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            Prologue

         

         Florentine wasn’t her real name, neither was Florentina, but she answered to both. She was a second year mass communications student at Unilag. And even though her parents were not paying her tuition or her living expenses, they were still disappointed when she didn’t score high enough to study medicine, or engineering, or law.

         In her first year in school she couldn’t afford to stay in the hostel, so she lived with an aunt, a distant relative who made her sleep on the floor in the sitting room, next to the driver and the house girl, who were on intimate terms. The aunt also paid her school fees and gave her a little extra to take a bus to school. In that first year Florentine lost twenty kilograms and failed half of her courses.

         Then she met an old friend in school and moved in with her on campus and the aunt stopped sending money.

         The tokunbo cars, expensive jewellery, and latest phones owned by students at Unilag makes it hard to believe there is poverty in Nigeria. Florentine’s friend, for instance, bought Brazilian hair from another student who regularly travels to Dubai to buy clothes, jewellery, and human hair to sell to her schoolmates. Florentine’s friend paid two hundred and fifty thousand naira for the hair, and a week later she had it taken out because other girls now had virgin Peruvian hair and she didn’t want to be unfashionable. She gave Florentine the discarded weave, and when Florentine had it fixed everyone said she looked more beautiful than the current Miss Unilag.

         Not that Florentine objected to the way other girls made money, but she never went clubbing with them. They would go out on Friday, usually to one of the expat clubs on Victoria Island, and they would either come back the next morning or be away all weekend and only return to school early on Monday morning, sometimes dropped off by chauffeured luxury cars. Monday was when they settled debts, bought airtime for their phones, or sent money home to parents and siblings.

         But Florentine was not brought up to sell her body. That’s what she told her friend, and that’s the reason the girls stopped inviting her to parties or to clubs.

         Unlike them, Florentine had found friends who looked after her. One was her boyfriend, Nosa, a banker on the island. They would meet at a hotel near school where they would spend the whole weekend together. They couldn’t go to his house because of his wife.

         Another friend, who was even more protective over her, was a much older man. A chief, in fact: Chief Ojo, a well-known businessman in Lagos. He was more generous than Nosa, and he took her to better hotels and even let her stay there alone for the weekend after spending Friday night with her. He was also married, but unlike Nosa he was old enough to be her father - so she could never think of him as a boyfriend, even though he introduced her to his friends as his little wife and he constantly asked if she was cheating on him.

         With just these two steady friends, and occasional men she met through friends, Florentine was able to pay her school fees, eat three times a day, and soon enough buy her own Peruvian hair. Even her grades improved. And when there was no hope of passing a paper, she could afford to pay the lecturer to overlook the fact that she hadn’t taken the exam.

         It is easier on one’s ego to receive charity when you don’t need it. When Florentine’s income was sufficient enough and steady as well, she was able to go clubbing with the girls without a thought for the judging eyes that would follow her all the way there, whispering ‘prostitute.’

         It was at a club that she met a boy. He was about her age but he was also a student at university so that made him a boy. While the other men there were older and richer, and bought champagne for their dates, he sat with a group of girls who paid for his drinks. He kept looking at her, and when she got up to go to the toilet he got up too. When she came out he was outside the door. He said, ‘Hey,’ and handed her a business card as if he was someone important. She wanted to tear the card and throw the pieces at his face, but he had started walking away and the girls he was with were looking at her with resentment, or perhaps it was envy.

         Back in school she showed her friend the card and learned that she had hit the jackpot. She sent the boy a text but he did not respond. She called and he rejected the call. She sent three more messages over the week and had given up when he called her two weeks later and invited her to his house in Victoria Garden City.

         He asked if she wanted to make money. She did. He told her about a place called the Harem. It was an exclusive club owned by his brother, Malik. If she wanted in she would have to have an HIV test first. He would pay for it. She couldn’t tell anybody about the club, and once she became a member she would have to stay there for weeks at a time and wouldn’t be able to contact anyone outside. While she considered it, he added, ‘You will make one million naira in a month.’

         She told the banker that she was pregnant, and as she expected, he gave her money for an abortion and was busy anytime she called. She told Chief Ojo that she was going to Ghana with a friend; they were going to buy gold to sell to their mates in school. He praised her entrepreneurial spirit and gave her money for her new business.

         Three months later, on the day after the results of her second blood test came back, the boy picked her from school and took her to his house in VGC. There was another girl there who didn’t talk a lot and was constantly looking about: at a door opening, a door closing, the boy standing up.

         At midnight a man came to the house with a policeman walking behind him. The boy introduced the man as Mr Malik, the owner of the Harem. Malik told the two girls that they would be blindfolded for the journey to the club. Florentine wanted to object; the other girl began to cry and beg to be allowed to leave. Malik told her it was too late.

