruits and foodstuff to Michael Jackson tapes and even voodoo paraphernalia. They met Harold again after dinner in the bar and he gave Duncan his card. Zenith Trading Limited, the card read and the address was located on Regent Street in London West End.


“That is an expensive location. You must be doing good business,” Duncan observed.


“Actually, I do much of my business from Hong Kong, since that is where the goods are. But to answer your question, yes, we have an appreciable annual business turnover,” Miters said.


They afterwards had bits and pieces of chat. Harold Miters had been in the hotel for two months, and he went about introducing Duncan to the bartenders as well as almost everyone that came around. Soon Wendy started to yawn and Duncan thought also that it was time to call it a day.


Wendy had her misgivings about Harold Miters. Indeed Harold had nice, facial features and a very agreeable comportment which tended to make you want to instantly trust him. However, Wendy thought that he also had somewhat predatory body movements, rather like a swooping kestrel.


“I think there is something fishy about that man,” Wendy told Duncan as they were undressing for bed. “I get the impression that he is trying to get too familiar. Rather like he desperately wants to be seen with us.”


Duncan replied: “Not a bad idea. I think since we are the only white persons staying here, apart from a scattering of Indians. If I were him I wouldn’t mind being able to have my conversations in anything other than pidgin English myself.”


And Wendy merely shrugged and slipped under the blanket. The air-conditioner’s regulator appeared broken and stuck at full blast, so they needed to sleep under warm blankets. The alternative was to open the windows and get eaten alive by mosquitoes.


Trusting Wendy’s intuition nevertheless, they made all efforts to avoid coming across Harold Miters. They visited the beaches, the museums, downtown Lagos to see the Eyo masquerade procession – hundreds of performers dressed in shimmering white shrouds and wide brimmed hats, navigating a slightly violent journey through the Lagos Island. Wendy was quite shocked at the number of disabled beggars that plied the roads, some with rather disturbing physical disabilities which strongly challenged her own good fortune. She was disturbed at the perpetual noise of motor horns blasting, people shouting, and sometimes the sudden running as commuters chased after moving buses to board them even when the buses were still in motion and indeed speeding away. She was surprised at how cheap you could buy things in the market and had bought a large bowl of twenty mangoes at the cost of what she would have paid for just one of them at an Asian store back home.


Wendy said to Duncan: “At these costs people must definitely be having a hard life here, I am sure.”


Duncan was amused when she decided to pay the fair price for whatever she bought, especially from the women traders; and so were the sellers. Crazy white woman, they said to one another.


“We can’t go on exploiting these people like this and expect them to give us any respect,” Wendy affirmed. “No wonder they are running off to England in search of a better life. It is because people like Merlin the magician here comes to rip them off.”


And Duncan did an elaborate bow. “At your service Mother Theresa,” he said. Things were going wonderfully well; rather like a second honeymoon.


Wendy was later displeased with Duncan to learn that there was a Sheraton on the mainland and which was better located. They therefore decided to move to the Sheraton in Ikeja; which was just a few minutes from the airport. They were about checking out from the Mainland Hotel on the morning of the fourth day when two burly persons came to them at the reception.


“Are you also going?” one of them had nervously asked. Duncan recognized him as one of the people that were sitting with Miters a few days back. He recognized the red fez cap and the elaborately carved walking stick. Duncan wondered though what the question was about.


“Yes, we are moving to another hotel,” he nevertheless replied.


“Is that so? Where is your brother? I mean, where your other manager?” the man asked, with a heavy stutter.”


“I don’t have a manager,” Duncan nervously laughed, so did Wendy.


“A manager? They must think you are a film star,” Wendy said to him.


Red Fez seemed barely able to contain his anger. He went aside, picked up the hotel phone, dialed furiously for a long while and then had an angry discussion with the phone in a language Duncan and Wendy did not understand. Duncan had a feeling though that he was being discussed.


Red Fez came back to the reception and called the desk clerk aside. A lengthy harangue followed, also in a language which they did not understand, and during which he angrily pointed his ornamented walking stick in Duncan’s direction.


“The man is worried about his money,” the reception clerk said when he returned.


“What money? I don’t have anyone’s money,” Duncan was puzzled.


“Your manager, the other European who left yesterday took money from them with a promise to give them some shipping documents for goods they paid for. However, when he left, he told them not to worry and that you will give it to them.”


“Shipping documents? I don’t know about shipping documents and I certainly have no business with Mr. Miters,” Duncan angrily asserted.


“Well, he did tell them that you are his boss. As a matter of fact, he also owes the hotel his bills for six weeks and assured us that you would settle it for him as you are his Chairman,” the reception clerk told him.


“What?” Duncan was quite astonished. Wendy gave him an I-told-you-so look.


A small crowd collected, some of whom appeared to be business associates or relations of Red Fez who was now speaking with so much anger that his body shook violently and spit sprayed from his mouth. A couple of policemen had also now arrived at the scene, quite unsure of what to do. Nevertheless, Duncan and Wendy were quite sure that of the dozen or so faces looking their way, not one looked friendly or in the least sympathetic.


“Wait a minute, did you say the man left yesterday?”


“Yes sir,” the clerk replied, though without a lot of respect anymore. “He took more than fifty million Naira from these people.”


“Oh my God!” Wendy moaned tearfully. “Duncan, please give me Alfred’s phone number.” With shaky hands, Wendy furiously dialed Alfred’s number, praying that he picked it up. Mercifully, Alfred did.


“Look here, white man, if this is what you have been doing to everybody you will never get away with it with my own money,” Red Fez angrily railed, even as Wendy in tears,  spoke with Alfred from the hotel  phone.


“Do calm down; I am sure there will be an easy solution to this,” Duncan said, realizing how much the mess really was. Fifty million was from the exchange rate for the day, nearly half a million quid.


“I will not calm down; give me my money you bloody thief. You and your brother, you have finished your operation here and you want to go do another one at another place. Well, I am not a fool, you hear? I am not a fool at all, white man,” Red Fez was yelling, veins bulging from his neck like writhing snakes.


“Alfred will be here in about thirty minutes,” Wendy told Duncan.


The two policemen stepped forward, one of them threateningly dangling a pair of handcuff in his hand.


“Can you come with us to the station, sir?” the handcuff man said.


“Now just wait a second, I am not a bloody criminal, and I am not going to be bloody going anywhere with any of you until my associate arrives,” Duncan was now both angry and scared.


“Another of your associate is coming? Good!” Red Fez snorted. “Better to get you all rounded up and put in prison at the same time.”


The policemen became more perplexed. They were dealing with a foreigner here, a British person for that matter. Utmost caution was required, they knew. Primarily, he was not to be manhandled, because all these white people were like battery chicken and they die so easily.


“When is your associate coming?” one of them pleasantly asked.


“He should be here in about half an hour. He lives on Victoria island,” Duncan told the policeman. “I trust you can be at least that patient.”


“Okay; we shall wait for him then,” they agreed.


Alfred Hutton did take more than an hour to come and by this time Red Fez, his associates, and the policemen were already getting fidgety. When Hutton finally arrived however, he did not come alone. He came with three other men, two of them from Elvin Machines and the third a lawyer. Four policemen also came along, including an Assistant Inspector. The waiting police who had been brought to arrest Duncan saluted fearfully and were in two seconds dismissed back to their station. Alfred took Wendy and Duncan away in his Range Rover, and they headed to his home. That was the last they heard of Red Fez.


“You almost got invited to a lynch party there,” Alfred Hutton said, as they drove away.


“Yes, unfortunately; thanks to Merlin the magician, Duncan,” Wendy laughed.


“Just fancy that. You come ten thousand miles to be screwed by one of your own,” Alfred also laughed.


“He shouldn’t be difficult to track down though. His company has an office on Regent Street,” Duncan said, showing Harold Call-Me-Harry Miters” business card to Alfred.


“The address is a mail-drop business centre, obviously.  I know that address, and I know that about a thousand other businesses use the same as their office address to keep a front. I will not be surprised if he used fake identities. That was a lot of money he went away with this time and I am sure that it wasn’t his first time. He’ll probably show up in another part of the country soon, or just go to another country to repeat the scam.”


Alfred’s house was a huge mansion, walled and with two security guards and phones at the gate. Duncan smiled when he thought that all Alfred had in Basingstoke was a poky little terrace house without even a garage for his car. Duncan and Wendy did not want to stay with Alfred and his Nigerian live-in girlfriend, so they got another place at the Eko Le’ Meridien this time.


Two mornings after, Duncan borrowed Alfred’s boat from the Boating Club and they were lazily drifting around the calmer waters of the Marina. Two more days to go before leaving for home. Wendy had been counting.


“I didn’t know you could sail a boat,” Wendy was saying.


“There are going to be a lot of things you’ll find out I could do before I am done. I did have a lot of practice with boats in the bath though.”


“Cheat!” Wendy laughed.


