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One





Lagos, December 2008.


 


Ada walked into the hotel where the end-of-year Christmas party was being held and looked around the plush foyer, decorated with fairy lights and a huge Christmas tree. The room was filled with her colleagues, some of whom complimented her on her outfit. Some women were wearing evening gowns or cocktail gowns whilst others had opted for traditional wear. The men were in suits or babban riga, dashikis or buba-and-sokotos.


The annual board meeting had been held earlier that day. There were changes brewing and everyone was apprehensive. There had been something in the air, etched on people’s faces, chewed about in the canteen, discussed at their desks. The words ‘restructure’ and ‘retrenchments’ were whispered as people shrugged and looked into the sky, as if waiting for God to help them.


It must be serious, Ada thought.


Whatever was happening would be announced just before the party.


As people made small talk, Boney M’s classic Christmas song ‘Mary’s Boy Child’ filtered through the speakers discreetly tucked away in the corners of the room. It was immediately followed by Ebenezer Obey’s ‘Keresimesi Odun De’. The Christmas mood was really in the air. Would it still linger after the night’s announcements, Ada wondered.


She made her way to the ladies’ room to check on her make-up and do her hair. She eyed herself critically in the mirror and applied some green-blue eye shadow and some lip gloss. She twisted her plaits into a chignon on the top of her head, which emphasised her long slender neck and high cheekbones. The look was completed by small gold earrings.


Ada was pleased with her reflection. Her outfit was simple and elegant: a blue and light-green number, its swirls of gold emphasised her slim waist. It skimmed her hips and fell to the ground in a train at the back. Initially, she had not wanted to go to the Christmas party and had said as much to her roommate Liz the week before. She needed to study for her upcoming tests in January and she really could not afford an evening gown. When she’d discovered that attendance at the party was mandatory, she’d opted for something already in her wardrobe. Though she’d been stressed about it, she had to admit that her look wasn’t bad.


Dresses should be the last thing on her mind anyway. Who knew what would happen after tonight? The future was uncertain at City Finance and now the news was going to be broken to the staff before the party kicked off.


The door opened and Agatha swept in, jolting Ada’s mind into reality. Agatha was wearing a short strapless purple dress and stole a glance at Ada, who was adjusting her outfit.


“Have you heard the news?” Agatha lowered her voice. “There is talk that M.D. is stepping down. There might be some restructuring.’


“Of course. It’s on everyone’s lips.”


“You know Mr Obi – my brother’s friend? He told me that he heard that Oga may be bringing in someone from abroad to take over from the M.D.”


“I don’t really listen to that man.”


“Wetin dey do you sef? Mr Obi was just being friendly and you dey frown your face as if say you and the man be age mates.”


“Agatha abeg leave me alone. I can’t stand the man.”


“Na you know jo.” Her eyes narrowed as she took a good look at Ada. “Nice dress,” she said. “Why are you fiddling with it?”


“I think it’s a bit too low in front.”


“Little Miss Innocenti. Don’t tell me you never wear low-cut tops?” She stared at Ada. “What’s that?”


Ada quickly tugged at her neckline. “What?”


“There’s nothing wrong with my eyesight, you know. I can see clearly. That black mark on your chest?”


Ada shrugged and continued adjusting her dress. She had always been embarrassed by her birthmark. She wasn’t vain but she’d grown up thinking that it was like throwing dark paint in the middle of an interesting landscape. She remembered how she used to hide in corners away from the prying eyes of other girls while changing for P.E. lessons.


“That looks like the kind of thing people bring with them from the spirit world.”


“I don’t believe in such nonsense.”


“Remember the girl Ezinma in Things Fall Apart? She had a mark on her because she was an Ogbanje. Are you sure you’re not a spirit child?”


Ada regretted entering into this conversation with the girl. It was ridiculous that Agatha was calling her an Ogbanje, a child who had died and yet kept taunting her parents by ‘coming back’ as a new-born. “I’ve got to go.”


Agatha laughed. “You be Ogbanje, true, true! That’s why una no wan answer the question!”


Ada, annoyed, hurried out of the ladies’, leaving Agatha’s laughter behind her. She smoothed down her outfit and, as her heel caught in the long skirt trailing behind her, she fell forward into the arms of a tall man emerging from the men’s toilet. The man steadied her, a concerned look on his face.


“Sorry … I wasn’t looking where I was going,” he said. “Are you alright?”


Ada stared up at him for a moment, irritation from Agatha’s taunts mingling with the embarrassment of falling into a stranger’s arms. A good-looking stranger at that.


She frowned, trying to place the accent. It was foreign – English.


