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CHAPTER ONE


August’s mother refused to name him before his birth. There remained this gentleness still, to the child growing in her womb. A hushed quality that kept her from pinning her hopes on it. She would not name the baby until it was squirming in her arms. Her daughters did not understand this. Or at least Uzoamaka and Chinyere did not. The youngest, Peculiar, was too young to understand or not understand. She simply walked in her sisters’ footsteps and repeated the questions they asked. It wasn’t something their mother could explain to them. She did not want them to worry. She herself worried sometimes, when her faith faltered. On those occasions, she read herself the letter she’d received from Kaduna, sitting in the darkness of her room. To her right, the curtains were drawn, as though if she let light fall on the brown paper, it would crumble into dust in her shaking hands.


Dearest sister, you will have a son, and it shall not kill you. I dreamt of your blessing. God is always faithful, and His word says, of whose report shall we believe? Have faith.


Her sister’s letter did not make her heart impervious to her doctor’s warning. She still remembered the way he’d pointed at her.


“Mrs. Akasike, I hope you heard me. Don’t try again. Don’t, at all, at all. You will not survive it. Take care of the ones God has given you.”


But the letter made her feel as though she had God’s very own grace behind her and with that came a sort of courage. A courage that eluded her husband.


“I’m afraid,” he told her once, his head resting on the roundness of her stomach.


They were in the living room. She, lying sideways on the couch so that her protruding belly was resting on the cushion. He, sitting on the floor in nothing but shorts, rubbing her stomach gently. The children had already retired to their rooms and an old episode of Checkmate was playing on the TV. She loved his belly rubs, and the way his whole face would light up if he felt the baby move.


“It’s just pregnancy,” she said, laughing.


When he kissed her stomach, rubbed his cheek against the warmth of her belly, she said, “God will make a name for himself. I trust in him.”


August grew up thinking his mother brave, though foolish. It was one of those things he never said out loud, a thought he allowed himself only in the privacy of his own mind. He knew how sad it would make his sisters. How they would repeat it to one another, whispering, making sure their whispers were loud enough for him to hear.


“Did you hear what August said? Did you hear?” Their heads would be shaking morosely from side to side.


Sometimes, when August said or did something his sisters thought unacceptable, they told him a story about his mother to make him sufficiently remorseful for what he had done. What she had sacrificed for him to live. August gathered all those stories, nursed them until they were ingrained in him, almost memories of his own. He knew the folds of his mother’s skin, the round immunization scar on her right shoulder, the contours and ridges of the stretch marks that danced outward from her navel in slender lines, even the way her voice broke when she cried. He knew his story, too, every bit of it. Every detail of every event. He could trace the defiance in his mother’s face as she sat in the car almost two months before her due date, trying to breathe deeply and evenly. The more he ruminated on these memories, the more he was enveloped with pangs of incompleteness, an almost, something he should feel that he never would, someone he knew enough to love but never met.


She would have been alive were it not for you, he sometimes thought to himself.


August was named by the nurse who cared for him the morning he was born. She picked the name for its promising meaning. Awe-inspiring. Majestic. Venerable. But August Akasike, at birth, was none of those things. Knowing that August’s mother had no son and had been told by the doctor not to have more children, the nurse saw him in an almost heavenly light. When she held him, his pale-yellow skin thin and scratching, he appeared to her to be the most glorious baby she had ever held in her hands.


As dawn approached, the rain thundering heavily outside, August’s father was nowhere to be found. The way August’s sisters relayed the story of their father’s disappearance, the way Uzoamaka clicked her tongue, and Chinyere sighed, “We waited and waited and waited for him,” August could have sworn he knew, even as a baby, that he had been abandoned. Stories had that effect on him. They possessed him over and over, until they stopped being mere stories and his mind drew up urgency and emotions and tears. By the time he was seven, it was almost impossible for August to imagine that he did not bear conscious witness to them. Each time he saw his father, each time the man refused to look him in the face, August remembered that night, that emptiness of space where his father’s body should have stood.