         The girls got into the back of Malik’s white Range Rover Sport which had blackened windows and he collected their phones. The policeman tied clothes around their faces. They drove for hours and when the car stopped and the blindfolds were taken off, they were in a large compound surrounded by a twelve-foot fence topped with barbed wire. Dense forest grew beyond the compound. The house was huge and unpainted, but otherwise complete and elegant; it had the double height columns that had become trendy in Lagos. About twenty cars were parked in front. Some had drivers waiting in them. A generator was rumbling in a corner by the gate, and as they walked up to the building, they could hear music coming from inside.

         A woman opened the front door and greeted Malik with a hug. She was in pink lingerie. She had a glass of wine in one hand and a smouldering cigar in the other. Other girls in lingerie were strolling about or sitting on sofas with men, drinking and talking or cuddling and laughing. The men, about ten, wore masks like the ones people wear to fancy dress parties.

         ‘You cannot know who your client is,’ Malik said as he led Florentine and the other girl up the staircase. ‘They are regularly tested for HIV and other STDs, just as you were. You cannot ask them for money. You cannot ask them to use a condom. If a client shows you his face, you must look away. And you must tell me. If you think you recognise someone, you must keep it to yourself. If your client is a woman, you cannot refuse. You cannot speak to anyone about what happens here. At the end of the week, Sisi will pay you two hundred thousand.’

         The girls were taken to different rooms and given lingerie to try on. Florentine got dressed and was going downstairs when Sisi, the lady they met at the door, stopped her on the stairs.

         ‘I have an important client coming today,’ Sisi said. ‘He always wants to be first to try the new girls.’ She took Florentine’s hand and led her back up the stairs. ‘Malik didn’t tell you something; sometimes a client will give you money. You can keep it so long as you didn’t ask for it, but you must tell me about it. This guy who I have for you, he is going to settle you big time. You can thank me later.’ She led Florentine into the room. ‘By the way, what is your name?’

         ‘Rolake, ma.’

         ‘That’s too local. From now on you are Florentine. OK? And don’t call me ma.’

         As Florentine waited on the bed, changing her position a dozen times, unable to make up her mind which pose was most seductive, or for that matter whether she should go for sexy, or for the good girl look, she contemplated her luck and smiled at how she would soon be richer than the banker and would no longer need the chief either.

         Someone knocked and she said, ‘Come in.’ She had decided to sit up, stretch out her legs and lay them one on top of the other, with her arms spread over the headboard.

         He stepped in, clutching a bottle of Moët in one hand and two champagne flutes in the other. He looked comical in a glistening mask with gold discs and green feathers at the edges, and a long white tunic, stretched in the middle by a protruding belly.

         He raised the hand in which he held the glasses and lifted the mask off his face.

         ‘Rolake!’ he said. His mouth remained open and his eyes bulged.

         Her legs retracted towards her body and she pulled a pillow to cover herself. ‘Oh shit! Chief!’ she gasped.

      

   


   
      

         
            1

         

         To start with, going alone to a pickup joint in Lagos wasn’t my idea. Well, that’s not entirely true. Nigeria was where Melissa – my half Nigerian, half Irish ex-girlfriend – was born and I wanted to have stories to tell her when I got back to London. I also wanted to get out of Eko Hotel to see this country I’d heard so much about.

         Anyway, Magnanimous – that’s what he insisted his name was – the concierge at the hotel, said it was safe and that many other white people would be there. Looking back, he did say it with a grin. At the time, it looked like a smile: one of his perfunctory ones that he would switch on the instant he looked up and noticed you. But now I’m sure it was a grin; a knowing grin and a wink, which I almost missed when I turned to look at a slender African woman walking past us in the hotel lobby. She smelt like vanilla ice cream.

         I’m not blaming him for what happened at Ronnie’s, only setting the record straight, which is to say that I was not out looking to pick up a girl.

         I make this point upfront because every time I’ve told the story, I’ve been stopped at this moment by someone who thinks it’s hilarious that I was at the bar in the first place, then they totally miss the reason why I start telling the story from the bar, and I stop telling it altogether. Their loss. At least you will hear my story.

         I strolled out onto the streets of Lagos alone that night and I found ‘the big signboard with plenty lights’ where Magnanimous said I’d find it. In the end, it was a short walk from the hotel and not one Nigerian looked at me with as much as a passing curiosity, or for that matter the glare of someone about to rob a foreigner.

         At Ronnie’s bar, shirt clinging to my body, I walked through the open gate with the swagger of a regular – a totally put-on show. I was still anxious, to tell the truth. ‘Whatever you do, never go out alone and especially not at night’ the Nigerian taxi driver who dropped me at Heathrow had said.

