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            The clan that is great in number

is also great in strength

            
                

            

            – Gurma proverb

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Aminah

         

         The caravans could come at dawn. The caravans could come when the sun was highest in the sky. The caravans could come when midnight had cloaked everything in velvety blue. The only sure thing was that the Sokoto caravans would come well before the end of the dry season. But now, that had changed. For weeks, Aminah and the rest of Botu were not even sure the caravans would come at all. Even though rain clouds had not yet emptied, lightning lit up the sky in the distance and thunder boomed. The grass had already started to grow tall. And there was talk of horsemen getting closer. Horsemen who razed everything to the ground. Horsemen who scared off the caravansary. Horsemen who stole people. It wasn’t a good sign. Aminah’s father needed to go to Jenne to sell his shoes. Aminah’s family needed to sell their food.

         A week before the rains started, Aminah heard the thumping of drums just as she was about to prepare the evening meal. She dropped the onions in her hands, thanked Otienu that misfortune had been averted, and hurriedly made for her twin sisters in her mother’s hut. The girls rushed to join a throng of their village sisters and brothers belting out songs of welcome. She could barely hear their own songs, drowned out as they were by the caravan’s drums. Aminah and the twins squeezed themselves through tiny gaps to move closer to the front.

         Camels and their riders filed by, moving almost in tandem with the beat of the drums, followed by women balancing enormous cloud-shaped bundles on their heads. They were trailed by donkeys saddled with sky-high loads, then porters, pitiful-looking men and women burdened with baskets and pans, wearing nothing but strips of cloth covering their private parts. Hassana, the elder twin, flapped her arm excitedly at a figure in the distance that appeared to float above everyone else in the procession. The madugu! Aminah’s heart twitched with excitement. The madugu, a majestic figure riding a gigantic horse, lifted his hand to salute the crowd. It was as if he moved and the ground shook. It was what he wore. It was his horse, his dance, the fact that he’d seen places in the world none of them had. It was his power. He was the highlight of the caravans. At the end of the procession, boys in rags, banging on calabashes, collected money from those who would give it to them. They left her feeling sad. On seeing the beggars, the crowd moved forward to stay in line with the madugu, as if just by looking at him, his majesty would rub off on them. The air was thick with the smell of caged rain, a herby livestock odour, spices, soups boiling. As a pink evening light began to stroke the sky, the excitement of the crowd mounted.

         ‘Make way for the head of Botu, make way for Obado,’ said a voice that could only belong to Eeyah, Aminah’s grandmother.

         Eeyah and her group of griottes had surrounded Obado, so he was hard to see. Aminah pictured his smock billowing about his torso, his hat askance, his expression serious, his short arms swinging with self-importance. When Obado emerged, he was wearing a smock but no hat. He set himself a few paces ahead of everyone, the large leather pouch slung across the paunch of his small body announcing that he was there to collect money.

         The madugu rode his horse towards Obado to begin negotiations on the caravan toll. The toll exacted from the Sokoto caravan was more than all the other caravans combined. It was also the most difficult to negotiate. Once, the caravan stayed in Botu for more than a week because the madugu and Obado couldn’t come to an agreement.

         The madugu - his robes a rich blend of blue and violet, his head turbaned in white, his dark skin glistening - swayed left and right with each drumbeat, and his balled fist appeared to grind the air above his head each time his horse strode forward. Aminah wondered what it was like to wield such power. It made him comfortable in his body in a way Obado was not. But it made sense: he was in charge of thousands of travellers. Botu held only a few hundred people.

         When the madugu jumped off his horse and stood before Obado, Botu’s father – the man people went to, to keep the peace – looked like a mere child. The drumming thrummed to a climax and then dwindled.

         The two men embraced and the madugu bent over to speak to Obado, while signalling for his men to get the caravan settled in the zongo. Together they made for Obado’s house, trailed by Eeyah and her griottes, whose high-pitched voices sang the madugu and Obado’s praises.

         Aminah dragged the twins home. Na would be annoyed that the girls hadn’t already cooked and started selling to the caravans.