The night preceding August’s birth, the rain thundered down so heavily on the streets of Enugu that one could barely hear one’s self speak. When he was seven, August dreamt each night of rain, hard violent rain, and woke to paralyzing pain in his thighs. Sometimes, on the nights he saw his mother’s shadow looming somewhere in the shower of rain, he felt the pain in his arms too. The doctors had no idea what was wrong with him. When he woke up in tears, his sisters would assemble in his room, their voices low, so as not to wake their father. They massaged his aching muscles, and Uzoamaka told him a story from when their mother was alive because she knew how stories of her calmed him. It could be the most mundane of things. An afternoon their mother fed Chinyere ice cream as the hairdresser styled her hair into painful braids. Or the day she lost her footing and fell, just outside their compound. Or the day she drove to Uzoamaka’s school to scold the headmistress. August loved that story because of how much it animated his mother. It was the only memory he had of her where she quarreled. He liked to imagine that it was him she defended like that. Because she knew he loved that story, Uzoamaka told it many times.


She was in primary two and her teacher had flogged her for losing her pencil. Their mother was furious. They drove to the school that afternoon and caught the teacher just before she left. The bewildered teacher was sitting at her table, doing up her makeup. She stood to her feet when she apologized, as though that would calm August’s mother, but the apologies fell on stubborn ears.


“My sister,” the teacher called August’s mother. “My sister, you know how careless these children can be.”


“Don’t sister me,” August’s mother was shouting.


The headmistress heard the noise and came to intervene. And so, their mother turned her fury on the more authoritative figure.


“How do you flog a six-year-old because she lost a pencil? What is wrong with you people in this school?” their mother asked.


When Uzoamaka shared this detail, she pointed the way their mother had pointed, index finger sticking out straight, the thumb above it pointing up, the three other fingers below it slightly curved. August practiced keeping his hand that way. And when he did, it made him feel as though he was there, standing timidly in the safety of his mother’s shadow as she went to war for him.


The stories distracted him from the pain. And even then, his sisters would stay till he fell asleep again. Later, after a doctor at the Teaching Hospital at Ituku-Ozalla laughed at him and said, “It’s nothing serious, it’s just growing pains. The pain stops on its own, no?” the dreams stopped and with them, the pain. For a long while after, August felt guilty for keeping his sisters worried all those nights for something that wasn’t serious, just his body visiting him with a bit of the pain with which he’d arrived on this earth. August’s mother—and August knew this—had screamed and screamed the night before he was born. The furious rain made it hard for her screams to reach far past their car, but her voice reverberated, branding fear in the hearts of everyone inside the car. August knew the pitch of those screams. He knew how scared his sisters were. He remembered his own fear, or something of that nature, which he imagined for himself. He remembered, too, the hardness of his father’s face as he made it through the traffic. In August’s memories, there was a benevolent Angel of Death whispering in his father’s ears, the way benevolent spirits warned bereaved people of their loved ones’ deaths, in the face of dire illness or other such insurmountable circumstances. He knew his father had not steeled his heart for this eventuality, and so it broke him when it happened, damaging him as badly as a man could be damaged.


August knew all these things. What he didn’t know was how he was born. In the matters of August first, Uzoamaka was the central authority—but even she was unsure. All she knew was that their mother went into a curtained room and screamed and screamed and screamed, until her voice died, a whittling fire on a cold harmattan night. And after that, there was only silence—long-pressed silence that stretched and stretched until the Angel of Death came for them too.


“You came in the morning,” his sister told him once. “Some hours before Daddy returned, they put you in my hands, just for a few minutes. August, you were so beautiful.”


But August knew that part wasn’t true. He had read all the medical reports and heard them say it. He was yellow, a sickly kind of yellow. He was tiny and had cracked skin. There were many things he remembered the doctor saying to his father. Elevated bilirubin. Neonatal jaundice. Malnourished.


He cherished those reports because they gave him something his sisters didn’t have—memories his sisters’ stories didn’t birth. He sometimes imagined his father ran away after, not before, he saw him, with his skin looking as though it would peel right off his bones. He imagined the man took one look at the sickly baby that killed his wife and ran.