Naturally, looking at the coastline of Lagos from the sea shouldn’t give the same feeling as looking at it from within. This was a privileged position, free from the hassles. Duncan knew that over there in the city was a hectic obstacle course. Actually, when you thought deeply, it was a lot like wading through warm mud; a very sticky and arduous task. Wading through two hundred and fifty acres of heavy aggro. 


Duncan knew about cities – knew what greedy monsters they were; daily gobbling up hopeful souls by the thousands. That was why he did not stay on the job the once had in the City at London even though it paid almost twice what he earned nearer home. He had thought he just didn’t need the hassles. Travelling on the Central Line in the rush hours from his Newbury Park home had done it for him. The train always crammed with crashed souls, mostly immigrants: Africans, Asians, and Antipodeans.  After two years and an offer in Basingstoke, he did not need to think very hard about moving back to Winchester where he had grown up. 


Looking in from the sea, he would think that on the one hand his convictions were entirely justifiable. Eastward along the coastline where thousands of those crashed souls pitched their shanties, Duncan could imagine how much the decrepitude and squalor would quite describe the state of the fabric of the minds of all those unfortunate shanties. And he could imagine that still, hundreds more would daily stream in from near and far; slouch in from near and far - pregnant pilgrims bearing their dead dreams towards a tumultuous and cacophonous Bethlehem. Just like those immigrants he daily travelled with on the Central Line. 


On the other hand, Duncan could see the skyscrapers along the Marina, standing like glimmering battlements guarding the sweaty secrets of the hinterland - the angst, the tumult, and the raw delights of unfettered expressions. Behind those ramparts, a dark soul, a very dark cavernous soul indeed which he still desired to explore. Like Ali Baba”s magic cave, he was sure there would be gold in there, only if you could say the right passwords to get the door to open. 


On the other side of the harbor Femi had been waiting for a bus. The bus terminus on the Marina was too crowded and people were actually beating each other up to get on the buses. As he waited he also idly gazed seaward. He saw the boat drifting lazily over the quiet waves, drifting lazily on as without any care. Femi had been thinking that was really cool. Drift along and along, until you disappeared over the horizon. It was from the Boating Club nearby, he knew. Rich people could afford to buy such toys; those less fortunate would just have to do it with their own feet - drift along. Once, in his idle time, of which there had been many, he was reading a boating magazine. And he had also been looking at the classified section at the back of the magazine. According to his idle research, a boat such as he was looking at floating up there… oh, several more were now also coming out from the boating club. There they were now…um, seven of them now. Anyway, any of those boats would have cost about twenty five thousand dollars. Chicken change for some people, but for him, that amount would change his life for the better.


Femi decided to walk over to the bus terminus at the Tafawa Balewa Square, about three hundred yards away. There he found the situation the same. What was the problem today? Oh, he remembered. There was fuel scarcity and a lot of road users had been consequently grounded and were presently at the fuel stations waiting to buy fuel. Some had been waiting for two days without luck. Femi thought what an irony it was that a country that is the fifth largest producer of oil in the world didn’t have any for its own use. Poor rich boy.

A cricket match was going on in the nearby field. It looked like an inter-school match. Femi went up to the pavilion and sat to watch, waiting for the bus terminus to become calmer. The entire grounds around was once  known as the Race Course. In fact, a lot of Lagosians still called the place the Race Course; simply because it once was a public park with horse racing tracks. It used to be a place to relax and unwind after a tough week or a tough day’s work; an oasis for the dry metropolis. But some military persons thought what a waste of space, and instead built a mammoth parade of grey concrete, inside which dozens of shops were tucked like an array of jollified animal cages and dovecotes, and overlooking the whole menagerie, a skyscraper housing the Defence Headquarters. One would have wondered how the cricket pitch, of all things, managed to survive such an evil act of vandalism. Such were the mysteries of the world.

It was a boring match. The bowlers were too tame and the batsmen too careful - two consecutive maiden overs were unforgivable. There was too much blocking by the batsmen and runs were far between - too many of those runs were bye-runs. The match could go on forever, he thought. He did also think that fast balls pitched three quarters along the way should be enough to unnerve the cautious batsmen and cause them to make mistakes – like a careless drive into the hands of the mid-off, for example; a glance into the hands of the leg slip or the wicket keeper, or horror of all horrors, hoping to score a cheap six with a hopeful hook straight up for the long stop to catch. When he still played the game, it wouldn’t have been too difficult for him to do. Else, he could personally do a fast spin to the on-side of any of those sluggish batsmen; make the ball to curve around him after hitting the ground at about four feet from the crease and close to the edge of the pitch. And while the poor sap is still crouching, bat in hand, thinking that the ball went wide, it always was a pleasure to see the surprised look on the batsman’s face as his wicket crumbled suddenly behind him, and the umpire raise his finger in a grim and final verdict. 

Howzaat sir!   


Yes, how was that sir? You surely didn’t see it coming; that one did you? Never mind; that is how life always is. The ball doesn’t ever come the way you wish it would. And when you thought you were on top of your game down goes your wicket. Unfortunately you ducked this time, sir. But back to the pavilion you go anyway, and don’t forget to take off those gloves and the pads when you get there. You won’t be needing them till the next match – if there will be a place in the team for you. You ducked too many times already. 

CHAPTER 29


Herbie woke up late next morning. One habit that he had never given up since he returned from Los Angeles was to kiss his mum on the cheeks every morning. She loved it and expected that morning kiss. It always made her feel so special and loved.  This morning though, Herbie felt quite tense, and his kiss quite neutral. 


“Are you okay, dear?” his mother asked, worried. 


“I’m cool, mum; just a slight headache.”


“What with your music turned so high last night, you are lucky to get off with only a slight headache,” his mother lovingly scolded.  


“Don’t hassle me, mum,” Herbie sulked. His mother patted him on the back as he ate his breakfast of bread and fried eggs without any interest. 


“I just worry about you, Abiodun. I know what you’ve been through. I’ve been through as much too and I can imagine how you feel inside. But put it all behind you and let happiness and laughter heal you.”


Herbie did not reply. He had no idea what kind of response  this required. 


His breakfast done, he went to his room to pick up his back pack. Sadly, the smell of stale Indian hemp smoke wafted out of the room to his mother as she also prepared to leave for her job as a secondary school teacher. Herbie was wearing mirrored sunglasses when he came out of his room. His mother would think he looked extremely menacing.


“Gotta go now, mum,” he said.” See you later. I might be late though; I’ve got an important appointment today.”


Nothing strange about all this, his mother thought; but why was she feeling so much unease today; as if some terrible things were about to happen? 


My shit is heavy. Herbie was silently reciting to himself from Shango Baku’ book, Writings from the Dread Level; even as his last night’s dream of LA resurfaced in his mind. All day yesterday and all morning today his mind had, like his mother suspected, been completely taken over with the circumstance that brought him to this sorry pass. If not for a shit soldier, he would have completed his education at UCLA, got a good job and probably become an American citizen by now. But no, fate had so cruelly sabotaged his life by an idiot army officer who didn’t know his gun from his penis. And see where it had all got him.


Unknown to Herbie though, somewhere along the line, something disastrous had happened to his chain of rational thinking and of rational actions.


“My shit is heavy. Those who see me think that I am crazy. Heavy is my shit, heavy is my shit.”, he mumbled.


Herbie was in a big crowded Lagos Molue bus - filled with an assortment of people - the good, the mad and the hungry.

Please pocket your bad temperament. No fighting. Hold your correct change. And dress well for the passenger beside you in this bus - So declared an informative sticker sign placed in several locations inside the bus. Anything could happen on a Lagos Molue bus. You could get cured, get robbed, or get saved.  A forced marriage was at this time in progress.


“I want my bloody change,” a bellicose passenger was screaming at the half-naked bus conductor.


“I don’t have any change to give you,” replied the other with equal aggression.


“Don’t mess with me, you bloody crook. I want my change.”


“You must have been blind not to see the sign. Enter with your correct change - that is what it says,” the conductor rudely educated.


“Of course I can read, but it takes a prize idiot to put such a notice inside a bus. Tell me, how is anybody supposed to be able to read your stupid sign before entering your stupid bus? Tell me, you drug head.”


But the conductor roughly elbowed his way along the crowded aisle. He had more urgent business to pursue - such as seeking another fool needing change, so that he could join both together at the end of the trip, to go away and find a solution together to the bothersome change problem.


Nearer the back of the bus stood Bobo - the original Lagos dude. Bobo wore Hillier, Gucci, Rolex, Ray-Bans, Versace and even designer underwear; but wouldn’t be caught dead pissing in a proper toilet. Bobo believed in a life of excitement - sanitation police to watch out for while painting a wall with urine; the chance of a good brawl to spice up the day; booze, girls and parties forever, amen. Bobo was also smart enough never to board a molue bus at a major terminus, and never when the bus is standing. As every intelligent person knew, to avoid paying the fare, you always boarded at one of the million random stops along the route, then you can at the worst engage in an argument with the conductor over how many times one is required to pay the fare. 