         A large man standing in front of the entrance held out his hand and I shook an enormous, moist palm before he stepped aside and pointed to a sheet of A4 paper taped to the door: GIRLS FREE. MEN N1000. Inside, the room was packed, engulfed with smoke, and the music was loud.

         It appeared to have been someone’s front room at one time. You could see where walls had been knocked down and plastered over. A solitary disco-light hung from the ceiling, looking out of place like a display fixture in a DIY store. Massive speakers were set on rusty metal chairs, next to giant fans oscillating like robots watching over the crowd. The air con was either broken or just not up to the task, and unlike Magnanimous had promised, mine was the only white face there.

         It made me think of the first time I was in a room alone with black people: a church in Lambeth, a short drive from the family home in Chelsea, not long after my mum’s divorce. I was ten. She left me surrounded by strangers and went to the front to the pastor who spoke patois. He made her take off her shoes and stand in an inflatable pool. Then he made her sit in it before placing his hand on her head and pushing her into the water, holding her down until she emerged again, water running off her, gasping to applause and hallelujahs and cymbals, and a spontaneous rift from the church pianist.

         Nevertheless, I was in an actual Nigerian nightclub in a Nigerian city, surrounded by Africans and the endearing strangeness of their accents. I loved it. I loved that I would have this to tell Mel when I returned home. We hadn’t spoken in two months. I was giving her the space she asked for when I called on what would have been our anniversary and asked to take her to Rodizio Rico in Notting Hill where we’d had our first date. Maybe she thought I was making my comeback bid, but after our talk I’d accepted that we were over. I was even self-aware enough to know that the maturity with which I was handling the entire affair was just the period before the novocaine wears off after a visit to the dentist. Of course, it broke my heart that after eight years she didn’t want to be with me anymore, and I knew at some point I would probably get past the initial numbness, go on a bender, and end up on the floor in my flat, crying to Whitney Houston’s I Will Always Love You. For now at least, I was cool. And I was even mature enough to want to stay friends. Funny how she was the one who remembered the anniversaries – until she suggested we take a break. I’d sent a BBM from the airport telling her about the trip to Nigeria, after weeks of no contact. She read it but didn’t reply. I was about to fly to her country of birth, where her father still lived in his hometown Ibadan with his new wife and her half siblings who she hadn’t met, so it seemed okay to message her. Thinking of how I’d tell her about ‘this girl I met at a club in Nigeria who reminded me of you,’ I pushed through the dance floor, squeezed past couples, danced for a few seconds with a girl who took my hand and began grinding her bum against my crotch, and eventually made it to the bar. As soon as I sat down, another girl with a cigarette sat next to me. She was wearing a pink tank top, a pair of blue jean shorts, black tights, and knee-length black leather boots that looked suspiciously shiny. She pouted her red glistening lips to exhale a long jet of smoke, then turned and asked if I wanted to buy her a drink.

         I wanted to buy myself a drink, if only I could catch the barman’s attention, but he was too busy looking down the dress of a girl sitting at the bar, who in turn was nodding to whatever was playing through the earplugs of her phone while flicking her fingers over its screen. I’d given up on the scrawny fellow, as I wasn’t yet sure that I wanted to stay, when the girl who wanted the drink leaned over to shout into my ear again, her breasts pushing into my shoulder. I looked at the barman, waving at him lamely, then I shrugged helplessly. The woman turned round and raised herself over the bar by kneeling on the stool. Her arse in my face, she bent over and shouted the barman’s name: Waidi, or, Waydi, or, Wady. He hissed, shuffled over and, ignoring the girl who had called him, asked me, ‘Are you being served?’

         He was the only one behind the bar. I asked for a double brandy – any brandy they had. Seeing the bottle he was reaching for, I shouted at the back of his head, ‘No, not Three Barrels. Hennessy. No ice.’ The girl said she wanted the same. Waidi waited for me to nod, then he glanced at the girl whose cleavage had fascinated him so much.

         Without looking at me, he said, ‘That is three thousand five hundred for the two.’ This ticked off my new friend. ‘Did he ask you for the price?’ she said – loudly enough to attract attention. I was already fumbling in my pocket for the money. I’d done the maths: it was about fourteen quid and sounded about right – I’d been told that Lagos was expensive.

         Waidi said something to her in a language I didn’t understand and it must have been rude. She began poking her finger in his face, looking around for support as she cursed, screaming, touching the tip of her tongue with the index finger of her right hand and pointing the wetted finger to the ceiling over her head. The barman just stood there grinning. At one point, it looked as if she was going to reach over and slap the smirk off his face.