August’s birth broke his father. It somehow robbed him of the strength to continue living. The man August grew up knowing to be his father was a ghost for whom life held no more surprises, or disappointments, no pain or happiness. When his sisters discussed this, when they talked of their father way back when he still cared, when he was still the type of man who picked up his children and tickled them, they made sure to absolve August of guilt.


“If only death did not take Mummy,” they said. “Death is wicked. So cruel.”


But August knew. So versed was he in the art of knowing, in the skill of unwrapping his sisters’ words until he discovered the truth they never admitted to themselves. Before his birth, August’s father was a happy man who clicked his tongue at the mere suggestion of a second wife.


“O’ boy,” he would say to his friends when they made the suggestion, “you want to break my home? You want to put me at loggerheads with my God and my wife? Though I’m not even sure what the difference is some days.” Then he would laugh, the sound of his laughter saturating the air and squashing all dissent. When his wife told him about the prophecy, he laughed too. His laughter was always his answer, the weapon with which he fought the world.


“Look at the letter my sister sent me from Zaria,” she said. She placed the letter on the mattress.


“Are you actually serious?” he asked her.


“You’ve not even looked at the letter. It’s from Amara—”


“I don’t care if it’s from Abacha. This is foolishness!”


His wife buried her face in her hands and began to cry. He stopped, sat back down on the bed, and put an arm on her back.


“Come on now, it’s not a crying matter,” he said, rubbing her back gently. He had always felt great powerlessness in the face of her tears.


“Why must my own be different?” she said. “What sin have I done that God would deny me a son?”


August’s father wanted to hold his wife, to console her, but he did not want to water the seeds of hope in her mind.


“I don’t care what people say,” he told her.


He was lying. He remembered the letter his mother sent him telling him how people were calling him a weak man who could not father sons. Why else would an only child not remarry? It had bruised him, especially because he knew his mother could not write. She had dictated that letter to someone else. Still, he spoke the lie because it was a good lie. “I don’t care,” he said. “Don’t listen to what people say. We have three beautiful girls. You want to die and leave them for who? For what?”


August’s mother had a point to prove, a duty to fulfill. And so, August came. The morning of his birth, August’s father knew even while running about trying to save his wife that he would never forgive himself if she died. They told him there were too many complications facing both baby and mother. She lost so much blood that the blood the hospital had in its blood bank was insufficient to see her through her surgery.


He called just about everybody he could think of. He drove to Akwuke to pick up a colleague of his whose blood count ended up being too low to donate. Then he continued calling. “We have notified our contacts too. Hopefully we’ll find a donor in time,” the doctor said.


If he could have given his wife all the blood in him, he would have. But their types did not match. He would have offered his children as donors, too, but he knew their blood types matched his. A positive. Later when he learnt that August was O positive like his mother, he would break down and weep at the irony, the cold cruel irony. He had just arrived with the fourth person who could maybe save his wife’s life, his own life—a friend of his wife’s who swore to be O positive—when they told him his wife had died, bled out on the table. No one’s fault, they swore. The surgery most likely would not have saved her anyway. At first, August’s father got in his car to get air, to get away from the stench of disinfectants in the hospital. Then he drove from the hospital down through the landscaped streets of GRA. The rains had stopped and, in its place, was pitch silence, punctuated only by the sound of his own breathing and the car engine. He drove all the way to their home on Zik’s Avenue. He turned the engine off and resting his head on his steering wheel, he wept.


He had never known loss like this, loss so encompassing he was fighting the knowledge itself, knowing what it would do to him. He did not immediately return to the hospital; he did not want his children to see him broken like that. It took him long hours sitting alone in the noise of his own tears to gather himself. Yet back at the hospital, when he looked down at August all tiny and shriveled, possessed with such tragic beauty, he bent over the boy and sobbed again. Uzoamaka hugged her father’s waist, and it made him more inconsolable to realize how much his children needed him, and how uncertain he was that there was any of him left to give.


August stayed in the hospital for ten weeks before it was safe to take him home. When he was brought home, it seemed as though the stream of visitors would never stop. They brought gifts with condolences. An ndo sitting next to a Praise Master Jesus. Sympathies offered with congratulations. August’s paternal grandmother danced, quite happily. She never cared for August’s mother and was happy her only son now had a son of his own, someone to carry on the family name.