         Aminah watched a glob of shea butter liquefy into a golden yellow oil, her mind on the caravan. She thought of the madugu. Eeyah once told her that he had twenty wives and was still searching. When she’d told her friends, they started conspiring to set themselves in his path. To be a twenty-first wife. What was admirable about that? Aminah preferred the idea of travelling on a camel or horse with a sack full of shoes, doing the kind of work Baba did. Making something with one’s hands and then travelling far to sell it. The oil bubbled and spurted and cast its nuttiness into the air. Aminah rested her head on her palm and stared at the oil. No woman in Botu made shoes. They all worked the land. She needed to talk to Baba. What if she made shoes?

         A knock hit the back of her head, giving her a slight shock. It had to be Na, who couldn’t stand Aminah’s daydreaming. Or Eeyah, who took pleasure in startling her. Aminah turned and met Issa-Na’s cold gaze. The woman’s eyes were piercingly white, her hair plaited with thread and styled cone-like above her head. Prickly. Images of porcupines seeped into Aminah’s mind whenever Issa-Na appeared. There was a woman in second place and bitter about it. She was all the proof Aminah needed that being a twenty-first wife was not desirable.

         Aminah looked at her stepmother who was mother to Issa, her only brother. She arranged her face to look as respectful as possible.

         ‘You’re going to burn the maasa,’ said Issa-Na. ‘There’s nothing worse than burned maasa.’

         The woman was right. The shea oil was boiling in black bubbles at the edges of the pot. Aminah took the pot off the fire. Issa-Na turned on her heel and left the kitchen before Aminah could thank her for her counsel.

         Aminah returned the pot to the fire, scooped out balls of the rice and millet paste and lowered them into the oil, excitement building in her chest. The maasa turned golden brown. One never knew what the caravans brought. Into a big brass basin, she piled a large pot of millet porridge, honey, sour cow’s milk and several calabash half-spheres cupped together. She put the maasa on a smaller tray, then carried her basin outside, where Na, slightly obscured by the steam rising from a large pot, churned her tuo. Na’s tuo was popular because it was fluffy. The family secret was to sprinkle rice flour into the millet paste.

         Na called her over. ‘Did I see that woman hit you?’

         Aminah nodded slowly. The knock had only startled her; it wasn’t that painful. And as mean as Issa-Na was to her, she didn’t want her to get into trouble. ‘The oil was burning.’

         ‘Next time don’t give her a reason to touch you,’ said Na.

         Na said that because Issa-Na’s skin was lighter than theirs, she generally got her way. Na said a long time ago something had poisoned people into thinking the lighter you were, the better you were. She said Issa-Na looked uncooked, that in a perfect world, Aminah would be considered more beautiful than Issa-Na. Then Na said, ‘But you can’t eat beauty.’

         She stared at Issa-Na’s hut, then returned her gaze to Aminah. ‘Why are you still here? The caravan people are hungry. Fast, fast!’

         Aminah dragged the twins out of the compound. The girls greeted old ladies who thought themselves too old to take part in the activities but didn’t want to miss out on any gossip, so set up their stools close to the zongo.

         In the evening light, the tents of the zongo were already standing tall and comfortable, as if they’d always belonged on Aminah’s people’s lands. Others were still taking shape as men of the caravan and men from Botu sliced at patches of tall grass. People carried sand from the waterhole and used it to shape blocks; some women were snapping off branches while others braided grass to form walls. The zongo had turned into a fair. Fires crackled, drums beat. The air smelled of smoke, meat and alcohol. Aminah wanted to do Na proud by selling off all they’d brought, but when she arrived, every available sitting place was filled with sellers. They had no choice but to walk around peddling their food. Aminah distributed it, handing Hassana the maasa, and the younger twin, Husseina, the sour milk. She carried the porridge.

         ‘Maasakokodanono,’ sang the twins who had inherited Eeyah’s musical tongue. ‘Maasakokodanono.’