Now, this is Lagos. And, the most important lesson to learn was never to part with money or anything for that matter without a fuss. Slip up on this, and all sort of people queue daily at your doorstep to use you as practice to gain self-confidence for the day. And Bobo was no fool. He’s a street-smart dude. Bobo greeted the red-eyed conductor with a cold blank stare.


“Your money?” the conductor demanded with a hand aggressively outstretched.


The silent eyeballing usually worked. But Bobo decided on this occasion not to push his luck too far. He reached into his pocket and found air. Seized by panic, he frantically searched all his other pockets to no avail. He had been robbed of his wallet.


The conductor was not impressed. He had of course seen better tricks than this and no chicanery was beyond his comprehension. The conductor was a street hoodlum on a sabbatical; a graduate of Hazard University, with a first class degree in Aggression. And at the end of the trip, Bobo would get one foot of his new Nike shoes confiscated by the bus conductor as punishment for having the audacity to attempt a free ride on his bus. Today was Judgment Day for Bobo. 


Dennis Tom-Dick-Harry was returning home from night shift duty. Still dressed up in his uniform, he was sprawled all over his immediate co-passenger, his brain pickled in gin. With nine children and an evil salary, the gin made life more bearable. Nine children! Thank God however for the booze. It made the discomfort easier to bear. Newly fortified at a roadside liquor kiosk, he was feeling a lot better and in a different world where he was in better control - a world in which hard perspectives, hard realities, evaporate into a fuzzy cloud. Here in the spirit world, invincibility was taken for granted, because common sense and all pertaining to it had no place to stand and so were forever vanquished. All which remained were illusions, and they couldn’t hurt because they were not real. The booze always settled his problems. He was feeling a lot more confident now. And sitting inside the bus on the way home, he was dreaming. He was dreaming of naked prostitutes swimming in a river of gin.


Emeka was also on this day nearer the middle of the bus, weaving a spiel while Nnamdi, his ubiquitous sidekick, hectored along to draw and maintain the interest of the other unsuspecting passengers.


“Fellow travelers on this bus, I greet you and congratulate you because today is your lucky day. Today is the day that you will have the opportunity to free yourself forever from the many miseries of life. I used to live in much fear and poverty. Bad luck followed me everywhere; even to the toilet.”


“That’s true; anyone can just see that by looking at you,” Nnamdi was laughing. Emeka feigned annoyance and then continued. 


“Then one day, I had the greatest fortune of my life. I met a man; only he was no ordinary man as I later found out, but an angel sent to me. It was revealed to me by this angel that a great number of witches, wizards and demons were behind all my problems. This angel was sent to release me from their bondage.”


“And how did he achieve that?” Nnamdi  encouraged.


“Fellow travelers on this bus, the angel gave me this necklace that you see me wearing. Since that time, my life has changed for the better. Peace came into my life and I have ceased to have money worries. Not only that. For as long as the chain remained on my neck, death could not touch me. That was the promise of the angel before he went away. But before he departed, he gave me seventy of these necklaces with the instructions that I sell them to seventy deserving people, pure in heart, for only seven hundred Naira each; and to give the money to seven motherless children’s homes. So if you happen to have such an amount on you presently, I urge you to consider that God has sent me to you to relieve you of all you’re suffering. Therefore do not let this opportunity pass you by. You have only seven minutes to do this; after which our paths may never cross again and if it does, it might be too late.” Emeka admonished.


A Christian evangelist took the stage next - delivering a rather acerbic sermon, which rather unnerved many of the passengers.


“You’ve got to be born again,” he concluded in summary. “You must be born again, or else prepare to make hell your permanent home for all eternity.”


Dennis Tom-Dick-Harry deep from within his soporific haze wondered hopefully how this new profession of being born again could help his present circumstances.


“You were insulting my Allah,” a militant Moslem stood to accuse the Christian evangelist, with an angrily wielded finger. So began a lengthy religious war. 


“Now, now, I don’t want any fighting in my bus,” the conductor loudly declared. “I don’t  care how many times anyone may claim to have been born again, if you dare damage my bus, I want you to remember that it is appointed unto man to die once - Hebrews nine, twenty seven,” he mimicked the evangelist.


Nearer the front sat Femi, presently not anymore considering himself a believer in any kind of spiritual matters. The unrelenting pains of adversity had beaten all faith out of him. His car was not yet fixed, and considering the state thieves had left it right on the blocks, he doubted it would even be worth fixing. There were a lot more things which he doubted could be fixed also, principal of which was his rotten luck. He had not ceased to wonder why God remained so cruel to him and remained in complete disregard of his needs both as a human being and as a praying believer, okay now a previous praying believer. Thus he sat smugly looking on, observing the fracas before him, now an apostate content.


Love was in the air too, inside the bus. There was the henpecked clerk who was thinking, and quite correctly, that his secretary wife was having an affair with her boss; and to top his indignation, she was permitting him no sex. At the end of the trip the conductor would marry him off to a real prostitute. A mutually satisfactory relationship would develop, and they would get married months later. And obladi oblada, life would go on. There were also these two love besotted young university students, but they weren’t going to make it to the end. The girl would soon get tired of waiting for her sweetheart to get a job, and settle for the more sensible option of becoming part of the harem of a rich illiterate businessman with six other wives. There was also lust - a lot of it. The air was thick with its mustiness. There was mental sexing. There was the desire to get rubbed and mauled incognito.


“My shit is heavy,” Herbie still paraphrased Baku in his head. Those that look into my face see a thousand shapes of what they do not know. Yet they look and become afraid. Shocking is my image, shocking my thought, word and action. And this is not contrived. It is the effect of my presence that I have learned to measure for my own convenience that I might know where I am at within the shocking world. 


He was staring with rapt concentration into his little book. To him it became like the Catechism and this particular passage became like a mystical mantra, a psalm around which his convoluted existence at this moment revolved. Irie itations. Over the past day or so Herbie became completely convinced that he knew the cause of all the problems of the country, and indeed of the world. And he was this very day determined to solve them all once and for all. In the small plastic sack tucked between his legs were six packets of KNOCKOUT firecrackers. Herbie was on his way to the Defence Headquarters; and his plan this day was simple - to blow the damned place to hell.


Nyabinghi. Death to the bloodsuckers. Death to warmongers.


Somewhere along the way however, Herbie would detect in Dennis Tom-Dick-Harry an obvious military spy pretending to be drunk and asleep. Herbie would thus become convinced that his mission has been discovered. His cover has been blown by the SSS - the State Security Service; the Ess Ess gaddem Ess. Thus he would need to affect a disguise to stay ahead of the Pigs of Babylon. And therefore, Herbie would shed his clothes, grow real dreadlocks like a Rastafarian and thus perfectly disguised, Herbie would joyfully ply the streets clean naked without a stitch on. 


Heavy is my shit. Heavy is my shit. Selah.

CHAPTER 30


The next day after Kayus and his gang met their Nemesis, Baba Ajagbe as the uncle was known, took a trip to Ijebu Ode. First, to inform his brother of the fate that had befallen his son in Lagos and thereafter to visit Baba Alayeluwa, the most evil Babalawo in a town known for powerful medicine. And there he explained to Baba Alayeluwa the tragedy that had occurred and also the sort of vengeance t he wished: 


“The perpetrator’s family should wish he was dead.” he insisted


Two days later, a tiny gourd filled with evil substance was sent to him by Baba Alayeluwa and with this in hand, Baba Ajagbe headed again for the police station. As luck would have it for him and as fate would have it for Kabiru they met near the gate. Again Kabiru took him away out of earshot intending to tell him more lies, which turned out a great mistake.


Baba Ajagbe uncovered the little gourd, emptied the powdery content onto his palm and blew it into Kabiru’s face. Without a word he turned and headed back to his car; and was taken away so quickly by his much consternated driver. Nobody knew what the powder was, but it definitely was very bad medicine.


It was at this time about six in the evening. The sun had already gone down and coolness was seeping into the air. Kabiru felt his eyes itching from the evil smelling powder that the old fool blew into his face. He was sneezing too. Thank God it wasn’t something as bad as stinging nestle, because that would have been extremely uncomfortable for him, he thought. Nevertheless, he felt his head seeming to rhythmically expand and contract like a goldsmith’s bellows. As soon as his eyes stopped itching he would go buy some medicine for the bloody headache. 


Five minutes later, Sergeant Kabiru stumbled aimlessly away from the police station, but they wouldn’t know this. His boots seemed too heavy, so he sat on the ground, took them off and hurled them as far away as he could. Now it got too hot and he decided that he could also do without his shirt. He certainly didn’t need to wear trousers or as a matter of fact any underwear, he soon decided, and so off they came. Through a blood-red haze a passing woman caught his attention.


“Arriva!” he bellowed.