         I counted out the money. He took the notes and counted himself, and then he went about fixing the drinks. The girl in the pink tank top sat back down, her face gathered into a snarl. She said something like ‘wait for me’, then stood up and started off through the crowd. I didn’t like the look on her face when she turned back to look at him. He didn’t see it, but I’m sure if he had, he’d have been alarmed like me. I’d seen the look before: the look of a lad going off to find a bottle during a pub brawl.

         Waidi brought the drinks and my change. I was already standing up. I downed the brandy in one go, immediately regretted it, and left him the dirty, crumpled notes he’d placed on the bar with my receipt. I only made it halfway to the exit.

         Like fans invading a football field, a mass of people rushed in through the entrance. I stopped for a moment, not sure what was going on. People were being pushed to the ground by the newcomers who ran in screaming and shouting. I was almost knocked off my feet but I managed to sidestep the mayhem and backtrack to the bar. From there I watched as even more people hurried in looking shell-shocked. Bodies quickly piled up on the floor and others were climbing on them. A profound chill came over me when I saw a head rolling over the backs of the fallen; then I realised someone had only lost their wig. The shouting got louder, and I became acutely aware of my situation:

         I was a white boy in Africa for the first time, on assignment to cover a presidential election that was still weeks away, the outcome of which was a foregone conclusion. This was only my second day in Lagos and the first night I’d gone out alone – exactly what I’d been advised not to do.

         ‘Hey!’

         The barman turned round from placing bottles on the top shelf. He scanned the commotion with the excitement of one reading IKEA instructions, and dismissed it all with a hiss that folded his upper left lip.

         ‘Prostitutes,’ he said. His face was sufficiently animated to show his disapproval, as if the place he worked in wasn’t a pickup joint for all sorts of working women, and maybe even men; as if his wages didn’t depend on their patronage. ‘The police are doing a raid and they think they’ll be safe in here,’ he added.

         I looked around to find the bouncers for reassurance but they too were staring helplessly at the gatecrashers.

         The large speakers kept blasting out R&B songs at near deafening decibels but no one was dancing. Scantily dressed girls and young men in colourful outfits gathered in groups, talking loudly and with urgency, and prodding the people who had rushed in for information.

         Waidi took another stab at reassuring me: ‘Anytime the police raid them outside, they always run in here. The bouncers will soon chase them away.’ He sounded confident.

         It’s funny how the mind works. In those few seconds when the frightened people ran in, I’d already concluded that war had broken out in Nigeria and I was caught in the middle of it. Or something equally dreadful. Then, just when I decided to sit it out and trust the chap who looked genuinely amused at my fear, a shapely tall girl with blond hair down to her waist – not hers obviously – came to the bar and started telling him what had happened. I tried to listen but she spoke her broken English so fast, and with so many foreign words, that I was lost. She glanced at me and the fear on her face reignited mine.

         When the blonde was done, Waidi fetched a large red handbag from under his counter and handed it to her. All across the bar, other girls were collecting different shapes and sizes of bags that they’d obviously deposited for safekeeping.

         The blonde left and Waidi stood still, watching her go, hands on hips and eyes wide open with fear, or disbelief, or both. She had told him something that spooked him. I wanted to know what it was.

         ‘What happened?’ I asked. He didn’t answer. I reached over and shook his arm. ‘What happened?’ Just then the music died and my voice boomed over a hundred other frantic voices.

         ‘They just dumped a girl outside,’ he said. ‘They removed her breasts and dumped her body in the gutter. Just now.’

      

   


   
      

         
            2

         

         Amaka examined her watch just as the man she was stalking did the same. She was at the bar in Soul Lounge. When she walked in, she counted four girls to each man, staff included. The girls were much younger than the men who they kept company. They had Gucci and Louis Vuitton bags on display on their tables, next to bottles of Moët. Some of the bags had labels that spelled GUSSI. She was the only woman in office clothes: a black skirt suit and a red silk blouse. She slid her hands down to her sides and pulled her skirt up to reveal more of her long legs.

         ‘Anything for madam?’ said the boy in an oversized black jacket standing behind the bar. She looked up at him and her eyes settled on his yellow teeth. His black clip-on bow tie that was slanted to one side looked like a propeller stuck to his neck. Earlier, when she arrived, he had placed a menu next to her but she pretended to make a phone call. Then he returned and started to say ‘madam’ but she picked up her handbag and searched in it.

         ‘Can I get you anything?’ he said, louder this time. She noticed he hadn’t bothered with the ‘madam.’

         ‘Coke, with a lot of ice and a slice of cucumber.’

         He gave her a puzzled look but she turned away and looked at the man in the white dashiki, alone on a sofa, throwing nuts into his mouth from a bowl on the table in front of him.