“I’m OK,” she said, taking in his height and his finely tailored grey suit, which seemed to mould itself to his broad shoulders. Clean-shaven, cropped hair, with eyes a curious shade of light brown and, when he smiled, a dimple on his left cheek. Ada noticed his eyes taking in every iota of her appearance.


This bobo fine o, she concluded. Maybe he is one of the guests in the hotel.


His hands fell to his sides. “Are you sure?”


She nodded.


He smiled. “Well, goodnight then.”


“Goodnight.”


He moved past her and she continued on to rejoin her colleagues in the auditorium, which had been arranged theatre-style so that all the chairs were facing the main speaker. There was a tantalising aroma of hot savoury food that the stewards were putting out in the adjacent dining hall. She hadn’t had a decent meal all day.


Ada took her seat and saw the man whom she had just bumped into in the corridor. He was setting up a projector at the front of the room and looking intently at a laptop. Surely such a well-dressed man could not be part of the hotel’s IT crew?


Someone tapped her several times on her arm and she turned round in irritation. It was Olu.


Olu Smith, one of the accounts clerks, wasn’t Radio City Finance for nothing.


“Something dey happen o. I knew it. Guess what a little bird in M.D.’s office told me?”


Ada shrugged, knowing that he was going to tell her anyway.


“The new person coming to take over the company is Oga’s son.”


“The one that has been in England for all these years?”


Olu nodded.


“But what does he know about City Finance? And about the employees?”


“I think that’s the golden boy from London …”


Olu nodded in the direction of the man on the podium, who was now looking through a set of papers in his hand.


“So, that’s Oga’s son?” Ada asked, surprised as she watched the board members enter. People started to scramble for their seats. She couldn’t help noticing how proud the managing director looked when he walked up to talk to his son while the rest of the board took their seats at the front of the room.


“Oga’s only beloved son. Summoned from London to take over his inheritance.” Olu’s voice was low and scathing. “Some people have all the luck, sha.”


“Ssssh …” Ada whispered. “Let’s hear what he has to say.”

















Two





“Good evening everyone.” The man’s voice was deep and confident. His English accent made him the object of everyone’s attention. Pleasant yet firm, it had a note of authority and people immediately began to sit up and focus and the noise subsided.


“OK. I’m Tony Okoli and I am the new assistant managing director of City Finance. I have been asked by the managing director and the board of directors to increase our productivity and coordinate our overall resources. We need to start running a tighter operation. Our auditors are keen for us to put measures in place to increase our profit margin and maintain our market share. I look forward to meeting everyone individually in the coming weeks.”


There were hums and murmurings from the crowd seated below him.


He switched on the projector and some graphs and flowcharts appeared. Ada watched him, impressed by his eloquence and confidence as he quoted figures and percentages.


“With introductions over, let’s move on to what we need to do to keep us running smoothly. This is what we need to be making in order to cover our overheads – the gratuities that some of you are marking time to collect – and the salaries that – considering the amount of work that some of you do – may not all be entirely justified.”


Ada’s mouth fell open. He is definitely straight to the point.


“I have a question …” One of the department heads stood up, his arms folded across his chest.


Tony looked up and nodded. “Ah … Mr Coker, Human Resources. I thought you might have a question. Yes, how can I help you?”


Mr Coker looked taken aback that Okoli junior recognised him.


“With all due respect to the M.D. and the rest of the board, you just can’t come here and start to insult us – we work hard here!”


“Yes, Mr Coker, I do realise this company owes a lot to the hard-working members of staff and, as a new member of the management team, I will make sure that such employees are rewarded for their diligence. However …” his eyes fixed on the older man, “I will also do everything in my power to weed out the inefficient, the incompetent and the corrupt.”


Mr Coker looked uncomfortable.


“Are you accusing anyone in particular?” Mr Coker stammered, wiping his brow.


“Our auditors are finalising their report and the management team will be in contact with the appropriate members of staff regarding certain discrepancies. I hope I have answered your question.”


Tony Okoli picked up a batch of papers and continued, waving them for emphasis. “These papers detail a few of the problems that are endemic in this organisation. Let me give you some examples: a staff member was being paid for an unsubstantiated three-year study leave, another for five years; salaries were being paid to deceased members of staff, and there are unapproved expenses for hotel bills, restaurant bills and even one manager’s dry-cleaning bill.”


Nervous laughter erupted from somewhere in the room. Tony shook his head.


“I’m glad someone finds it amusing. Our auditors don’t. This cannot be allowed to continue if we want to keep this company viable. We must all work together to take ownership and get rid of the mentality of ‘No be my papa’s company.’”