Afamefula, she called August. What sort of name was August anyway? What kind of silly person named a child after a month? Afamefula Akasike! The name never stuck and never made it onto his birth certificate. After August’s grandmother died, the name was forgotten but its spirit never left August. He sometimes felt it, heard it in the voice of his mother. You must bear this name, the voice seemed to say. You must carry on the blood of your father and his fathers before him. No one else will do this, if not you.


Sometimes it made sense. Most times it didn’t. But so much had been sacrificed to carry this name, to preserve it for the sons who would follow. Once, when August was barely six, his grandmother told him this. That he had to bear this responsibility as carefully as he bore his own life. “You live not just for yourself, Afam. You live for us all. For Akasike. Always remember,” she said. That was a year before she died.


August never liked her much. On the day of her funeral, he did not cry. At first, when he saw the commotion, the old, wrinkled women rolling on the floor until their skin tore, the old men shouting in hoarse voices, he wanted to cry, but his sisters were all stony-faced. They sat next to each other in the first row of the family canopy next to their father. The canopy was beige and brown and tilted left, as though it couldn’t make up its mind if it wanted to stand or fall. Everyone expected them to lead the crying, but they were calm, stoic even. August did not know what to read in those faces. Only later in life, after he had been blessed with the gift of a defiant young mind, would he realize what his sisters’ faces said, that a woman’s children would pay their mother’s dues. That night, after the funeral, his sisters traded stories of their grandmother. Those are part of August’s memories too. That Thursday in May 1989, his grandmother said something that made his mother bend over the stove and weep—he was in that kitchen. He was sitting on the fridge or standing by the door.


After Peculiar was born, when his grandmother wondered out loud why a woman would only give birth to girls and still refuse to die, or to allow her husband to marry someone else, August was sitting next to his tired mother as she cried onto the baby she cradled in her arms.


He remembered, too, the laugh of triumph that came to his grandmother when she heard that her son’s wife had borne a son, and now slept in death.


August grew to resent his grandmother, even in her death. It was one of those things he kept hidden within himself and away from the fussy ears of his sisters. He imagined they would break if they knew there was space in his heart for resentment. They allowed him no vices, not even the ones they allowed themselves. August, always, was the beautiful, pure baby their mother left them. A parting gift, a promise fulfilled, something to nurture. And so, they shielded him as much as they could from things like hate, things that could hinder a beautiful boy from growing into a beautiful man. But there was only so much salvation a boy could suckle at the feet of his sisters . . . only so much. At night when he closed his eyes, August saw his mother’s face, heard her voice, looked into her eyes, felt the heaviness of her sacrifice, and woke plagued with feelings of unworthiness. He was not sure he was strong enough to be what he knew everyone expected, a perfect boy who would take the torch that was the family name and run his own race. He was not sure his frail bones were strong enough to bear the burden that was his name.









CHAPTER TWO


August was not very good at school, but he was strong. He knew this—his grades hovered right below average—but he was strong enough to shove whichever of his peers shamed him for it into the dirt and feed them sand. His sisters of course fussed over this, too, the unruliness. They said to him, “August, this is not how a child with your potential should behave.”


When he brought home his report cards, they put their hands under their chins and shook their heads from side to side, as the results moved from one disappointed set of hands to the other.


“August, God blessed you with a powerful brain. Why are you not putting it to good use?” Uzoamaka asked him once.


August imagined his mother saying those words. God blessed you, August. You must reflect God’s blessing.


What he could not make up for in class, he did on the field and the track. He lived to hear the crowd cheering his name, clapping as they watched him zoom past other athletes. He sometimes wondered what he would have done if his PE teacher in primary three had not pulled him aside that afternoon and said, “You like running, right? Yes, you do. See the long legs God blessed you with.”


Now it was the thing he was known for. He was the boy who could run really fast.


“Quick as lightning, this one. Our very own Jesse Owens,” his principal used to say.


Everyone said the same thing about him on the football field. “He’s not that good a player, but when he gets the ball, no one can catch him. Quick as lightning.”