Aliyu Maiguard really had very little problem with the decadence which he observed and put up with every day. His prayers were for Allah to protect him from them all. Indeed sometimes he wished he was back again in Chanchanga, because he presently seemed in a hole dug by Satan. There was money to be made, but he began to think it was not worth poisoning his soul for and loosing Al-jannah 


Across the street, he saw his lithe wife approaching. Not so lithe anymore though, because Amina was pregnant and seemed to be having a bit of problem with it. But insha Allah, all will be well, Aliyu believed.


Unbelievably though, Aliyu also saw a naked lunatic headed towards his wife, his intent quite certain for his erect penis stuck out dangerously before him. This was certainly unbelievable. His Amina was about to get raped in broad daylight by a lunatic. Not wasting time, Aliyu drew a horsewhip and a long dagger, and thus equipped, sped valiantly to protect his wife’s honor . The madman had first seemed immune to the horsewhip, even though Aliyu had with all his strength laid it on the man’s body and  buttocks, so much that the  lunatic’s naked body was covered in welts. On seeing a drawn dagger though, the madman took to his heels, obviously not mad enough to despise death.


When Sergeant Kabiru Ayinla arrived home in the night after a long walk from work, he was stark naked, though that didn’t matter to him. He was also bleeding from several wounds and welts all over his body, and that didn’t bother him either. He had an iron-hard erection sticking out of his groin, but that didn’t bother him. A group of sniggering children followed a safe distance behind, but he didn’t give a damn either. But his wife did give a damn and so did his six wailing children. It was the greatest humiliation they had ever received in their lives and they would carry the memory to their graves. With the assistance of neighbors, Kabiru was subdued, bound with bicycle chains and padlocks, and driven to a psychiatric hospital. Not that this would make any impression on him at all; for the rest of his life. 

If Kabiru Ayinla joined the police in the hope that it will help him to protect himself from the law, his wife, Munirat, also married him with the thought that having a uniformed man as husband would enable her menace her many  enemies.  Munirat had been working as a cook in a local restaurant where Kabiru visited very often, and where he had found her. She had big breasts and huge fertile hips which had set Kabiru’s crotch on fire. There had really not been much courtship and the attraction was mutual and explosive. Kabiru fell in love with those heavy mammary glands and Munirat always completely lost her wits as soon as she set her eyes on that starched uniform. Before Kabiru knew what was happening, Munirat was pregnant.

Kabiru was quite tickled he was going to be a father. He didn’t object to a quickly arranged marriage, and they were soon living together. After five children, Munirat would now see herself in the mirror - a fat formless blob, unemployed other than as home keeper for a husband who only came home in the deep of the night to sleep. She had thought along the way to engage in some form of commerce but Munirat had neither the head for figures nor the will to put anything together that was more difficult than a pot of stew. So she daily sat at home and watched the blob grow bigger as she stuffed her guts with whatever food she could lay her hands upon. 

Her life went out of control, she knew. But see what had again happened to her. The bastard who brought confusion into her life had gone to do something terrible somewhere and someone had turned him mad with a curse. How could she ever face her neighbors anymore? How could she ever face all those enemies who never saw anything good in her? Impossible. There was no way she could ever bear the humiliation. So Munirat sent the children to her mother in Abeokuta, and set about the task of packing her meager belongings together and to leave the depressing barracks. Under the bed, amidst the bunch of old clothes which they had for many years meant to throw away, she found a little bag. And surprise, it contained money; more money than she had ever seen in her entire life. Munirat abandoned all her old junk in the little smelly police barracks  suite, hauled the old bag which contained her old clothes and now the money onto her shoulder, hailed a taxi and was never seen again.       

CHAPTER 31


The new offices of Labelle Generators and Plants were housed in a new ten story building in Central Lagos which was also owned by Labelle. Business seemed to have certainly gone through the roof for the company since Femi visited his friends three years back; which was quite ironical because the reverse had certainly been the case for his own situation. The revelation also confounded his theory that the economy was generally getting worse; since it was now clearly obvious that some people were actually still doing great business by whichever method. 


In his own case though, what he has been struck with was a scary realization that he appeared to have become stuck in the same class in the school of financial well-being and forever taking examinations which he has not passed, and which he has not failed, and therefore was not being permitted by unseen diabolic tutors to leave the class either by means of promotion or demotion. Femi felt arrested into an equilibrium state of hopelessness. This morning though, he was on a mission that should change that, at least temporarily. This fine Friday morning, Femi sat at the reception room to Layi Bello’s office, waiting to fill a contrived appointment. 


The reception was quite modern, and indeed very comfortable – with expensive plush leather sofas. It also had a magazine rack apparently to make waiting visitors appear to be busy while they waited. Out of idleness Femi selected a magazine to read from the rack. He recognized this magazine quite well - it was his very own POWER journal. The discovery filled him with both pride and revulsion. Pride because it was a surviving testimony of his resourcefulness; revulsion because he had again come face to face with another testimony of his failure. Idly, he flicked through the pages, knowing each intimately. He soon reached the page that he was looking for. It contained the interview which he conducted with Layi Bello three years back. It was great publicity material, and indeed this interview greatly assisted to catapult Layi Bello, the man he came to seek, from the unknown manager of a start-up generator sales firm into a plant hire mogul nationwide. Femi felt a sense of pride that he had in some way assisted to build the prosperous company he was visiting.


The front gate. Everything always depended on the company’s front gate. So how did he get as far as the reception considering that there were two sets of security to contend with? Deception came quite easy when you are desperate. It wasn’t so difficult this time to persuade the security that he was here on genuine business.  Indeed for Femi whose daily toil had been reduced to a sequential monotony of pursuing two primary objectives: a person about a business; a business about a person; business and person simultaneously interrogated, everything  always depended on the front gate. Femi had seen very many front gates; so many that he could write a book about front gates. In fact he once contemplated writing a book on front gates: The Business and Job Hunting Guide to Front Gates; only he never actually got around to doing it. 


Indeed, he could advise on exactly how to comport yourself at each individual front gate of each major and not so major company in Lagos. He could warn on where the security always screened your credentials like a common criminal. He could advise on where you had to stand in sun, rain or on your head for all the gatekeeper cared, while they scrutinized your stuff. He knew all the places where the waiting room had hard wooden benches to discourage loiterers. He could advise on where to find comfortable sofas and cable TV in an air-conditioned hall.


For free, he could advise that the old and conservative business places always had hard faced ugly matrons in the reception, while the more liberal and upwardly or downwardly mobile enterprises were skimpy with interrogative questions and the dresses of their young and pretty receptionists. Femi could write a best seller about gates, waiting rooms and quite very importantly how to look busy while waiting. Indeed for Femi Falashe, waiting seemed to have become a second vocation.


Today had been relatively easier. He had subverted a generic front gate - the principal function of which was to keep out the stray wanderer, beggar, and the odd oddball. There were only a couple of security men, no clubs, no metal detector wands, no CCTV, only a telephone. Femi was given a form to fill. The form demanded his name, the name of the person to be visited and the purpose of the visit: generic form. Femi Falashe wanted to see the Managing Director and the purpose he frugally described as on appointment. And so they gave him a numbered pass without any further question. Of course he had no appointment. But Femi was a veteran of front gates and of this sort of situation - the psychology which it demands being that a lowly security guard generally telephoned to inquire from the company owner only if such a lowly security guard had found another job. The men at the gate appeared happy with their work or lack of it, and were wise enough to keep their suspicion on leash.


Rule number two: When you want to see the big boss, don’t  make friends with lowly minions; else said lowly minions often suddenly achieve certain degrees of self-importance detrimental to your personal assumptions over the wisdom of your mission.  When plotting every assault, the preferred objective ought to be to make it to the secretary to the boss, or to make it appear that you were heading in that direction. Else a return reduces your chances of ever making it past the front gate.


Thus, turned loose into the premises of Labelle Power Company, and clutching the numbered red plastic disk, he could feel a momentary accomplishment. And as he ducked into the main office, away from the blistering hot morning sun, he felt a return of some more of his self-confidence. There he found the receptionist juggling three telephones about her pretty head. Femi used the interregnum to admire the ambient decor, to mentally put a monetary value to the entire assembly, and to tally it all up into quite a nice huge figure.


“How may I help you, sir?” said the pretty receptionist temporarily disengaging from her telephone tango. Femi gave her his completed visitors” form. She flashed him a civil, meaningless, English-people smile.


“A moment please, sir,” she said as she punched a few buttons on a PABX which as Femi would later learn, linked her to the personal secretary of the Managing Director. She held out the phone to Femi.


“You want to see Mr. Layi Bello, sir?” a hermaphroditic voice assaulted his ears with a disagreeable mixture of sternness and officiousness in a very oily base of a contrived friendliness. Femi recognized the evil spirit of the old establishment, though how it entered into such a presence of progress he found difficult to explain. Femi Falashe decided therefore to pretend to find the question insulting.


“Yes, I would indeed like to see Layi. That is why I am here,” he replied, flashing the first name warning card.