Everyone laughed at the unexpected use of pidgin English. So, this wasn’t some oyinbo boy – he had been ‘cooked’ enough in Nigeria to hold his own. His eyes swept around the room.


“We all have a duty to work hard to keep this company afloat and I want to encourage everyone to get on board and be part of the solution – and not the problem. If anyone wants to speak to me, or a member of the management team, about anything I have just said, please feel free to do so; we will be around. And, if you prefer to remain incognito, I will ask for a suggestions box to be put in the reception.”


Ada felt another tap. Olu again.


“Inco …what …what does that mean?”


“Incognito, it means anonymous …,” she whispered. Who did he think she was – The Oxford Dictionary?


Ada glared at him and turned back to the speaker, who was now rounding up.


“So, with the serious business out of the way … let’s all head for the buffet, and have a good time.”


There was applause when he turned off the projector and put his papers into a briefcase. She saw Chief Okoli and the other board members gather around him, their expressions serious.


Hmm … Something go happen o, Ada thought. Heads will roll.


No wonder so many of the top managers and heads of departments had been on edge lately. They had probably got wind that ‘Mr War Against Indiscipline’ was being brought in from London to come and sweep the company clean. The guy did have a point. She worked in accounts and often queried invoices and expenses, but she had been told by her manager that they had all been approved. A business could not operate a free-for-all philosophy – it had to have boundaries, structure and control. She knew that from her business and finance course.


People moved off to the dining area in groups, discussing the speech, and as Ada mingled with her colleagues, she saw Agatha approaching. She turned away from her, still irritated by their last exchange.


Agatha appeared next to her and joined in the chatter.


“The man fine, sha … I wonder if he is single.”


The other colleague laughed. “Haba – the man tell you say he dey look for wife?”


“All single men need a wife. They just don’t know it.”


Ada gave her a dirty look. It was clear the girl had not been listening to a word Tony Okoli had said. She was more occupied with his looks and how good he looked in his suit.


Dismissing Agatha from her mind, Ada walked off to get herself a glass of bitter lemon at the bar, and passed Tony Okoli in discussion with Mrs Oseni, the head of accounts and her manager. She nodded a greeting to both and began to move on, but Mrs Oseni called her back.


“Speaking of conscientious employees … I would like to introduce you to Ada Okafor.”


Tony looked at her intently, their eyes meeting and they shook hands.


Mrs Oseni was full of praise. “I don’t know how she does it. She works on reception, helps out in accounts twice a week to get experience and is doing a part-time business and finance course.”


Tony’s eyes flickered with interest. “Hello, Ada. Sounds like you are exactly the kind of employee we need.” His handshake was firm as he smiled at her.


“Thank you.” Ada took a good look at him. He had eyes that seemed to see straight through you. It was clear that he had inherited his good looks from his mother, whom Ada saw occasionally when she came into the office. Where his father was dark, stocky and quiet, Tony Okoli was trim and spritely. He had his mother’s winning smile.


Mrs Oseni moved off, leaving Tony and Ada to talk.


“So, where are you studying?”


“Unilag.”


They walked around the room for a while, talking. He told her that his sister had spent her first year at the University of Lagos before she had gone abroad.


They joined the queue for the buffet.


When she reached the table, Ada picked up a plate. She looked at the spread of food and wondered whether to help herself to some of the delicious-looking jollof rice or the curried chicken and salad.


“I think I’ll try some of the rice. It looks fantastic.”


Tony was standing next to her, plate in hand, smiling.


Boy, this guy was fine. Like Majid Michel – just a shade darker in complexion.


She felt his eyes sweeping over her. Her body flushed hot and cold and her heart beat faster. She could not seem to tear her gaze away from his. At that moment a short, squat figure pushed past her and addressed the new assistant managing director.


“Mr Ignatius Obi,” he said, introducing himself to Tony. “I am the accounts manager for the whole southwest region.”


A dark-skinned man, with small bulbous eyes, he was of average height and in his early fifties. Her eyes rested on his swollen belly, a testament to years of indulging in too much Guinness and pepper soup. He had roving eyes and she intensely disliked his habit of sexually harassing junior members of staff.


Ada saw Tony Okoli’s eyes narrow - not too pleased at the intrusion either - but he adopted a polished smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes as he shook Mr Obi’s hand.


Then Mr Obi began piling his plate with food as if he was afraid it would grow legs and run away. She saw Tony’s eyes widen in amazement as the mountain of food on the plate grew steadily.


“Really? That’s a pretty impressive title.”