August loved that they loved him. The afternoons each year when his school held inter-house competitions were his happiest and most memorable, not because of the buckets and bowls he won for finishing first place, but because being cheered on by a crowd was as close as he’d ever come to a surety of self.


Weeks after his fourteenth birthday, by an act of God, or something just as significant, August saw Usain Bolt on television for the first time. It was an instant thing, his worship for the superstar athlete. He was sitting on the floor, his sisters splayed on the seats around him, but he could well have been alone. It felt that way to him, like a personal encounter of existential consequence. The competitors were arranged on the track, bouncing around, warming up, and even then, August knew that Usain Bolt would win. There was just something glorious about him. The dark chocolate hue of his skin. The way his muscled legs poured out from underneath his green track shorts. The protrusion of his crotch. When the camera fixed its gaze on Usain Bolt’s face, and he waved, August felt his neck heat up. When Usain Bolt won, beating his chest as he broke through the tape, August jumped with joy. His sisters looked at him, and then at each other, bemused. They would never understand the nature of his obsession with Usain Bolt, or its extent.


In his room, August practiced Usain Bolt’s victory stance, wearing his tightest shorts and a gold jersey top. He thought about Usain Bolt’s crotch sometimes. In truth, it scared him, how often he thought about it. On certain days he stuffed his own crotch with socks to give it a bulge. He looked down at it in the mirror and separated his legs a few centimeters. He pulled his hand back into Usain’s victory stance, the lightning bolt. He could almost hear a crowd shouting his name. He imagined he would one day be a professional athlete, just like Usain Bolt, and hundreds of thousands of people would come out to cheer his name. It would no longer matter that his highest grade was a C in Agriculture.


He did try to improve his grades. Days before his exams, he would sit in his room for hours staring at the words in his notes, trying to absorb the knowledge. But his results always came out the same. August dreaded getting his results. His sisters’ disappointment, his father’s thinly veiled indifference, it made him shake. August’s father did not care what he scored in his exams. August sometimes wondered if the man cared about anything at all. Every term he brought back yet another unsatisfactory result, his sisters would scrutinize it all afternoon, and then nudge him toward their father in the evening.


“Go, show him. He doesn’t bite.”


They said the same thing when they simply wanted August to sit with him.


“He’s your father. Just sit with him, talk to him.”


August approached his father always with shaky feet. His father had never given him a reason to be afraid, but something about the man’s perpetual disconsolation scared August anyway. His father would take the result sheet and read through it slowly, looking up occasionally to meet August’s eyes. Those glances were the closest August came to knowing his father, or at least August thought so.


After reading the results, his father would hand them back. “There’s always room for improvement,” he would say.


And because August suspected that more should be said—he saw it in those glances his father gave him while reading the results—those looks seemed to be filled with apology. Sorry, but I can’t bring myself to care.


One year, August got two Bs. One in Agriculture and another in Social Studies, but as though in a trade-off, he’d failed both English and Math. By then, he was nearly thirteen and had just finished his second year of secondary school. Uzoamaka was preparing to take her fifth Medicinae Baccalaureus exams. August knew how stressed and excited she was. He suspected she studied throughout the entire night and all day, every day too.


“Sis, are you even human?” he would ask her before he left for school. The question always made her laugh.


“Soon August,” she’d say. “Soon I’ll be a doctor.”


He knew that the REPEAT written on his result sheet in all caps would create a tear in the harmonious orderliness of everything. When she saw the result, Uzoamaka lay in her bed and cried. August stood in the doorway unsure if he should enter. She ignored his knocks.


“Sis, I’m sorry,” he said, deciding to brave it.


“Why are you doing this?” she asked him, sitting up on her bed. “Don’t you care? Are you going to school for me? August, why?”


“I don’t know how it happened,” he said.


“You did not put in enough effort, that’s how. Please leave my room.”


“Sorry,” August said again. “Sis, I’m sorry.”


“August, just go, please. I want to be left alone,” Uzoamaka said.


He walked slowly to the kitchen, leaving his sister alone in her room. He had an ugly feeling in his stomach, like everything in it was rotting, coming apart. In the kitchen, August realized he was not alone. Standing near the counter was another disappointed sister.