“But you don’t have an appointment, sir. Your name is not in my appointment book,” the voice scolded.


“I am sorry to learn that. But Layi is my friend. Just tell him that I am here and he will quite certainly see me,” Femi said importantly. The disembodied evil voice didn’t appear impressed.


“You will have to wait while I confirm please. But right now, Mr. Layi Bello is in a meeting and cannot be disturbed. Do you understand?”


Femi said that he did. 


The loss of civility at the other end made the desired impression on him: potential trouble. Yes, he could understand, he said almost apologetically. And yes he was prepared to wait. Having got this far, that did not appear a ridiculous suggestion. And so he found himself sitting at the reception room of Labelle Power Company, waiting to fill a contrived appointment.


POWER. The magazine was of course quite old, and the browning pages testified that it had been well read or at least flicked through. POWER - the object, the unfortunate dream, the short life of which very much described Femi Falashe’s personal financial ruin. Too bad; not only had the magazine died a violent death; it was survived by a probably irreparably damaged marriage, and a thick fog of lethargy through which he constantly walked daily, and from which he daily imagined that he was emerging. Only he never quite did.


A sudden rush of fear coursed through his body and he shuddered. Femi took the magazine and buried it away in the rack. He managed to overcome the intense sadness that suddenly overcame him by admiring the opulent decor around him. Layi Bello had certainly come way up in the world. The receptionist was busy chattering away on the phone, probably to her fiancé or some other guy with a head waiting to be shaved clean. Femi soon realized that he had been waiting for over one hour and he wondered whether to remind the pretty lady. But he decided against it. It had been pure luck to get this far. He thought of reading another magazine, but he didn’t. It was not so easy anymore. Magazines frightened him. They brought back memories of misadventure and his failures. Memories which even three years have been unable to erase away.


The big bird soon came downstairs at last. He was in the company of a very elegant lady who didn’t look like a client or anyone’s wife. She indeed had about her this atmosphere that followed elegant women who flogged men with their sexuality for pleasure and a living. Layi Bello appeared for a brief moment to be looking in Femi’s direction. Femi flashed him a smile, which was not acknowledged. Layi Bello appeared to be looking straight through him. The elegant lady was given a lengthy send off.


Layi Bello returned with an enraptured expression on his face. Falashe had not seen him in more than three years. He felt so proud of his friend. He admired the suit, so sharp that it gave one a pain to look at. He admired the reptile skin shoes. He fell unashamedly in love with his friend’s success. After all, this was the dean of the dynamo, the giant genius of the generator; the mogul of the motor market, the Rajah of the rotor.


“Hello, Layi. It’s so good to see you again,” Femi enthused, rising to his feet with a hand stretched forward.


He had in his mind imagined a warm hug, a hearty handshake and a ten-foot wide smile. What else could you expect from a long lost friend? But all he got was a cold stare.


“What do you want, Mr. Falashe?” Layi Bello said without pausing in his stride.


“I came to see you,” said Femi, with as much self-respect as he could rescue.


“What do you want to see me about? I am a busy man,” Layi Bello appeared quite irritated.


“It is a private matter,” Femi raised his voice just above a whisper. Layi Bello’s eyes were now on his; and Femi saw no friendship inside them. Everybody knew what a private matter was always all about. It was a universally known code for a mayday call for money – always by persons with their lives swirling down a gully. And such private matters always eventually get to be discussed in public, either in the presence of the petitioner or behind them.


“I am very busy; call me on the phone,” Layi Bello told him.


Femi smiled weakly. He was feeling very uncomfortable now. Things were not going the way he had envisaged. More irritating was the fact that a small group of minions began an aimless loitering about the immediate premises of the discussion, the purpose of which was mainly to get within earshot of what was going on, or to swiftly deliver their boss from possible assault by a lunatic. And this made Femi feel very very bad indeed.


“I did try to call you on the phone many times, but I’ve been unable to get through. All I get told is that you were busy and to call back,” he was ashamed to find himself almost pleading.


“Well, as you can see, I am busy right now. Call me on the phone,” Layi Bello appeared to be enjoying Femi’s discomfort.


“Layi, I appreciate the fact that you are busy. But I promise not to take more than a few minutes of your time,” he pleaded. But Layi Bello shook his head.


“I can’t spare the time right now, Mr. Falashe. All I can advise is for you to call me on the phone and then we can talk if I am free.”


“I already promised not to take more than a couple of minutes,” Femi stepped up his pleading. “A couple of minutes are all I ask for and I will be on my way.”


Layi Bello shook his head slowly, from pity and from loathing.


“Mr. Falashe, if I gave everybody who desires to see me a couple of minutes, I will not have any time left to work. Okay, what is it that you actually want?” he said impatiently.


Femi felt completely tongue-tied with embarrassment. He glanced furtively around at the bemused pretty receptionist; the half a dozen or so other rapt audience to this very interesting conversation.


“Like I said, it is a private matter,” he said tiredly.


Layi Bello hastened to the panoramic lift. 


“Call me on the phone,” he said with a cruel finality as he hit the door button. Femi watched dejectedly as the glass bulb bore Layi Bello majestically towards the apex chambers of the colossal edifice.


It was not a new experience. Several times this happened especially since he started on the downward slide and just about everyone did their best to get out of his destructive course lest he dragged them along as he sped to his certain doom. Before the humiliating experience of this morning, he liked to believe that he was out of the darkness of those days and was once more ascending into the human kingdom. Thus the event was a terrible blow to his newly found confidence. 


Femi Falashe  slunk humiliated and in a daze out of the air-conditioned office into the burning sun, aware of the mocking eyes of the minions following him down to the gate, and seeming to physically throw him with disgust into the street. His mind was a churning maelstrom as he suddenly he was struck with the truth at last - he had no friends anymore.


Under the heavy jacket of his faded suit he felt cold and empty. Worst of all was the realization that he was actually empty of a destination, having hinged the day’s itinerary on the favor he expected to receive from his friend. And now that the favor, the hope of the favour, the friendship was dead and so to speak, put to rest, he felt empty, unhinged and the day had suddenly became purposeless. The road was sticky, like mud. The air hung still and stale all around him like a corpse’s breath. And he is aware, like a fleeing fugitive from some hideous darkness of the ferocious stare of the noon sun, of the hot, angry eyes of a celestial cyclopean.


Eyes.


He suddenly found himself becoming aware of all the passing eyes. It was a feeling that everyone was looking at him, and it made him uncomfortable. Eyes. The entire world had been too often these days reduced to eyes; the world became full of eyes. Timid eyes, angry eyes, hateful eyes, tired eyes. And they appeared to follow him about everywhere. And Femi often found himself afraid of the promised psychosis. Today, there was nowhere to go anymore, but he nevertheless felt the urgency of the need to hasten along. Even if only to avoid the eyes. 


He could feel the organic presence of his heavy dark thoughts shuffling alongside like weary specters. His strongest instincts had always been to sustain courage and a stubborn hope. Femi considered going back home to sleep - to curl up like a fetus, if possible, into some pre-natal occupations. But that hardly defined hope. He even often considered a noose around the neck. But that hardly described courage. It was a real pity that virtues couldn’t sustain life nevertheless. He wished to thin away like smoke, into nothingness; to mingle with the breeze and to just fade away.


Seek and you will find. That was what the good book taught. But out here Femi knew there was nothing to be found. Still there was a man’s deed to be done - seek. Seek like the wind. The wind with no name. The wind with no destination. He was the wind.

Prevailing circumstances had robbed him of any sort of individuality. But he had learnt to rescue himself from anonymity by this elusive purpose: to seek.  And his name became To be - to be somebody, a person.


Sunlight seemed to have completely departed from his day. The streets became dark, winding, fetid alleys cluttered with the congealed ghosts of dead dreams - all of them plentifully manifested in the living detritus of the metropolis. And patiently waiting alongside like carrion, were gallimaufries of cannibalistic pursuits - pimps, prostitutes, preachers, peddlers, pawnbrokers, and sundry professional prosthetics. Femi felt like going back home. But in his present financial state, home was where one went to die.  Home was the anxious eyes of a spouse following you all about and supervising your every twitch. Home was where you had your disabilities amplified. 


Eyes. 


The entire world became full of eyes. And they were all watching him. They were all watching his every ignominious step. Yet he must press on he knew, but to what destination he had no idea. His life had come to a sudden aposiopesis.


On a grimy wall a religious war had been begun and bloodlessly concluded in graffiti:

-Jesus is Lord


-Allah is King

-Jesus is God


-Jesus is Allah

-God punish you


-Devil punish you foolish man, my own is good

-Amen for you


-And for your family


Not far away, a billboard bore the tattered remains of a Benson & Hedges advertisement. Shredded by neglect and weather, the copy was reduced from a hopeful Turn to Gold to a very ominous Turn old. The model’s grin had faded into a sorry grimace; and around the browned cigarette sticking out of  his mouth he appeared to be apologizing: Sorry folks, I know that I’m going to die of lung cancer, but right now I need the bread.