         The man checked the time again, then he picked up his phone and made a call, all the time looking at his watch. He frowned, placed the phone back on the table and spread his fingers into the bowl of nuts for another fistful.

         The barman placed a coaster next to Amaka and began fiddling behind the bar. He had packed the glass full of cucumber. She resisted the urge to make him repeat what she asked for. Instead, she dipped two fingers into the tall glass and removed all but one of the thick slices, which she then deposited into an ashtray for him to see. She turned back to the man in white. He frowned through another short phone call, checked the time, and leered at a girl walking past. He sighed, placed the phone on the table, and continued with the nuts.

         Amaka looked around to make sure no one had noticed her watching him. Someone tapped her shoulder. It was a man she had noticed when she came in. Their eyes had met, and he had tried to take it further by smiling but she looked away and hurried to the only empty space at the bar. He was next to her now, on the stool vacated by a slim girl whose face had been hidden behind an enormous pair of black and gold Versace sunglasses.

         ‘Sorry to startle you. Do you mind if I sit here?’

         He had a British accent. It explained his cargo pants, worn trainers, and ‘Mind the Gap’ T-shirt. ‘If you want to.’ She turned back to the man in white.

         ‘So, what do you do?’

         ‘I said you could sit next to me, not talk to me.’

         ‘Someone seems to be in a bad mood today.’

         She watched the man in white end another call and go for another helping of nuts then she turned to the man by her side.

         ‘Let me get this,’ she said, ‘a girl tells you she doesn’t want to talk to you, and of all the possible explanations you think she must be in a bad mood?’

         ‘Well I…’

         ‘Well what? You just felt like saying something stupid?’

         ‘You’re a feisty one, aren’t you?’

         ‘There you go again. I’m feisty simply because I don’t want to talk to you?’

         ‘Hey, I’m only trying to buy you a drink.’

         ‘I’ve got mine.’

         ‘OK, I’m sorry if I came on strong’

         ‘You didn’t. You came on weak.’

         He smiled. ‘Fair enough. I guess I set myself up for that one.’

         ‘You did. Look, give me your card and maybe I’ll call you.’

         She checked on the man in white. He was munching away.

         ‘Here. Do call.’

         She took the card and without looking at it put it into her handbag. ‘I will. And you’re right, I’m not in a good mood tonight, so understand if I don’t feel like talking.’

         ‘Does it have anything to do with that bloke?’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Him.’

         He thrust his beer hand in the direction of the man she’d been watching.

         ‘No.’ She turned her body away from him.

         ‘I’m Ian. What’s your name?’

         ‘Iyabo.’

         ‘So, Iyabo, what do you do?’

         ‘I’m a prostitute.’

         He choked on his beer, and before he could recover, she was walking towards the man in white. She’d just found her opening.
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         It was the craziest thing I’d ever heard. They removed her breasts? ‘What the fuck?’ I didn’t realise I’d shouted it till everyone stopped to look at me.

         ‘They removed her breast. Just now. Outside,’ Waidi said. Surely he’d heard it wrong, whatever that girl told him. I looked for her and instead I saw petrified faces all around.

         ‘They did what?’

         He held one hand cupped under an imaginary boob and did a slicing motion with the other. ‘They cut off her breasts,’ he said.

         ‘Who cut off her breasts?’

         ‘Ritual killers.’

         ‘Ritual who?’

         ‘Killers. They removed her breast for juju, black magic. It is those politicians. It is because of elections. They are doing juju to win election.’ He wrapped his arms round his body and hunched his shoulders upwards, burying his neck.

         ‘They’re out there?’ I said.

         ‘No. They just dumped the body and ran away.’

         I fetched my phone and realised my hands were shaking. I pulled out a cigarette, lit it in a hurry and burnt the tip of my finger. Then, staring at my brand new phone with a Nigerian SIM card in it, I wondered who to call.

         The morning I checked into Eko hotel, Magnanimous had, with a knowing smile, given me his card and said to call if I needed anything. I pressed the home button and realised I’d meant to store his information but never got around to it. I searched every pocket on me – twice, even though I could picture the card on the bedside table in my hotel room.

         The only number I’d stored was for a bloke called Ade, a stringer my company hired to be my fixer in Lagos. So far, he’d sent two text messages to say he was held up in Abuja, the capital, and every time I called him his phone just rang forever and he didn’t return the call. I tried again all the same. It rang once then I got a busy tone. Then the phone was switched off.

         ‘Fuck.’

         ‘Yes,’ Waidi said.

         I looked up from the phone. He was staring at me and nodding emphatically. He looked so serious that I almost didn’t recognise him from before when he’d been so blasé.

         ‘Every time there is election we find dead bodies everywhere,’ he said. ‘They will remove the eyes, the tongue, even the private parts. Sometimes even they will shave the hair of the private part. Every election period, that is how it happens.’