“My responsibilities are many, sir. That’s what I want to talk to you about – you said anyone who has suggestions about how we can maximise profit should talk to you.” He bent down and shovelled another piece of beef onto his plate. Ada thought she could hear the plate groan.


“Are you sure you have enough there?” Tony asked. But his irony was lost on the older man. Ada smiled and Tony caught her eyes. As they exchanged a look, a small smile flitted across his face. Then she suddenly saw Tony’s serious side as he turned to the older man.


“We can have a chat after I have finished eating. Alternatively, you can put your suggestions in the box and the management team will go through them and discuss those that are workable.”


“OK, sir,” Mr Obi said with a bow. Ada marvelled at how well Tony was dealing with the man. She wished she could get rid of him that easily.


Mr Obi was about to add another bow, when he spotted Ada standing to the side, quietly observing the interaction. He straightened up, puffed out his chest like a cockerel and looked at her with pointed lechery.


“You are looking very beautiful, Ada,” he said, practically salivating.


Ada’s lips tightened. The guy made her skin crawl.


“I will come back as soon as I’ve finished eating … maybe we could have a dance?” he laughed.


“I don’t think so.”


Mr Obi laughed again and went off with his food. Ada watched him go, her eyes narrowed.


“I take it that Mr Obi is not someone whose opinion you value,” Tony Okoli said.


“You are very observant.”


“Ah. Tact and diplomacy. Very good qualities.” Tony smiled again. “Can I get you a drink?”


“Coke please,” as they walked towards the bar.


“So, what do you think this company needs to maximise sales, to make it a leader in this competitive market?” He handed her a glass.


“Research and development, training for middle-level management, targeted marketing and new markets,” she said promptly.


He gave her a look, clearly impressed.


“You have definitely given me food for thought. I would really appreciate it if you would drop a line in the suggestions box.”


“Of course.” Does he think that all clerks were happy to sit pounding away at a computer all their lives? Her lips curved into a small smile.


Tony smiled. “So, how long have you been working here?”


“Two years.”


“Do you like it?”


“Yes. It’s a great place to work and there are lots of opportunities to advance, and the managers … well, most of them have principles and morals.”


“That’s good. I’m glad you think so … and you’re not just saying that because you’re talking to me.”


She looked at him. “I don’t say what I don’t mean.”


“Another admirable quality. It’s good to see that City Finance has such dedicated staff members.”


Ada found herself at a loss for words, which was very unlike her.


A slow ballad was playing. She looked up and caught his eyes and they both smiled at the same time.


“John Legend.” As he bent to hear her, she felt the warmth of his breath fanning her neck and a shiver cascade down her spine.


“Do you like him?”


She nodded. “‘Ordinary People’ is my favourite.”


“Me too.”


He looked down at her and she saw a hint of hesitation in his eyes. Then he bent closer to hers.


“Ada, despite what you said about …”


“Yes?”


He was about to say something when one of the directors came up to him and whispered in his ear. He nodded and turned to Ada. “I need to speak to one of our board members. Thank you for your insights, Ada. It’s been very nice talking to you.”


“You’re welcome,” she smiled as he left.




***





Tony Okoli was having a conversation with a prospective client to whom his father had introduced to him. Yet, he was only half-listening. He was wondering why he hadn’t asked the beautiful Miss Okafor for a dance earlier. His eyes floated over the sea of faces and he saw her leaving the room. His memories were of smooth chocolate skin, long legs, a tiny waist, curves that could play havoc with any man’s mind – and a razor-sharp business mind.


Ada Okafor. Not a name to be forgotten. Not a figure to be forgotten, either. He smiled to himself.


It was good to be back in Nigeria.

















Three





Just before midnight, Ada got a lift back to the house where she shared a room with Liz.


There was a medium-sized sofa bed and wardrobe that they shared, two chairs, a small wooden table and their tiny colour TV – their one extravagance bought at a sale at Mile 12 market. All the furniture was slightly worn and the room a bit cramped. They shared the bathroom and kitchen with the rest of the tenants. On a good day the house would be filled with the aroma of fried chicken or puff puff from the landlady’s shop in front of the house. Other days it would be the strong smells coming from the bathroom or the outside toilet struggling for domination.


Liz looked up from the Nollywood drama she was watching on TV.


“Una don come? How was it?”


Ada shrugged. “Nice party. Good food. Great music.”


“You look fantastic … so, did you manage to find a prince, or did a prince find you?”


“Na you know o, Liz.” Ada kicked off her high-heeled strappy sandals and sank into the sofa. “No be Prince I go find there.”