         Narrow paths separated clumps of tents. The ground was littered with animal bones, shreds of cloth, morsels of half-eaten meals, broken pots, tufts of hair, puddles of liquid. Outside one tent, a woman recognised Aminah and said she’d been looking forward to eating her maasa since her last trip from Kano. She spoke in Hausa, the language of the caravans, not Gurma, the language of Botu. Aminah wondered about Kano. If it was small, like Botu. Or if it was the way Baba described Jenne: a town of clay-coated houses with paths in which one could get lost. A town that hugged two arms of a river. A town with a mosque that reached the skies, large enough to hold thousands of worshippers. Her mind went to other places Baba had visited to sell his shoes: Timbuktu, Salaga. He hadn’t been to Kano.

         The woman sighed, snapping Aminah out of her daze. The twins were already wandering off, so she thanked the woman, gathered Hassana and Husseina, and continued weaving round the zongo. Some travellers were selling goods, while others had gone straight to sleep, dirty feet splayed on their mats. At one tent, hundreds of glimmering lights caught Aminah’s attention. It was a stall with mirrors of various sizes, some as tall as she was, others small, just large enough to see one’s face. It wasn’t every day she caught her reflection, and the owner was nowhere in sight, so she set her porridge down and took a quick look in a small silver mirror with an ivory handle carved with flowered vines. On its frame were two fearful-looking lizard-like animals with egg-shaped eyes, scaly bodies, and multiple limbs twisting around each other. She gave in to the lure of the glass. The only times she saw her face were before events in the village. Only Obado’s wife owned a mirror. Every villager would troop outside their hut, fix their hair and face, then move on to the ceremony. Aminah observed her thick eyebrows, the hairs flying in all directions. Her nose was small and expanded slightly when she flared her nostrils. She was about to stick out her tongue, when, through the mirror, she locked eyes with someone behind her. She almost screamed, feeling like her insides were about to leave her body, but her mother had told her never to show fear in public. She turned and faced an old man with hair the colour of heavy rain clouds.

         ‘I see you like my mirrors,’ he said, and in his eyes Aminah recognised her father – a kind man who worked and never stopped.

         ‘Sorry …’

         ‘In some places,’ he said, ‘they say if you look too long into a mirror, it will steal your soul. In other places, they say you become vain if you stare at yourself too long. Who is right?’

         Aminah checked behind her to make sure he wasn’t talking to someone else. Someone used to riddles, maybe.

         ‘What do you think?’

         Suddenly, she remembered the twins. She’d forgotten they were with her.

         ‘I’m sorry.’ She bent to pick up her pot of porridge. If she didn’t find her sisters, what words would she use to tell her parents?

         She wound round the zongo three times before coming upon a group of turbaned men sitting around a fire, laughing as if they had no worries. Next to them, the twins sat on a raffia mat before a pile of wooden dolls wrapped with a rainbow of beads and cowries. As she made her way to them, one of the turbaned men stopped talking, fixed his gaze on her, then flung his ringed hand in the air to beckon her. The hairs on her forearms stood up, and she stole a glance at the twins, who were entranced by the dolls. Aminah was certain she could quickly sell to the man and collect her sisters. She was there to sell food, she reasoned, and here was a potential customer. She walked over.

         ‘What are you selling, Beauty?’ asked the man. He smiled, and his teeth shone bright white. His eyes, shaded by his turquoise turban, stayed trained on her. He seemed to wear a permanent smirk.

         ‘Maasa, sour milk and millet porridge.’

         ‘My mother makes the best millet porridge. Let’s see how yours compares.’

         Aminah set down her pot, but her hand shook so much that the man grabbed her wrist to steady her, and firmly but gently lowered her body to his level.

         ‘Relax,’ he whispered. Then shouted: ‘Who wants to try Beauty’s porridge?’

         The men all wanted it. She started serving the one who had waved her over, but he pointed to the others, indicating that she serve his friends first and save him for last. The bonfire heated up everything in her body, speeding up the beat of her heart, oozing beads of sweat from her skin and leaving her heady. She looked over at the twins, still playing with the dolls, and in doing so, spilled porridge on one man’s white robe. As she stared, terrified, at the mess, he mopped at it with another part of his robe and waved her away. She served everyone, took their cowries, and returned to the man in the turquoise turban. As she poured out his bowl of porridge into a calabash, she felt his gaze on her. She handed it to him.

         ‘Sit with me, Beauty.’