She stared at him and then put an exasperated palm to her forehead.


“I’m sorry,” August blurted out, lowering his eyes.


“Your mates are going to leave you behind,” Peculiar said. “Just imagine.”


Chinyere was away at Ibadan, where she went to university. She too was studying medicine. August wished she were here. She would have said something in his defense. “It happens.” Or, “It really isn’t the end of the world.”


When August’s father saw these results, he shook his head with disinterest, almost as though he wished someone else would say something on his behalf. “August, you did not do well. You have to buckle up,” he finally said, handing the results back. August had imagined that at least he would get a frown, a small lecture, something, anything to show that his father cared about his success at school, that his father cared about him.


It made August cry. In the darkness of his room, hidden from his sisters’ eyes, he wept for those words. It made him realize his father was incapable of loving him.


August’s sisters decided among themselves that they would not let him repeat a class. He was to move schools. Like most of the decisions they made for him, they informed him of this decision as a matter of fact. August never even had time to decide if he wanted to stay in his old school and repeat. His father, as usual, had no objections. He let his children do whatever they wanted. Because August was never asked what he thought in matters like this, he crumpled whatever objections he might have and threw them into the furthest reaches of his mind, so that even he forgot what they were.


Obiajulu was the first person August met at his new school. August saw him kneeling defiantly near the administrative quadrangle the day Uzoamaka came to register him.


August and Uzoamaka walked past Obiajulu on their way to the principal’s office. August felt sorry for him the way he was kneeling there, baking under the sun, in full view no less. He did not yet know they would be in the same class, nor that they’d end up sharing what they shared. Or rather, what he imagined they shared. Obiajulu was a rash boy who took great pleasure in sweaty brawls. In fact, Obiajulu’s recklessness had tamed August in surprising ways. After they separated, August would find himself wishing they had never met, that he’d stayed back in his old school and repeated the class. That first day, August was not sure he liked Obiajulu. In fact, he would not have spoken to him were it not for the way the vice principal shouted at the boy.


“Take him to your class,” the vice principal said. “He’s your new classmate. Don’t even dare try any nonsense, my patience has run out on you.”


Obiajulu got up grudgingly and set out towards the classroom. His feet dragged on the gravel as he walked, and August wondered what was wrong with him. Why couldn’t he walk like someone who had life?


In the class, he folded his hands on his desk and said, “Your mother is young.”


“She’s my sister,” August said, settling into his own seat. He touched the padlock on his desk, pushed it this way and that just to hear how it squeaked.


Obiajulu was smiling ominously. He made August uncomfortable with that smile. Several weeks later, their first fight would be about Uzoamaka too. Obiajulu muttered something lubricious about Uzoamaka and in retaliation, August wondered aloud if his sister was the most attractive person Obiajulu had ever seen, given that none of his own relatives were anywhere near that attractive. The class cheered when Obiajulu tackled him. The other students locked the door and gathered around them to clap and laugh, such was the practice at Immaculate Boys’ High.


It was not the first time Obiajulu had tackled August. He did it on the football field, often. He seemed to enjoy such things, throwing himself at people. Bringing them down with the sheer force of his weight. August slammed Obiajulu into the desk and pinned him to it. For the first time, it seemed, Obiajulu had met a challenger. August did not manage to hold Obiajulu like that for long. It was a spectacle, their bodies twisting this way and that, their uniforms wrinkled and stained. He was pinning Obiajulu’s arms to his sides when their Intro Tech teacher stepped in to separate them. No one knew who had opened the door to let her in. August and Obiajulu were marched to the vice principal’s office and made to kneel on the gravel just outside the building.


For a while, they knelt silently. Then Obiajulu spoke, asked August about an assignment that was due that afternoon. August saw the question for what it was, an apology.


“I did it this morning,” he said, eyes trained on the gravel.


“Hmm. Please, I’d copy from it. I forgot to write my own,” Obiajulu said.


August began to laugh. It was hilarious, Obiajulu saying he forgot to do his assignment like this was the first time such a thing happened. He never did assignments.