This, nevertheless, thought Femi, was the apogee of survival: a belief, an acceptance of consequences. He often wondered though what was left for him to believe in.  Nothing seemed destined to work; not anymore, however.


He was really not a stranger to disappointment. The event of the day had merely been a culmination of just another bad journey. It had been just another stop along the way of the coach trip to nowhere; a journey in which passengers are forced to pay their fares in the currency of hope and the tour owners rip you off by the mile leaving you more hopeless at each stop. All that the trip promised was just a long wait for something to happen, for someone to come. But nothing happened, nobody came, things never got better and even when you thought it could not get worse you are goddamn surprised.


Ennui. 


Every day became the same; every day crawled along so slowly and seems like a year. Life was like that when you had absolutely nothing to do with your time, he realized;’ Life  left you grasping desperately at disjointed thoughts to connect together; left you seeking even a modicum of excitement to wake up the benumbed mind. Thoughts of tomorrow had become for him clothed in pain, because tomorrow, he knew, would only be a rehash of yesterday and an extension of the languor of today. 


What will you do tomorrow, Femi? Nothing that he could think of today.


Noise.


He wandered into the middle of a market – the notorious Oshodi market; a cacophonous menagerie. Street vendors yelling, bus touts yelling, fake cure-all medicine vendors yelling, schizophrenic preachers yelling, a muezzin in nearby mosque yelling, travelers dispossessed of their possessions yelling. All these noise Femi thought as fuel being put to waste. He conceived in his mind a device which would collect all these ambient sound energy and transform them into electrical power. Transducer is what such a device is called. This time, he visualized how it may be used on the local scale to produce all the electrical power that the market needed.


Noise.


Femi had once quite postulated noise as either a product of or the reason for poverty; reason being that the poor always seem to constantly have it in obscene quantity all around them. Indeed, he was able to sufficiently prove, albeit to himself, that the world could be free from poverty if noise could be harvested as a commodity and processed into an income producing product. He reminded himself to write a letter to The Guardian as soon as he reached home:

Dear Sir,


There is one thing that the idle and the poor people in the world always have in a great abundance. It is a great quantity of latent energy which if pooled together could actually provide all the electrical power needed for all the poor nations of the world. This has been proved even in school laboratories by students who have been able to keep light bulbs alive and glowing by putting a rodent in a small slatted drum, the circular movement of it which runs a small dynamo. It has also been proved on a slightly bigger scale by having an able-bodied man pedal a stationary bicycle to run a bigger dynamo which feeds electrical energy into an accumulator. It goes without saying that electrical energy needs of many households could be met in this way by the unemployed members.


If we now consider millions of pedaling men and women daily feeding power this way via cables running in series from their dynamo equipped bikes, will we not in one fell swoop be able to achieve not only clean renewable energy, but also millions of healthy and gainfully employed citizens? 

Yours faithfully,

The Common Man


Femi found himself at a bus stop and on a queue. Where were they going? To the beach? To church? To be executed? That wasn’t important. The important thing was that he was once again engaged in an activity. 


Waiting. 


He was in the middle of a conference; he was a guest in the conference; he was a surprise delegate to a conference in ennui. 


Suddenly he found James in front of him. Where had he come from? Never mind, he was so happy to see James.


“Hi, James. Nice to see you again. Have you been very busy? Where do you work James?”


But James was not smiling this time, and James was not carrying his transistor radio. In fact, James looked quite angry.


“Why did you go there?” James asked.


“Go where, James?”


“Labelle. What were you hoping to achieve?”


“Oh, well, Layi is an old friend as you know. I just went to pay him a visit.”


“You went to ask him for money, Isn’t that right?” James accused, shaking his head.


“Not quite; I was thinking of starting another business, and yes, I was hoping that he would be able to help out.”


“You went to ask him for money to buy yourself some more beer,” James was unrelenting.


“You are getting this wrong James, give me a break. I am not that bad already,” Femi found himself whining.


“But you are, and only you are refusing to admit it to yourself. And when you start lying to yourself, your self-respect has completely run out. And when you lose your self-respect, you are worse off than dead; I can assure you.”


Femi was for a long moment silent. Trying to think up a suitable answer and finding none strong enough to contradict the accusation. He had a similar discussion with James very long ago in university.


“You are addicted to this stuff that you keep smoking, James, but you just don’t want to admit it,” he had said to James. And James  vehemently denied, just as he also was doing this morning. Only at that time they were a lot younger, and James did not have a family and children looking up to him as Femi now did.


“I thought you had more self-control,” James was now saying to him. “I thought you had guts; I thought you were your own man.”


Femi had never seen James as angry as this. James had also never spoken to him this way. Like a two year old scolded by his parent, he felt saddened to the core of his soul. And he would cry if not for the eyes all around him. Like the child he would have cried: I thought you loved me, daddy. If so, why do your words hurt so much?


James was walking away now; walking away without a word of succor. Walking away with so much coldness trailing, that even the sun was overwhelmed. Femi made no effort to follow; he didn’t want James to hurt him any more today. He didn’t want to be hurt any more today. More urgently though, something told him that he would never see James again, ever.  James was gone for good.


Femi found to his further discomfort that his heart was racing. This was a new thing. It was racing so hard now that he found himself panting. Thumping so loudly that the noise seemed to fill the entire world. It raced on with increasing madness and he was overwhelmed by panic. He feared that his heart would explode. His lips, he found became death-heavy; his mouth as dry as dust. Arrested by fear, he sat himself on the dusty bare ground and wept.


Several minutes later he got up and he found his way inside a bus. It was going in the direction where he desired to go. It was going in the direction of home. There were thirteen persons inside the bus. Femi counted them. Thirteen persons. Unlucky number. Femi was certain that they would have an accident before they reached their destination. The bus would have an accident and they would all perish. Thirteen bodies. Thirteen nobodies. Their death worth no more than a footnote in the local evening newspaper. The journey goes by in a haze. Surprisingly, he found himself at home and thankfully crawls into the welcoming cool embrace of the empty house. Where is Elizabeth? Where are the children? Of course they went to work and to school. Where else?


He is thankful for the motherly protection of the house. In the beginning was the sun. And then was the noise. The noise persisted nevertheless. It failed to go away and he found his entire world imploding into a manic monologue.


The noise. 


Why doesn’t it leave me alone? Maybe if I lie down it will be a little better. No, a drink of cold water first. 


The noise. 


It has abated a little now. There are some persistent bastards still shouting though. Maybe they will go away when I lie down. Now the bed is spinning. It is spinning a bit and I feel like I am being swirled down a funnel. The spinning is slowing down now. My heart is thumping though. It is racing actually. I am sweating buckets. Maybe I need to see a doctor. But the doctor will only take your money and tell you what you already know. Doctors. They will tell you that you need a rest. And then give you a handful of pills and a bill ten times the real cost. Bloody crooks.


A rest; that is all you need, Femi. 


But from what? I can’t really remember what my business is about at the moment. Everything has become so confusing. What exactly is it that I do? You there at the back, stand up and tell the class. Wrong. Somebody book him for detention. If in doubt always look in your dictionary. When in doubt, look in your bloody thesaurus. Class president throw the book at him. He is a nitwit. Now one of you touch my chest. There seems to be a locomotive train loose inside there, Isn’t it? Can you hear it running? It is thumping actually. Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump. Never mind it will soon run away. You can take your seat now. Right after I finish my cigarette. Now that’s funny; I don’t  even smoke. Not since school anyway. You always need to go to school to learn how to do bad things. Anyway, a long rest is just what you need, Femi. And how do you have a long rest without a long cigarette break.


Damn it, James is at it again with his transistor radio.  But why is Alex Conde on the radio? It is not even Saturday. Everyone knows Alex Conde has his shows at noon on Saturdays:


Cats and kittens of the in-crowd; it is time again to put on your dancing shoes as your deejay Alex Conde steps in. {Applause}.

Now who is your man of the moment? {Alex!}

Who is your groove-master? { Alex!} 

Who is your super deejay? {Alex Condeeeee!}

{Wild massive female applause.}


He is playing WAR now: Southern Part of Texas. He is always playing that shit. Otherwise he is playing Commodore’s Brick House, or Machine Gun. How I wish he would play some nice Hendrix, or Rolling Stones. Some Deep Purple, Uriah Heep or Grand Funk Railroad would have been nice too. But Alex has a one track mind. Always playing the same tired music all the time. He’s cool though. I like Alex. He’s got a magic going for him. He’s got really good mojo going for him. I just wish James would turn down the bloody music this time though. You can hardly hear yourself think inside this head.