         He had provided her with quite a few customers and she needed to get her bowls back, so she relented. She sat down and tried not to let the fear in her chest show on her face. She checked on the twins. They hadn’t even noticed her. The man wrapped his wiry arm around Aminah’s waist and tugged her closer. He looked small, but his pull was strong. He slurped his porridge. His friends ate and chatted.

         ‘I disagree. Babatu’s men are indiscriminate,’ bellowed one. ‘There are people who become slaves, and there are people who should be left alone. Those men go for anyone. No one – high-born or low – is safe from their raids. And they are giving people who ride horses a bad name.’

         ‘Relax, Mus,’ said the man who’d called Aminah over, laughing. None of his teeth hid. ‘Babatu and his men need us. If he and his slave raiders start attacking traders, where will they get their supplies? We are their link to the Europeans and their goods. Also, how many people are buying their slaves now that the Europeans say they have outlawed slavery?’

         ‘He’s right,’ said another. ‘Although, there are still quite a few Europeans who ask for slaves.’

         ‘Most of my porters were captured by Babatu’s soldiers,’ said a third man.

         The man beside Aminah curved his index finger, encircled with a knobbed silver ring, and spooned up a globule of porridge left in the calabash. She waited for his verdict, hoping it would free her.

         ‘What’s your name?’ he said.

         ‘Aminah.’

         ‘Beautiful Queen Aminah,’ he beamed. That did not reassure her.

         ‘Did you like the porridge?’ she asked.

         He put his hand on her thigh and the pads of his fingers settled on her the way one’s feet steady themselves on new ground: on tiptoes at first, and then with all of one’s weight. His thumb and forefingers pinched the cloth covering the flesh on her thighs and then he found the opening of her wrapper and his thumb made contact with her skin. He traced circles and warmth grew in that area, threatening to climb up, but she willed the heat to stay under his fingers. She didn’t understand why her body was enjoying what he was doing, although it didn’t feel right. His fingers drew lines higher and higher up her thighs. His friends still talked, oblivious or pretending to be. She focused on her cover cloth puckering up and down every time he moved his hand. He drew his face closer to hers. His hot breath was inches away.

         ‘I’ll tell you about the porridge if we can go somewhere,’ he whispered.

         His hand slithered up her thigh and his fingers were about to touch her triangle when she leapt up. She grabbed his bowl and hurried to gather those that had been left on the ground.

         ‘Hassana, Husseina,’ she shouted, running to them. ‘Home!’

         She could barely steady her shaking hands as she made towards the twins.

         ‘Beautiful Aminah,’ the man drawled and leaned back, staring at her.

         ‘Can we stay a little longer?’ whined Hassana.

         Aminah ignored her. She wanted to be shrouded under something heavy. As she made her way out of the zongo, the grass beeped and bubbled and chirped and croaked and whistled and rustled and danced and bent. Overcome by fear of the world it concealed – leopards, jackals, crocodiles, horsemen, turbaned men – she made the twins run all the way home.

         She herded them into Na’s hut and left the pots and calabashes unwashed. Na would talk and talk the next day about the mess, about the leftover food attracting rats and the rats bringing snakes, but after the experience of that evening, Na’s words would be a soothing balm. As she made for the hut she shared with Eeyah, she heard the clang of metal hitting the ground. Baba. He always dropped things. She went to him.

         A small fire lit the room, held by the beautiful lamp with the fan-shaped crown and intertwined metal staff the blacksmith had gifted to Baba.

         ‘What do you think?’ He lifted a tall brown boot embroidered with red thread. It wasn’t his best embroidery, but Aminah always felt warm inside when he asked for her opinion, and the boot was intriguing.

         ‘Beautiful.’ She settled on the lone stool in the room. ‘Baba, I’m scared,’ she said, after a beat of silence.

         ‘Why?’

         She couldn’t tell him about the turbaned man – she couldn’t tell anyone. Still, the conversation about Babatu and his raiding horsemen provided her with fodder.

         ‘The horsemen. What if they come while you’re away?’