         The faster he spoke the poorer his grammar became and I had to struggle to make out what he was saying. ‘This has happened before?’

         ‘Yes,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘They will take the parts they need and dump the body anywhere. Every election period like now.’

         ‘Hold on. They dumped a body and fled?’

         ‘Yes. That is why all these people ran inside.’ He waved at the packed bar.

         ‘Why?’

         ‘The security outside have called police. When they come they will arrest everybody they see.’

         That explained the sudden influx. The taxi driver who picked me from the airport in Lagos described them as underpaid, ill-trained, semi-illiterates who used the authority of their uniforms to extort the citizens. He swore that some of them even rented their guns and uniforms to armed robbers. This I found very unsettling. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for these people around me, who appeared to be as scared of their police as they were of killers. Then, still staring at his befuddled face, adrenalin rushed into my veins and I almost cried out. This time it wasn’t fear; the journalist in me had just kicked in. I made for the door.

         ‘Where are you going?’ Waidi said. He ran alongside me on his side of the long counter. ‘If you go outside, they will arrest you o.’

         ‘It’s OK,’ I said, ‘I’m a journalist,’ and I instantly heard how stupid I sounded. I pushed past the bouncers, who had made it to the door but were understandably more concerned with not letting more people in than stopping those who wanted to leave.

         I inhaled warm air as I stepped out of the bar. It was maybe midnight, but the heat was impressive, shocking you in an instant as though you’d walked into a sauna. My armpits went from dry to wet.

         Earlier when I arrived, I had pushed through young boys selling cigarettes, cigars, sweets, even condoms, and girls in miniskirts who called me darling. They were all gone now. An unnerving silence had replaced the hustle and the hustlers. Other than the smell of exhaust fumes, dust, and other indiscernible odours mixed together into a faint ever-present reminder of pollution, every other thing about the night had changed.

         A small crowd had gathered on the other side of the road. That was where the news was. I’d left my camera at the hotel. If indeed there were a mutilated dead body there, I would have to use the camera on my phone. I was thinking: Breaking news. Not that the audience back home cared much about the plight of ordinary people in Africa, but a ritual killing captured on video a few minutes after the incident was bound to be worth something.

         Ronald would chew his pen lid off when he learned of my scoop. He was first to be offered the job and the minute Nigeria was mentioned I wished I’d been picked instead. Then Ronald moaned about his allergies, complained about his sensitive belly, and reminded everyone of his easily burnt skin. It wasn’t the first time I would put myself forward for an assignment but thus far I had not been entrusted with anything more serious than picking the bar for the Christmas party. The real jobs were reserved for the real journalists. Ronald would hate my guts.

         A man who had seen enough walked away from the crowd shaking his head. I caught him by the arm. ‘What happened?’

         He stopped and looked at the people standing by the gutter. He was old, easily in his late seventies. He was gaunt and wrinkled, but still standing upright. He had the same sort of ill-fitting khaki uniform I’d seen on the guards at the hotel. His creased face looked close to tears.

         ‘They jus’ kill the girl now-now and dump her body for gutter,’ he said, his voice quaking with emotion. It didn’t seem right to point a camera in his face but I was going to capture everything I could. I pressed the record button on my phone.

         ‘They call the girl into their moto and before anybody knows anything, they slam the door and drive away. It was one of her friends that raised alarm. She was shouting “kidnappers, kidnappers,” so I run here to see what happen. One boy selling cigarette find the body for inside gutter. Jus’ like that, they slaughter her and take her breast.’

         He spat as if he could taste the vileness of it.

         None of what he said made sense, and it wasn’t because of his pidgin English. I just couldn’t believe any of it had happened on the kerb outside the bar. But then, this was Lagos: a city of armed robbers, assassinations and now, it seemed, ‘ritualists’ had to be added to the list.

         ‘You saw everything?’

         ‘Yes. I am the security for that house.’ He pointed to a three-storey building on the other side of the road. ‘I see everything from my post. The moto jus’ park dia. Nobody commot. The girl go meet dem and they open door for am. I don’t think she last twenty minutes before they kill am and run away.’

         ‘What kind of car?’

         ‘Big car.’

         He spat again and started walking away to the building he guarded, all the while talking, but this time only to himself.

         I turned back to the crowd looking down into the gutter shaking their heads. Flashes from camera-phones intermittently illuminated the ground beneath them. There was something awful down there.

         I covered the distance, got shoulder to shoulder with them and then I saw it too.
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         ‘Is anyone sitting here?’ Amaka asked.

         The man glanced up, scanned her body, shook his head, and turned back to his phone.