“Fuck off,” Obiajulu said, laughing too. “You sef, are you sure of what you wrote?”


Their laughter continued. It was painful laughing while kneeling on gravel, but August couldn’t help it.


“Remember the very first day I came to this school, you were kneeling here, at this very spot,” August said when their laughter stilled.


“And now you’re kneeling with me.”


“You’re a bad influence,” August said.


Obiajulu chuckled, proud of the accusation. They would fight many times after that, sometimes playfully, other times trying to inflict as many injuries on each other as they could. Sometimes, August wasn’t sure which it was, the two easily switched; a playful tussle turning quickly into a dangerous affair; lighthearted jabs turning into serious punches; slight pushes taking on the gravity of war. August thought that friendship was the best thing that had ever happened to him. He thanked the good fortune that had made him fail that class, and his sisters who brought him here. Otherwise, he would never have met Obiajulu.


Soon enough, August’s grades improved, inching closer to average with each subsequent examination; his sisters were placated. All was well. Life was good when the sun was up. August would meet Obiajulu near the Paskan Jake bakery or in front of the Anglican church. They were inseparable. After school, they trekked down to the Game House and played God of War until dusk. On the days they fought, they simply went their separate ways as though they did not know each other.


August came to school on the first day of the second term of Senior Secondary Class one, but Obiajulu had left. Just picked up and left. No warning, no good-bye. August waited patiently at first, morning after morning, but Obiajulu’s desk sat empty. He trudged slowly to Obiajulu’s house. Perhaps to ask why. Maybe Obiajulu had fallen ill, or perhaps a relative had died. He knocked, adjusted the strap of his schoolbag, and took a step back. No answer. Nothing. He knocked again, shifting his weight from one foot to another. The gateman came out. He saw August and smiled.


“Obi them don park go Abuja o.”


August stared at the man, dumbfounded. “But when are they coming back?”


“They don park go,” the man insisted, waving his hand off to the distance. August followed the direction of the stout man’s hand with his eyes but said nothing, his expression blank. The gateman limped back into the compound and August stood there awhile, by himself, in the sun. It felt like someone had reached into his chest and squeezed as tightly as possible. For a while, he just stood there and stared at the gate, unsure if he had imagined the whole thing.


“Just like that?” he muttered to himself.


Of all the things he missed about Obiajulu, perhaps August missed their fights the most. The weight of Obiajulu’s body on his, holding him, bruising him. The exhilaration of those moments. His sisters noticed his sadness, the way he came home from school each day without that characteristic smirk on his face. The way he slumped his shoulders so that his schoolbag slid off and onto the floor. Peculiar noticed first. Having spent the most time with him, she could read him like a book. And so attuned was she to his peculiarities that it did not take her long to notice that something had happened.


“Something is bothering you,” Peculiar said. It was a question.


“No, I’m fine.”


“You’ve been looking glum for days now.”


“Ah—I’m fine,” August said, staring into his book.


She seemed not to believe him. If she could have forced him to admit he wasn’t fine, she would have. August’s sisters took it almost like a personal slight when he did not tell them things.


Next was Chinyere. He was sitting at his reading desk staring at his notes. His sisters loved when he did that. Normally, they’d peek in from the hallway, and rather self-satisfied, announce: “Well done. If you want some soya milk, there’s some in the fridge.”


August found this patronizing, the way they marveled when he did things he knew were mindless tasks to them. He tried not to dwell on it, and to instead enjoy the privileges that came with it.


This time, Chinyere came into his room and leaned on the doorframe, staring at him. At first, he ignored her, waiting for her to say how wonderful it was that they no longer had to beg him to read. But she was silent. August tried to remember if there was anything he should be apologizing for. Did he forget to turn off the washing machine again? Or maybe he left his dishes on the dining after lunch.


“What did I do?” he finally asked, frustration bubbling in his throat.


“Did I say you did anything?”


“You’re just standing there.”


Chinyere’s tone softened instantly. “Since I came back,” she said, walking to the table to put her hand on his head, “I’ve noticed you’ve been down. Ogini? Tell me.”


“I’m not down.”


“But you’ve not been yourself lately. What’s wrong?”