         Baba was quiet. It was a measured, calm quiet. Not the oppressive, heavy breathing of someone who didn’t like silence. His quietness was his essence, and it had a way of cushioning the rough edges of the room. Baba had spread a grey sheet on the floor, where he piled his shoes. He reached for a knife, snipped a loose thread off the boot, and added it to the pile.

         ‘Nowhere is safe,’ he said, after a while. ‘But we can’t live in fear. People keep talking of horsemen as if it’s a new thing. If it’s not the horsemen, it’ll be some disease, or a drought. There’ll always be an unknown thing coming for us. As for the horsemen, it’s because of places that have kings and queens. It’s in places like Botu, where everyone is equal, that you don’t find slaves. But there aren’t many Botus left. All we can do is pray for Otienu’s continued protection. Take care of your mothers for me. You are in charge now till I come back. Just don’t dream too much.’

         His large eyelids drooped, shaded by the light from the lamp. It was as if Otienu had shaped every part of his being in a gentle mould.

         Three days later, he left as a furore of drums announced the caravans’ departure at the break of dawn. Aminah and the twins saw him off, their scrawny arms flapping up and down to wave him goodbye, but Baba and his albino donkey were swallowed by the crowd. They would resume life as usual, Aminah thought, until he returned in a few months.

      

   


   
      
         

            Wurche

         

         To prevent the bustle of Salaga from encroaching on them, the royalty of the twin towns of Salaga–Kpembe restricted Kpembe to royals. Everybody else was welcome to stay in Salaga. But to Wurche, Salaga was like the soups her grandmother often cooked, bubbling with meat and fish of all types. It was home to Mossis, Yorubas, Hausas, Dioulas, Dagombas. While visiting, she often gazed with longing at the European weapons that had come up from the coast, at the horses brought down by the Mossis, and listened to the banter between the traders who wanted to get rid of their wares and the buyers who simply liked to bargain. Everything was for sale in Salaga. Etuto, her father, often took her to the Friday races here, but earlier in the week he had taken her brothers to meet the other chiefs of Kpembe at an emergency gathering in Kete–Krachi, a town with a powerful oracle who had become a mediator for kingdoms in the area. Wurche and her grandmother, Mma Suma, were therefore representing the family in the men’s absence. The women headed for the racecourse, passing by shea trees, their branches spotted with the oval bodies of a thousand storks. The women continued past broken-down huts and uncountable wells.

         ‘Coins from every corner of the world!’

         ‘Embroidered leather shoes!’

         ‘Maasa maasa maasa!’

         At the entrance to the racecourse, a madman danced as men thrummed on wide-rimmed drums – padada padada padada. Matted hair. Dust coating his body. Pa pa pa padada pa pa. He gripped a large piece of meat. He jigged his shoulders, slowly lifting one knee, then the other. Pa pa pa. Every muscle fibre of his brown arms and legs moved. The drummers pounced on the skins of their drums. Pa pa pa padadadada. Manic fire lit his eyes. He swayed left, then right. Wurche thought he would fall.

         The racecourse was haloed in dust as horses and their riders sped by. While coming to Salaga was a treat, Wurche could do without the actual race because Shaibu always won. The old Kpembewura’s son was in the lead, his grey horse caparisoned with a blue velvet saddlecloth and a matching hood. She flung out her hand, willing the other riders to go faster.

         Mma pinched the underside of Wurche’s arm. ‘These are the things that stop you from getting a husband.’

         The old ladies of Kpembe said Wurche should have been born a boy, that all she lacked was a lump dangling between her legs. They said she had pebbles for breasts and a platter for buttocks. Etuto said Wurche’s slender body made her a natural racer, but he never let her take part in the Friday races. It just isn’t done, he said. The old women of Kpembe also said she was her father’s favourite, but she didn’t agree with that. He was selective with the things he let her do.

         ‘Smile,’ said Mma. ‘Frowning doesn’t suit a round face.’

         ‘This is a waste of my time. I should also be in Kete–Krachi.’

         ‘Your father said it was not right for a girl to go with them. And he’s right. The oracle of Dente is not to be joked with. He once led the Asante to victory by causing heavy rainfall. If you’re not Allah and you can make it rain, aren’t you to be feared? Besides, this trouble between the chiefs could turn ugly when the Kpembewura dies. I was a little girl when the last war broke out because the three lines couldn’t decide on a successor. Believe me, these things happen in cycles.’