But it couldn’t be James. James was gone forever. So was he. An intense transformation was nearing completion inside him. Like the character in the Franz Kafka’s book he was also metamorphosing; only in his own case it was not from man to insect; the transformation seemed to be more disastrous. He was quite aware that many around him would have not without concern followed the regress along the years. He was now also completely aware of how soft and cartilaginous his backbone became, and how even every day the cartilage thinned into clear plasma. Every day as the day progressed, he found that he was becoming a… Worm.


He could hear a screaming guitar now. Wailing and screaming like demons on the rampage. Jimi Hendrix seemed also to have acquired stronger backing vocals. Femi could recognize the hollow cavernous voice of the Monster amidst the assembly; dolorously singing along:

Manic depression is touching my soul

I know what I want but I just don’t know
How to, go about getting’ it

Feeling sweet feeling,

Drops from my fingers, fingers

Manic depression is catchin’ my soul

CHAPTER 32


Femi left the hospital consulting room, leaving Elizabeth behind with the doctor. There was nothing more to say; nothing more that he would want to say – not to Elizabeth, not to Dr. Dehinde Vaughan. He felt a huge mental release as he strolled away toward the wards.


Arriva!

A lot of guys in this joint could keep you laughing all day, he was thinking to himself. But they didn’t worry him much anymore, Femi realized. He had acclimatized.

Arrriivvaaaaaaaaa!!!!!!


The policeman was at it again. Constantly did that all day. Herbie too, peeking out of the door of the ward every time he heard approaching footsteps.  


Now there was this new guy, and they say he is a lawyer gone to grass. And he had this habit of complaining about his medications. Jamba was what they called him here; apparently his nickname in civil life.


“I tell you these drugs don’t do me any good anymore.  I keep hearing voices in my head,” he whined quite often. But the people at the bloody hospital didn’t appear to take him seriously. And so next day he gets to state his case once more. Femi once thought to demand that the nurses listen to this guy whose medications didn’t work, and to goddamnit, treat him like a human being and not just another lunatic. But soon his own interest became more important than this perceived civic duty. 


Femi’s own medications worked though, thankfully. There used to be time when it would appear that some idiots were having a barbecue party in his head. Other times it used to be like another set of cretins had installed a refrigeration system in his head. Then he would complain and they would give him this little white pill. And everything became okay once more. Only the pills usually made him ever so drowsy.


There was also the pastor.  Well, the man said he was a pastor and generally conducted himself like one. And every evening or so, he would call a prayer meeting. Almost everyone attended, no reason not to, since it was a welcome break from the perpetual boredom. But Femi always took care to keep his eyes wide open when this guy was praying. And he could see the pastor pacing back and forth with a look of utter rapture on his face and arm stretched forth and heavenwards like he’s giving God cool handshakes. Femi didn’t trust the guy so he kept his eyes open.


Indeed he didn’t trust anyone around him anymore. It was an unreal slow motion kind of place. Nothing really interesting ever went on except nothing. Really slow motion.  

“You know, I read a newspaper article once. And the general argument is that there are too many people out there in the streets doing nothing except embarrassing our government by behaving like lunatics,” Jamba told him one day. 


“Really, I don’t know what to make of that,” Femi  truthfully replied the lawyer.


“Government people say they are about ten million in Lagos alone. By simple arithmetic, there are three hundred and fifty million lunatics in this our beloved country, excluding the Federal Capital Territory.”


“Logically, maybe. But where do you get your figures?” Femi found himself becoming quite interested.


“Government figures,” Jamba again told him.


“And how did the government get the figures?”


“How else? I am sure they went around counting like a census. Don’t you understand anything?”


“Nobody came counting me,” Femi told him. 


“Well, how could they count you if you are here?” Jamba looked like he felt very sorry for Femi as he walked away.


“Are you going to tell the government guys?” Jamba wanted to know, momentarily returning.


“Yes, probably. I am going to send a copy of this discussion to the President, the legislative, and a copy to the press,” Femi assured him. 


“Don’t put my name on it, okay? You know I’m a shy person,” Jamba told him.


“If you insist. But I think you deserve credit for the discovery.”


“I told you I am shy. Don’t worry; I will get my reward in heaven just like the pastor said.”


But Femi knew that he would never get around to sending that letter. As anyone alive knew, there was a general rule out there, and it’s like a conspiracy. People accepted the opinion of a person who’s been in rehabilitation as much as they would trust that of an ex-convict. And there was really not much difference between the two situations anyway - ex-convict and ex-psychiatric case. Either way, the guy had done bad time. And when they eventually let him out of the joint, he goes out with a complex so bright that it filled the entire world; and he gets this feeling that everyone is looking at him.


Eyes.


He gets that feeling that everyone knew that he is fresh out of the joint. And he is not at ease at all. And he’s oozing so much distrust that the attitude infects the immediate environment, and the immediate environment distrusts him back. And the result is this guy is in permanent conflict with his contiguous ecosystem wherever he goes, and predictably he ends up again in the joint. That was exactly how it happened to guys from mental rehab too. The poor guy gets this feeling that everyone knew that they’d been in rehab. And soon he begins to act like he doesn’t give a damn about if anyone knew. The problem is that some do get very aggressive about not giving a damn anymore about if anyone knew they’d been in rehab, and so they end up in the joint once again, see? 


The children.


He hadn’t seen them for many days. They didn’t allow children to visit here. Do they miss him? Where is daddy? They are surely by now asking. Mummy, where is our daddy? In any case, he did miss them. For their sake and for their love, he must get well soon and get out of here. He had been seriously contemplating the relative advantage of staying here forever. Here and all around him, everybody was on the same level. It was an amiable environment; everyone honest and civilized about their disabilities. Outside there was a hostile jungle. Outside there was a perpetual pentathlon for rodents. Outside there were people casting bets on each other’s fate.


He is not going to make it? Hey, I know that guy is not going to make it. I’ve seen dozens of guys with that attitude and I can bet you he’s not going to make it.


That was the way thinking went outside there. Femi found himself reminded of a film that he once watched:  Platoon was the title. And it was about a bunch of Yankee soldiers who went to fight a stupid asshole war in some stupid jungle place. And there was a guy, who you can tell is really absolutely nuts already from all the shelling and explosions around him night and day, and he’s analyzing the newly arrived soldiers one after the other to anyone who’d care to listen:

Hey, I know that one’s not gonna make it. You can tell, can’t you? You can tell just by looking at them, can’t you?


But nevertheless, for the sake of the children out there back home , Femi  knew he must return.

CHAPTER 33

Femi  Falashe was being interviewed by a doctor.

“How does this feeling come to you, Mr. Falashe?” the doctor had been asking. Femi Falashe was indeed feeling quite confused. He looked to his wife who sat in the chair next to him for some sort of support. She offered none.  Elizabeth’s thoughts appeared quite far away from the situation. Her eyes stared away, blank.  


The office in which they were sitting didn’t look any friendlier. It was large, sparsely furnished and with the sort of impersonal feel that one associated with places which accommodated different people of all types very temporarily. An old window unit air-conditioner ran quite a bit too loudly in the background. Overhead, an even quite older fluorescent light fixture lent its own bit to the ambient noise with an irritating buzz like a hundred angry bees enclosed in the three-foot long batons.

Femi could quite imagine what James Peregrino, who thoroughly distrusted doctors, would have said in this sort of situation. 


“Scratch the skin off any of them and you’ll find they know a lot less than they always pretend to,” James would certainly have said. The sort of doctor who was sitting across him in the hospital consulting room that afternoon, James would have certainly gone loco with. 


“Man, these ones know nothing at all about what they think they know,” James was talking, his voice coming low and raspy as Femi would ever remember.


“Doesn’t he look every bit an irritating character? Sanctimonious ass. Next he’ll be telling you that he knows what is the matter with you and how it became the matter,” said James.

Dehinde Vaughan, the name badge on the doctor’s white coat revealed.


“Does that look anything near a doctor’s real name to you? No, my friend, doctors always have long or ugly names; else it’s not his real name and he’s probably trying to impress ladies with that name. Fool probably thinks he’s like Bob Faye,” Flash continued to hear James’ voice further advising.  But in any case, James Peregrino had always been a flake. This sort of place was created for people like James, not for Femi. 


George would however have seen the situation in a more lenient light. 


“Listen to the doctor even if you don’t like him; cooperate with him. He is here to help you get better,” George Obanya would have advised.


But it was alright for George to be positive. Life had been relatively kinder to him all around. Okay, he got shot once but then, a bullet only went quickly in and out of your body. It doesn’t linger along on its journey or slowly worm its way through your body just to make you suffer longer  quick in, quick out. You get patched up and got on with life, completely healed in a few weeks or so. No sir, a bullet does not make you suffer for long years - unlike poverty or psychosis.


Doctor Vaughan didn’t look one day older than thirty years, which made him at least five years younger than Femi Falashe. Additionally, he looked quite bored. Obviously this was a routine which he did very many times during every week – interviewing people who sometimes, even desperately, tried to prove they were okay, and the more they tried the less okay they looked. Indeed the drugs cases were always more creative with their pleas; the monkey running like crazy up and down their spine, offering astoundingly intelligent pleas by the minute – all geared to being let out and to go get that absolutely important next fix. Whatever the doctor’s age though, Femi wisely recognized that Vaughan was his superior in this joint. The man in front of him officially represented his captors and he, Femi, was the captive. 