“Nothing,” August said. He could tell that she, too, did not believe him. He did not believe himself. “Maybe it’s stress,” he said. “We’re doing like all sixteen subjects. It’s a lot.”


Chinyere made a sound. A hmmm. She asked him to take it easy and asked if he wanted her to bring him something to drink.


It was true he had a lot of school to worry about. The SS1 curriculum contained everything from Financial Accounting to Chemistry. August was scared he might not manage to pass all his classes. There were some fairly easy ones, such as Commerce and Agriculture and Civic Education, but there were hard ones too. To his mind, the rigor of his curriculum should have been sufficient enough explanation, but his sisters had a knack for worrying.


He came back from school one day to find Uzoamaka at home, and from the way she hugged him and asked, “How are you? Hope you’ve been taking care of yourself?” he knew she had come home because of him.


Unlike the others, she did not ask him directly. She talked about her classes and her upcoming final exams. In the evening, with the three of them making food in the kitchen, all he could hear was his name. He lay in his bed and thought about Obiajulu again, what school he must go to now, what friends he must have. He wondered if Obiajulu ever thought of him, if Obiajulu missed him this badly, or at all. August was aware that caring this deeply was unusual. He was ashamed of it even. It was something he would never admit, not even to Obiajulu. Especially, not to Obiajulu. He imagined Obiajulu would laugh at something like this, tell him he was being stupid.


But August felt the way he felt. Uzoamaka started coming back to the house each weekend, and many times, he found his sisters whispering. He tried to appear cheerful. He felt sorry for them. They were way more affected by his gloom than he himself was. They let him watch TV whenever he wanted, for however long he wanted. They made soya bean milk or zobo or stocked the fridge with Chivita and made no fuss, no matter how much of it he drank. They pushed him to talk to his father.


“August,” one of them would say, “your father is in the living room. Take some water to him.”


When August took the water into the living room, without sitting there for some considerable minutes, they would click their tongues and shake their heads.


“You don’t have any other father o. Only this one. And he doesn’t have any other son, only you,” another sister would say.


August would have to go back to the living room and sit with his father and ask him about work and politics and other things the man would potentially give answers to. His father would, in turn, ask him about school, which subjects he liked, which ones he found difficult, which teachers he preferred. At the end of the term, August passed all his subjects, even getting As in Agriculture and Commerce and Biology. Everyone was overjoyed—and August was unsure how he felt about that. Even his father offered something close to a smile, before saying, “You tried.”


Peculiar made him his favorite dish, spaghetti with so much geisha that each time he took a spoonful, he got a mouthful of fish. Chinyere bought him a pair of Nike running shoes that felt like they were springing him forward when he ran in them. And Uzoamaka, she bought him a phone—an N70 that could minimize programs and play high-graphic games. It was a curious thing, the way his sisters celebrated his good results. August wondered if his mother would have done the same. If she would not have looked at his result sheet, and seen it for what it was, a weak attempt to be as good as everyone wished he was. He had seen his sisters’ results from way back when they were in his class. He knew how uncommon it was for any of them to get a grade that wasn’t an A. So, each time they commended him, it only reminded him of what he wasn’t. He could almost hear his mother’s voice saying, Look at the grades you’re getting. How poor they are. You’re not fulfilling your God-given potential, August.


He wondered if his sisters did not feel dishonest saying, “August, you did so well. So well. You just have to keep this up. More grease to your elbow.”


He tried not to think about it. He listened to music on his phone and played games and did his best not to think of Obiajulu, where he was and if he was thinking about him too.









CHAPTER THREE


Segun stopped below the trees to step on the dried grass. He stopped there often on his way from school. The tree branches peeked over the fence, and as he walked the length of the wall, he pressed the soles of his feet slowly into the crackling dead leaves. He found it soothing, the sound of dried leaves being crushed. He liked to watch leaves that were once scrunched up and taut, lay flat against the ground, broken into multitudes of separate and tiny pieces. Sometimes he wondered if that was what his mother meant when she clapped her hands, pressed them between her knees, and said, “How will they not fight? How do you crush people into the earth and expect them to just lie there and take it?”
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