         Wurche barely heard her grandmother. If Dramani of all people had gone to Kete–Krachi, she should, too. Anything her brother did, Wurche felt she should be given the chance to try. Mma once told her that Wurche’s body was filled with a man’s spirit and Dramani’s, a woman’s spirit. Mma said it had to be Wurche’s mother’s parting gift to Etuto, since she had died giving birth to his child, and hadn’t always been treated well.

         Wurche observed her grandmother, who wasn’t watching the races either. The old woman was certainly scouting for potential grandsons-in-law. Wurche scoured the crowd: dignitaries from Dagbon in flamboyant indigo-striped smocks shaped like lunga drums; the Salaga landlords who loved to skimp on the taxes they owed Etuto and the other Kpembe chiefs; Hausa traders with white turbans encircling their heads; Mossi men in their long billowing smocks holding on to their donkeys; a sprinkling of white men; Dom Francisco de Sousa, the Brazilian who occasionally came up from the coast to buy goods. Originally from Sokoto, Dom Sousa was sold as a slave and ended up in a land called Bahia until he bought his freedom and returned to the Gold Coast. It was said that he liked coming up to Salaga during the races because it reminded him of Sokoto. There were women selling maasa and sour milk; men carrying smocks for sale; slaves fetching wood for their masters, their necks ringed with brass. The smell of rot wafted over. It was the one thing she didn’t like about Salaga: waste everywhere, with vultures left to do the work of cleaning up.

         Commotion from the crowd returned Wurche’s attention to the racetrack. Somebody had overtaken Shaibu. She leaned forward. The games were finally getting interesting. The new rider shot by on a white horse decorated with a leopard-skin saddlecloth.

         ‘That man is either very courageous or a fool,’ said Wurche. ‘But that someone is letting Shaibu know he’s not talented pleases me greatly.’

         The brave rider gained a considerable lead. The others lagged behind, not daring to close in on Shaibu. When the white horse crossed the finish line, the crowd erupted. Wurche shrieked. The rider dismounted and waited for the prince and the others to get to the finish line.

         A small throng gathered before Shaibu and seemed to bow and scrape to his every word. Shaibu took the winner’s wrist and lifted it high. The crowd roared in applause again. Shaibu nodded at the victor and didn’t seem sour.

         ‘Who is that man who’s managed to get his way with Shaibu?’ asked Wurche.

         ‘Moro,’ said Mma. ‘I heard Etuto say he brought in what must have been hundreds of slaves into Salaga, just the other day. With time, his reputation could reach the likes of Babatu and Samory Toure.’

         ‘I haven’t heard of him.’

         ‘You don’t know everything, Wurche, especially when it comes to business in Salaga. To you, it’s insignificant, isn’t it? But people like Moro keep Salaga alive. You even grew up with him.’

         When Wurche was a child, explained Mma, Moro lived in Kpembe. He was Shaibu’s tail, always wearing a dirty sack. Wurche ransacked her brain. She couldn’t remember him.

         They made for the front to congratulate the winner as was customary. This was the first time in a long while that the winner wasn’t Shaibu, and Wurche was itching to meet Moro. They stood quietly, waiting for Shaibu to acknowledge them. Wurche had to bite her tongue; she wanted to be done with Shaibu as quickly as possible.

         Men came and went, shaking hands with Shaibu and Moro. When Shaibu noticed Mma and Wurche, he said, ‘Good afternoon, Mma Suma. Good afternoon, wild princess of Kpembe, the breaker of my heart.’

         ‘How is your mother’s family?’ said Mma, bending her left knee, grimacing in pain. Wurche glowered. The woman had been complaining about aches in her knees for the past month. Shaibu was the one who should defer to her, not the other way around. But because he was a man, because he was a prince, Mma couldn’t help it.

         ‘In good health,’ said Shaibu.

         ‘Your father’s family?’

         ‘In good health.’

         ‘How are you yourself?’

         ‘In good health.’

         ‘We thank Allah.’ Mma turned to Moro. ‘This was a fine, fine race. And congratulations to you.’