         She tried to read what he was typing as she placed her Coke on the table. He looked up and their eyes met. She sat in an armchair facing him and he continued tapping into his phone. He looked up again and she was staring at him. ‘Can you imagine what that man told me?’ she said before he could return to his phone. She nodded at the bar. Ian glanced over at them.

         ‘Was he disturbing you?’

         ‘You won’t believe what he said to me. He must think I’m one of those ashewo girls who hang around clubs looking for men.’

         He looked at her. She crossed her legs, pushed out her chest and turned away to let him get a good look. She moved a strand of her braids away from her face.

         ‘What did he say?’ he asked as he went for more nuts.

         ‘Imagine. He asked me how much it’ll cost to take me back to his hotel.’

         He chuckled through another mouthful of nuts, looked at Ian, and managed to say, ‘What did you say?’

         ‘I just picked up my drink and walked away.’

         ‘And he didn’t try to stop you?’

         ‘He’s lucky he didn’t. I would have slapped him. Purely on principle.’ He laughed. ‘He’s looking at you.’

         ‘Oh God. Why won’t he just give up? If he comes here, please tell him we’re together. I hope you don’t mind?’

         ‘No, not at all.’

         ‘I mean, if you’re expecting someone…’

         ‘No, not at all. Don’t worry about it.’

         He checked the time. She took a sip from her Coke then looked to the bar. Ian was still there, looking in her direction. She pursed her lips into a kiss and turned back to the man in white.

         ‘Can’t a girl just enjoy a drink on her own anymore?’ she said. ‘Why do men automatically assume any girl alone in a bar must be a prostitute?’

         He scanned the bar. ‘Well, what are you doing alone in a bar at this time?’

         ‘Having a drink.’

         ‘Are you expecting anyone?’

         ‘No. Should I be? Can’t I just have a drink on my own?’

         He shrugged. She leaned towards him. ‘You know, there are single girls like me, girls who have good jobs, who have their own money, who can go out to a bar alone and buy a drink for themselves. And if they end up sleeping with a guy they meet at the bar, it would be because they want to sleep with him and not because he’s paying them for it.’

         ‘And you’re one of those girls?’

         ‘Well, let’s just put it this way – if I fancy you and I want to do you, I will. And it won’t be because you’re paying me for it. It’ll be because I want to.’

         He shifted forward, the sofa creaking under his weight.

         ‘Who are you?’ he said.

         ‘Who am I? Who are you?’

         ‘What do you do?’

         ‘I’m a lawyer. What about you, what do you do?’

         She knew what he did. The only thing she didn’t know about him was what he weighed. He was a professional “big man” in Abuja where he used his contacts to engineer deals and claim 10 per cent or more “commission.” He had married into class. His wife was the daughter of a respected second republic senator; without her family name to throw about, he was nothing.

         ‘I’m a businessman.’

         ‘So, what are you doing here all alone?’

         He checked the time then picked his phone. He looked at the device as if weighing a decision.

         ‘I’m meant to be meeting someone,’ he said.

         ‘A date?’

         He smiled. He held the phone for a moment, testing its weight. Then he placed it down and she tried to hide her relief.

         ‘Not really, just a friend,’ he said.

         Lie.

         ‘I hope your friend won’t mind that I’m with you when she arrives.’

         ‘No, not at all. It’s nothing like that.’

         ‘By the way, I’m Iyabo. What’s your name?’

         ‘Chief Olabisi Ojo. You may call me Chief, for short.’

         ‘So, Chief-for-short, who’s this girl who’s so rude to keep a man like you waiting?’

         ‘Believe me, it’s nothing like that. She’s just an aburo of mine.’

         ‘Aburo? Sister? Real sister or the other kind of sister?’

         ‘Na you sabi o. What other kind of sister is there?’

         ‘You know what I mean. My own brother no dey meet me for club.’

         ‘I swear, you are funny. What did you say your name was?’

         ‘Iyabo.’ It was her fake name for the night. Together with her hazel contacts, it completed her disguise. ‘I hope this sister of yours won’t feel threatened that I’m here with you.’

         ‘No, not at all. I’ll tell her you’re also my sister.’

         ‘Chief, Chief. Chief player. Don’t worry. Once she arrives I’ll excuse myself.’

         He smiled at someone behind her and began to struggle with his weight, trying to get up. For a moment, she thought his date had arrived. But that couldn’t be. She turned to check.

         The girl dropped her big yellow Chanel bag on the empty chair next to Amaka and sat with him on the sofa. She was young, mixed-race, tall with large breasts. Her thin waist made her wide hips appear even larger. She was in a long, body-hugging, yellow evening gown to match her monstrous bag. ‘Debby, meet my friend, Iyabo,’ he said when the girl paused, her palms placed one on top of the other on his lap.