To Femi, the young doctor looked quite certainly a pompous asshole, and Femi believed that whatever he said, the doctor wasn’t likely to believe him too anyway. Keeping anger in check, he watched Vaughan nonchalantly make notes in the file spread out in front of him and leaving no doubt who was in charge here. Femi was under no false doubts in any case. Here, Dr. Vaughan, he knew, represented the purpose of the establishment, which was to break you into little pieces and rearrange you; and if you resisted, to completely screw you up, possibly for life.

Why was he here? How did he get here? The first question didn’t seem too difficult to answer. They didn’t admit you into a psychiatric hospital for nothing, ladies and gentlemen. Yes, something had indeed gone wrong with his communication skills in the very recent past. Put in another way, he had suffered a pronounced personality disorder otherwise known as a Pee Dee, or “gone bananas” in street language. How he got here was a lot more difficult. It probably had to do with the Christian brother. He had always been ever available to help.


“Let me put it another way, Mr. Falashe, tell me about yourself. I want to know a bit about how you came to be here?” Dr. Vaughan again asked him as he doodled impatiently on a pad of writing paper. Flash looked again at his wife for strength; again Elizabeth did in fact look like she would rather be elsewhere – like getting her hair washed. 


“You know what she’s thinking, man? She’s thinking to wash her hair. Wash this crazy fucker out of my hair!” That was the voice of the Monster, another entity Femi had learnt to live with over the past years. Well, if he did get down to serious thinking though, Elizabeth too hadn’t really been like herself over the past several months. Most often, she had been aloof and far away. They were falling apart, probably already completely fallen apart; though Femi hoped not. What would happen to the children? He could see their sad faces; lost and miserable. Needing to be with their dad, needing to be with their mum, needing to be with both of them together. 


The Monster was now singing him a Bob Marley song; only it wasn’t quite. The Monster was chuckling, singing and whistling the song at the same time in a way that only the Monster could. 


Wash this crazy fucker out of my hair.


“No she isn’t thinking that,” Femi emphatically said, fighting that dark thought. 


“Oh well, suit yourself,” said the Monster, this time again departing for a season.

Arriva!


In the far distance he could hear the policeman yelling. The policeman was incurable, as far as Femi was able to gather. He walked around stark naked. Dress him up and he would have the whole lot off in five minutes. The only way to keep clothes on him was to knock him out with medicine. Often, he even tried to tackle one of the female nurses and they have to knock him out anyway. 


“Arriva!” he yelled all the time.

Herbie was another matter; probably also incurable. Herbie thought always he was still in Los Angeles and all the time he’s doing a cool Yankee rap. Biggest problem was that Herbie also constantly thought the SSS, the State Security Service, the Ess Ess gaddem Ess was out looking for him, together with the FBI and CIA. Therefore, whenever Herbie saw a strange face, which was very often the case, he went hiding behind a door, under the bed, behind a tree, under a bench; just about anywhere that one could hide and even in a lot of places where it was impossible to hide.

My shit is heavy!

So how had he come to be here? Femi didn’t think that he had much that he could tell the doctor about this. But he had quite a bit he would wish to get off his mind. He was pregnant with millions of things that ought to be said and nobody to say them to. Nobody ever wanted to listen. He’d lately been quite scared that one day he would certainly explode with the stress of it all, and the streets would be filled with fractured sentences. He indeed had a lot more besides that he wished to say to the arrogant white-coat before him; but he thought better to safely leave that for another day and another place.

For the benefit of the present occasion, Femi decided to gently submit whatever would pass as valuable gristle for the administrative mill of the system. Just as George would have advised.


About five miles away the lights went off again in the airport departure lounge. It was the third time this had happened since they arrived here barely thirty minutes ago. Duncan Hill gently squeezed his wife, Wendy’s hand. She smiled up at him, her head resting in his lap. He smiled back. Their smiles were for different reasons but neither was aware of that nor cared to know.

Duncan ran his hand over her long silky hair. In less than nine hours they should be back home in Winchester. It had been a short but extremely thrilling holiday – merely two weeks. Wendy was excited to be returning home. It had indeed been all a little too exciting for her. But Duncan knew Wendy - give her a month and she would once more become her feisty self, looking to tackle another adrenaline activity. Nevertheless, for the mean time, it was back to the drudge of Camelot and the daily train commutes to Basingstoke where Duncan worked as a Network Administrator for a computer company. Wendy had a quieter job as part owner of an estate agency located on high street Winchester and a mere five minutes’ drive from where they lived.

Power failure in the airport departure hall was really not the greatest oddity  Duncan had seen of the Murtala Muhammed International Airport or in many other airports across Africa. He only hoped that the runway wouldn’t also suffer similar mishaps. In any case though, it was yet early evening and Duncan was definite that before dark their British Airways flight would be long airborne and on its way safely back to London Heathrow airport, from where they would pick up their car and drive back home.

To most visitors Duncan knew, a visit to Lagos could never be similarly described. Whether two hundred and fifty thousand acres of pain or two hundred and fifty thousand acres of excitement, it actually always depends on which emotion every sojourner would want to remember the city by; which depends on where and how it had hit you the most. For some like Duncan, the latter emotion would be the preferred description. Duncan believed every environment had a code of conduct, and usually, some fools would be idiot enough not to obey the code of the environment and thereby get very messed up. To him, his experience so far with Lagos had been a lot like falling in love with an old whore - you don’t love her because of her body, but because of her exuberant soul.

. Wendy had purchased for herself quite a load of tourist’s junk. A huge talking drum and a dozen wood figurines; all of which she planned to put in her office. Not that you got many Africans looking to buy houses in Winchester she knew, but they could be useful as conversation items whenever a possible client came in for a chat. She’d also bought half a dozen brightly colored dresses, a couple of sandals, and tons of beads. Duncan  asked if she planned to join a gypsy commune.


“Planning to equip an entire carnival?” Duncan  laughed.


“Not a bad idea. Might be time for me to visit London again. Notting Hill now looks good,” Wendy  jovially replied .


But Duncan had no use for souvenirs. In any case, he would be returning once again and very soon too; as soon as his work papers were done. His friend, Alfred Hutton, would be returning home to Oxford in about six months. His position as General Manager at the Lagos office of Elvin Machines, the British-owned local company, would then become vacant. Alfred had offered Duncan the position. It was a good job, with all the generous perks that an expatriate working in a good office job in Nigeria could expect – a large air conditioned house in Victoria Island, three domestics, two chauffeured cars, and so on. Above all, a pay more than twice what he currently earned at Basingstoke - all free of local tax. Alfred offered him all these on a three year contract. Duncan thought that he would be mad not to accept.

CHAPTER 34


“Can you tell what the matter is with him?” Elizabeth Falashe anxiously asked the doctor after Femi had left the office: Doctor Vaughan thought initially to give a straight answer, like to say: Isn’t it pretty obvious?, but again thought otherwise. That would have been quite unprofessional.


“He is in trauma, obviously. A lot of things, and even maybe accumulated effects of series of traumas. Some people don’t weather well as the rest of us.”


“He’s really been having things rough for long years,” Elizabeth agreed with the doctor.


“He has become a clinical depression case, definitely, but not to worry we can help him out. A lot will still depend on him if he would get completely back on track. As his wife, you will need to help him too.” Doctor Vaughan noticed Elizabeth’s tired sigh; like she was being given a load that she’d rather not have anything to do with.


 “The positive side t is that he is not a drug case. We tested him and he is clean. What we will try and do is determine the circumstances that brought him here and then try to realign him.” The doctor nevertheless continued:


“Thank you,” Elizabeth said, lifelessly.


“Who is James? He was saying things about James when he was admitted,” the doctor asked Elizabeth.


“That’s another problem,” Elizabeth replied with a sigh. “James was one of his old friends. James died sixteen years ago.”

SONG CREDITS 

That’s The Way of the World
 - 
-Earth Wind & Fire

Living for the City


 - Stevie Wonder

Get On the Good Foot 

- James Brown

Southern Part of Texas 

- WAR

Brick House 



- Commodores

Machine Gun 



- Commodores

What is Hip? 



- Tower of Power

Ain’t Nothin” Goin On But the Rent 
- Gwen Guthrie

       That’s The Way I Like It 
- KC and the Sunshine    Band

Mango Meat 



- Mandrill

Newbell 



- Manu Dibango

Fight the Power


 - Public Enemy

Sexy Ida 



- Ike and Tina Turner

Oh What a Night 


- Four Seasons

For The Love of Money 

- O-Jays

Do the Bus Stop 


- Fatback Band

Sweet Music 



- Kalyan

Manic Depression

 
- Jimi Hendrix
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