         Shaibu, Mma and Moro turned to regard Wurche, who had forgotten that she too had to extend her congratulations. Something in Moro’s face, in his manner, shook her confidence.

         ‘My granddaughter seems to have forgotten her manners,’ said Mma.

         ‘Well done,’ said Wurche.

         Just then, a loud, throaty cry punctured the excited chatter. It was the kind of scream that raised hairs on the backs of necks. Everyone looked about, confused. A woman emerged, barely clothed, heavy metal ringed around her neck, and charged towards them. Moro ended her rampage, suddenly appearing behind her and whacking her on the shoulder. As her body crumpled, he bent over and helped her sit up, then lifted her off the ground and slung her over his shoulder. The woman, her brown skin blushed with red soil, writhed in pain; from her throat came a low rumbling. Who was this man? He cooed at her like a father admonishing a difficult child and patted her back. A man approached from the direction the woman had come, a chain in his hand, and looked about. Moro went to him.

         ‘One of the wild ones,’ explained Shaibu. Then added, clearly tickled, ‘I don’t know how she escaped. The recalcitrant ones are kept in the sun, but well chained. It’s as if she knew there would be a gathering of royals. Came right for us.’

         On the way back to Kpembe, Wurche rode her horse, Baki, slowly, Mma sitting behind her. Mma complained if she did anything but walk like a snail.

         ‘Salaga is ruined,’ said Mma. ‘I don’t come often, but every time I do, it seems to be in worse shape than before. When I was a girl, you could drink water from the wells. Now, I’m sure even slaves don’t want that water touching them. And that horrible woman who came at us … I hate to say it, but when we were under the Asante, that would never have happened. They were more tactical in the way they managed Salaga. Since they were forced out we haven’t built anything for ourselves. All we know is infighting.’

         Lost in her thoughts, Wurche grunted in response. Moro intrigued her. Was it the sharp symmetry of his face, the dark blue of his skin? Or was it because they had a shared past, one she couldn’t even remember? She tried to conjure up images, but her memory was as dry as half the wells in Salaga. Then, as often happens, thoughts of the past led to thoughts of the future, a future she would soon have to contemplate, a future that was appearing more unpleasant by the day because everyone was pushing for her to get married. She’d managed to escape the drudgery of housework by convincing her father to let her study with a teacher in Salaga, but even so, things had stagnated. The next level was to begin teaching women about being a good Muslim, but she could only do that when she was married, which she didn’t want. What she most desired was to help lead her people, the Gonjas. She hadn’t been named Wurche for nothing. Queen. The original Wurche led a battalion of three hundred men to safety. That such a woman had existed two hundred years before she herself was born should give her hope. And what of Aminah of Zazzau, from an even earlier era, who refused to get married and killed her lovers to prevent anyone from usurping her throne? Aminah of Zazzau could do these things after her parents died. Wurche didn’t want to lose her family, but was certain they would soon insist on her getting married. What would happen if she let them have their way, but only on the condition that she was allowed to choose? The general rule was royals married royals. What if she told them she’d chosen someone like Moro? A commoner. Maybe when he reached the status of Babatu, he’d be acceptable.

         Back in Kpembe, Wurche dismounted Baki, helped Mma off, and led Baki into the stable. In the courtyard of Etuto’s palace, a white man stood in front of Wurche’s father and brothers. They were back more quickly than she’d expected. Her father was seated on his ceremonial leopard skins, as one of the three lesser chiefs of Kpembe. Did it mean anything that the other two were absent? And these white men! She found them more bothersome and less impressive than others seemed to. Their shea butter hue suggested ill health and she could feel her distrust for them in her bones. And every week now, some new white man came to see Etuto and the other chiefs, offering friendship. Salaga, her father had explained, was strategic – the meeting point between forest and Sahel, and within reach of the confluences of the Nakambe and Daka rivers with River Adirri, which eventually emptied into the sea.

         Guns, bottles of brown alcohol and bags of salt had been placed at Etuto’s feet. Next to the white man and his entourage were four trussed-up sheep, a pile of yams and two large elephant tusks.