“So, you want to tell me that nobody complimented you sha?”


“There were a few.” She remembered the admiring look Tony Okoli had given her when they had been introduced, followed by the conversation they had. He seemed genuinely interested in listening to what she had to say. Then she recalled how Mr Obi’s bulbous eyes seemed to bore into her while he was looking her up and down, but she pushed that memory to the back of her mind.


“I did get to speak to a really nice guy,” Ada said.


Liz had a mischievous smile on her face.


“So, tell me more.”


“He spoke well, had lovely manners and a really nice smile. When he smiles – his cheeks goes in like this.” She stuck a finger into her cheek, imitating Tony’s dimple. “It is kind of cute.”


“Na ‘cute’ we go chop? Abeg, does this man have money?”


Ada smiled. “Liz una don come o.”


“Did he get your number?”


Ada shook herself out of her dreams. “No.”


“Ah-ah, you met this wonderful man and you didn’t give him your number?”


“Liz, he was busy … we only spoke for a few minutes.”


“So, who is this mystery man sef? One of your colleagues?”


“His name is Tony. There was a point when I almost thought he was going to ask me to dance with him.”


“Really?”


“Really.”


“What of that toad Mr Obi?” Liz asked.


“When did toad become man?” Ada shot back, hissing.


They both burst out laughing.


“So, this Tony, the guy seems really cool.”


“Don’t go there. He is the new assistant managing director – na Oga’s son. He’s the second-in-command to Oga pata pata – and, besides, these people like to date rich people like themselves. You know, keep the money in the family.”


“But you said he was about to ask you to dance with him?”


Ada shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not.” Maybe she’d imagined it. Maybe her mind had been playing tricks on her. He was charming and had listened to all she had to say, but that didn’t mean he was attracted to her. She had to admit, it had been nice to talk to a really good-looking man with manners – it wasn’t every day she met such people – but she needed to get back to reality. It was time to fold up her outfit and pack it away, and with it, all these silly thoughts.




***





When Ada arrived at the office first thing on Monday morning, she headed for reception and took her seat. Nike, one of her colleagues from accounts, was talking to Agatha.


Ada had woken up with a headache, a result of staying up most of the night before trying to study her resource management module. She was not in the mood for chit-chat. “See who?”


“What did you think of the new Oga? He looked a bit like Majid Michel. Just darker,” said Agatha, who was staring into space. “I saw him this morning when the M.D. was showing him around. He smiled at me.”


“Really?”


Nike shook her head. “The bobo is handsome sha. I saw him near the buffet afterwards but he was deep in conversation with the other directors, and there were so many people wanting to talk to him that I gave up in the end. The food was nice, but talking to him would have been nicer.”


“The man sound like oyinbo. You no hear am?” Agatha sighed.


Ada picked up her headphones and pressed the flashing green button for the next caller. It was a good that her interaction with the object of their fantasies had gone unnoticed. Gossip was the last thing she needed. Unlike Agatha, she wasn’t in awe of the rich and famous.


“I wish I could meet someone like that. We would get married and travel the world together,” Agatha said sighing.


Ada transferred the call and looked at her colleague. “Agatha, you’ve been watching too many romantic comedies.”


“He is such a gentleman. He opened the door for me this morning, you know,” Agatha continued, ignoring Ada’s comment. “Imagine a Naija man opening a door for me … London is good o.”


Ada stopped listening and pulled out a file. That was Agatha for you. She was always falling for some fine bobo, and it always got her into trouble.


But he is fine. Na fine I go chop? she asked herself.


She was so tired of listening to the way some of her women friends kept going on about men – it was like they were waiting for a man to come along before they started living. Yet, as soon as they got married, their mother-in-law would start demanding grandchildren, and, the minute those arrived, that was the end of their careers. The degree they had spent years studying for would be framed and stuck on the sitting room wall, like a portrait in a museum. The husband of such a woman would pound his chest in pride.


“See my wife, she has a BA, MA and PhD and yet she is content to be a housewife and look after all these children I have given her!” Such men would humour their wives with occasional trips abroad and might even open a shop for them. People would bow and call her ‘Madam’. Nobody would care that she was entirely reliant on her husband for everything, that she did not possess one kobo of her own.


No, she had sworn that would never happen to her. She wasn’t going to end up like some of her friends, relying on their rich boyfriends or sugar daddies to survive. That was why she was working so hard, to make sure that she could take care of herself. In her previous job, her manager had only been interested in one thing, and her refusal to give it to him had stood in her way of being promoted. But while she might not have a fantastic flat, the latest car or expensive clothes to wear, she had her self-respect.
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