         Debby looked at Amaka just long enough to flash a quick smile and offer a weak ‘Hi’ before she turned her attention back to Chief Ojo. She placed her hand on his shoulder and threw her breasts around under her dress as she asked him, rather rhetorically, how long it’d been since they last saw each other.

         Debby. Mixed-race. Could it be? Amaka ignored them and fetched her phone from her handbag. She switched it to silent then scrolled through the contacts till she found the entry she was searching for: Debby Christina Okoli.

         To be sure, she pressed the call button and pretended to be clicking through the phone’s menu.

         D’Banj’s hit track, Why Me? started playing in Debby’s handbag. Without looking up, Amaka ended the call. The younger girl reached for her handbag, but realised to get to it she would have to stand, so she waited for Amaka to hand it to her. Amaka picked the bag, was surprised that it wasn’t heavy, and handed it to Debby. The girl rifled through it to find her phone then she stared at the missed call: ‘Number withheld.’ She placed the mobile on the table and returned her hands to Chief Ojo’s lap.

         Amaka continued toying with her phone, careful not to let her face betray the coup she had executed. She knew the girl. She knew her name – her real name. She knew how old she was, when she first came to Lagos, where she lived, where her parents lived. She knew the names of her siblings, when she got her periods, she also knew the result of her latest HIV test, and yet, sitting opposite each other, competing for the same man, Debby had no idea who Amaka was.

         Amaka studied her. She was chatting, fluttering her eyes, swinging her boobs, and running her palm up and down his lap. So, this is what she looks like. The voice should have been a clue, but like everyone else, she sounded different on the phone. She was a threat. She had to be disposed of and fast.
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         In the open gutter by the road, flourishing with wild vegetation and an assortment of discarded plastic bags, lay the body of a girl.

         She was on her back, her head turned to the side, her eyes wide open, her mouth frozen in a gasp. One arm was above her head and the other somewhere behind her back. Her legs lay one on top of the other. Someone had covered her torso with a white shirt. It was red in the middle and the blood was slowly spreading.

         I turned away, took two steps, then hot chilli from the fish pepper soup I’d tried at the hotel burnt my nostrils and I puked. The world tilted to one side.

         Whatever foolishness cajoled me out of the safety of the bar at Ronnie’s vanished with what I threw up. My senses returned with a loud ringing sound. I’d never seen a dead body. What the hell was I doing here?

         The ringing grew louder until it parked next to me in a flurry of red and blue flashing lights. I looked up and saw patrol vehicles spewing out police officers onto the road. They held AK-47s.

         The crowd scattered as cops took charge of the scene by rounding up onlookers. Men, who a minute ago had been standing next to me, were manhandled into open-back vans. Uniformed security guards were spared, but anyone else without a valid reason to be out on the road at one in the morning was being frog-marched into waiting police cars.

         A shirtless man in white trousers and white shoes tried to protest. The dull meaty thud of a rifle’s butt striking his face made me sick all over again. He didn’t go down with the first strike. He raised his arms to defend himself but only managed to attract more officers. They rushed at him like piranhas to flesh and efficiently beat him to the ground where he curled into a protective ball. He took blows to his head from leather boots and metal butts. He was going to die.

         Before I could stand upright, wipe my mouth and restore my dignity, someone pulled me up.

         ‘Who are you?’

         The bright beam of a torch followed my gaze wherever I turned, trying to avoid it. I put my hands up to protect my eyes then I saw who had spoken; it was the muzzle of a rifle, and it spoke again: ‘Who are you?’

         ‘I was at the bar,’ I said, and pointed across the road to Ronnie’s. I didn’t dare take my eyes off the menacing metal cylinder.

         ‘What are you doing here?’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’

         I was talking to a gun.

         ‘Geraout,’ it said, and I gratefully turned to get out of there.

         ‘Wait,’ a different voice said. ‘Bring him here.’

         The man who had received a beating was being dragged away by his legs. His bloodied arm brushed against my ankle and I saw up-close the extent of his punishment. He was bleeding from his nose and his mouth and his ears. His face was swollen all over, and his lips had erupted into mashed-up pink flesh. He offered no resistance to the two men dragging him over the hard ground. His silence scared me.

         I cursed myself for my stupidity. I cursed Ronald for not taking the Nigeria job. I cursed myself for asking for it, and I cursed the dozens of friends who said I was going to have the time of my life.
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         Debby had found her man for the night and she wasn’t going anywhere. With her big breasts, her long eyelashes and her hands that she wouldn’t keep to herself, she went about sabotaging Amaka, one flirtatious giggle at a time. There was also the fact that she was mixed: something that men in Nigeria could not resist and this irritated Amaka more.
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