         ‘Your people helped us shed the cruel yoke of the Asante,’ Etuto was saying, ‘and for that we are forever grateful, but Salaga has not been the same since.’

         ‘And we recognise the importance of Salaga,’ said the white man’s interpreter, a tall man with no hair. ‘Which is why we want to find ways to help you. Salaga is an important town to all of us and we need to open it up to the coast. With your friendship and help, of course.’

         ‘The Asante stopped sending kola here after you defeated them,’ said Etuto. ‘We need kola nuts back in our markets in Salaga. The caravans will stop coming here if we don’t have kola. If you want Salaga to prosper, bring kola.’

         In the past, the Gonjas and other nations nearby owed the Asante annual tribute in slaves. The slaves worked Asante farms or were sent to lands such as Dom Francisco de Sousa’s Bahia. Then, the British defeated the Asante. When people in Salaga heard about it, they slaughtered every Asante in town. After that, the Asante choked off Salaga from the kola trade and, according to Mma, the town had never recovered.

         Wurche wiped the beads of sweat dotting her nose with the sleeve of her smock.

         ‘The kola nut,’ Etuto said again.

         After the visitors left, Wurche rushed past her brothers into Etuto’s room. She wrapped her arms around her father, who stopped and soaked in the embrace. A bottle in her father’s pocket poked her breastbone. She settled on a skin in the antechamber, waiting for him to go in and change. He came back out, uncapped the bottle, took a deep swig, and grimaced.

         ‘Cheap.’ He cocked the bottle in Wurche’s direction and she shook her head. A ritual, even though Wurche didn’t drink.

         ‘Why do you keep welcoming them?’

         ‘Our situation is growing complicated. I need all the help I can get.’

         ‘Is this because of Kete–Krachi? Was it about who will succeed old Kpembewura?’

         In the event of the old chief’s death, succession would either go to the old Kpembewura’s son Shaibu, to Etuto, or to another lesser chief. Each of them represented a different line of the royal family. Etuto’s line had been sidelined for generations and from the looks of things, they would be once again. However, Etuto was convinced that if the white man helped him gain access to kola, he could restore Salaga to its glory and the other two lines would pick him as successor to the old Kpembewura.

         ‘It’s been a long day,’ he said. ‘We just got back and the British officers were already here. I need to rest. I promise to tell you about it tomorrow.’

         Wurche’s brothers walked in, as if their father’s words were the password they needed.

         ‘Shouldn’t we be working with our allies in Dagbon?’ asked Wurche. ‘Instead of these white men. Or fix relations with the Asante?’

         ‘What?’ said Dramani. ‘The Asante who turned us into their slave raiders, making us raze entire villages to meet their yearly tributes?’

         ‘At least we were still independent,’ said Wurche.

         ‘How were we independent, when even our market was under Asante control?’ said Dramani. He was always going on about how people shouldn’t own other people and it was after one of those speeches that Mma had said he had a woman’s spirit.

         ‘People shift allies all the time,’ said Wurche. ‘We did it. There was a time when we were enemies with Dagbon. How many wars did we fight against each other? Now Etuto’s best friends come from there. I trust the Asante more than the white men.’

         ‘Like Etuto mentioned,’ Sulemana said, ‘it’s been a long day. Have you told her?’

         ‘What?’ asked Wurche.

         ‘We’re moving to the farm,’ he said gravely.

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I am tired,’ said Etuto.

         ‘He says he needs a quiet place to think,’ added Dramani.

         They only went to the farm once a year, for Etuto to rest. Drenched in boredom the day after they arrived, Wurche would begin counting down the days till they returned. There was nothing to do there. None of them farmed. Etuto’s slaves tended the unfruitful land. And, unlike Kpembe, it didn’t have a big town a fifteen-minute horse ride away. Something wasn’t adding up. Why did they have to move, not just visit?

         ‘Wurche,’ said Sulemana, ‘go and prepare the little ones.’

         She would tell Mma to prepare her younger siblings, and say Etuto requested it. She didn’t understand children. They got in her way. They were unpredictable. And their mothers were still around. Her mother had been from the area around Etuto’s farm, and the people there would not stop telling her how much she looked like this woman she had never had the chance to meet.
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