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The Delegation
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THE NIGERIAN TRINARY Delegation was in its tenth year of existence. Key members organized a private banquet to celebrate the milestone. It took place at the Royal Hotel in Badagry. The party was by invitation only. Armed guards were posted at every entrance. There was plenty of food and drink with uniformed attendants to serve. Traditional entertainers made merriment while formally clad guests intermingled.

Justice Joseph Okaro was tonight’s guest of honor. For the past fifteen minutes or so, he’d been eyeballing a certain young woman among the celebrants. He smiled inadvertently at her style and grace. She looked Fula to him but was wearing the Akwete cloth of his people. The girl towered over most of the other women—even those wearing heels. In his eyes, she was beauty in motion.

The girl paid him no mind but greeted Joy, his wife, with a kiss on each cheek. They seemed familiar with one another, engaging in a brief conversation before parting.

A young waiter offered the maiden a glass of champagne from his tray. She sipped sparingly while hobnobbing among Okaro’s longtime colleagues and peers. Joseph appeared to be the only one who hadn’t been introduced to her. He stood patiently on the sidelines, searching for an opportunity to make his play.

Adenji grabbed his shoulder from behind and drew the justice out of his stupor. He was the delegation’s second-in-command. Joseph faced the Yoruba chieftain with a dazed expression.

“Good evening, Your Honor. Old acquaintances will be forgotten once you are Senator. Oh, but there’ll be little time for chumming around then!”

Joseph laughed as they shook hands. “No, Adenji. I shall never forget those who put me in office. Unity is the strength of any king.

“Asé! Brother, we are ten years strong. Can you believe it? Long live NTD! There is indeed strength in unity.”

The mystery girl brushed by them and won Joseph’s attention again. Joseph pointed her out to his friend.

“That young woman, Adenji! I don’t recall ever seeing her before. Is she new?”

“Oh, that one! Isn’t she delightful? She helped us to organize this party. Her name is Karen Ezekiel. She’s from Rivers but left the country some years ago to study abroad. Ezekiel has lived in Canada and Guangzhou. She came to us by recommendation. Karen holds a baccalaureate in political science and a master’s in economics. She is fluent in Cantonese.”

“Outstanding!”

“Yes, well, an investment in education is an endowment in the future of this nation. Karen is living proof of these words. She was in the top ten percent of her graduating class. Our government granted her a full scholarship to the university of her choice. It was a very wise decision on our part. This girl graduated cum laude from the University of Alberta. We’re expecting great things from her in the years to come. Perhaps she will be our first woman president.”

“Can you introduce us, please?”

Adenji laughed at the desperate look on Joseph’s round, bearded face. How well he knew him. The man was lovesick already.

“Why not?” he said.

Joy was observing from a distance. She knew the man had an eye for beauty. His excessive flirting usually resulted in a heated argument between them. Adenji had diffused more confrontations than he cared to remember. They’d even been separated for a while. Joy had never known her husband to act on his advances. But it was only a matter of time. Karen stood out from the others. She was a shy girl but young, beautiful, and charming.

“Karen o!” Adenji called out.

His voice startled the young woman. She faced him at once and almost stopped Joseph’s heart. How lovely she was. Adenji walked Joseph over to her.

“I’d like you to meet the Honorable Justice Joseph Okaro. He and Madam are founding members of NTD. Joseph, as you well know, is our party’s candidate for the National Assembly.”

Karen seemed humbled in their presence. She curtsied, not knowing what else to do.

“Your Honor, welcome! You are legendary in this town. I’m so honored to meet your acquaintance. Chai!”

Joseph laughed. He took her hand in his and kissed it.

“Believe me, darling, the pleasure is all mine. You are truly a vision of loveliness.”

Adenji scanned the room until he found Joy, her gaze fixed intently on them as she sipped her Chablis. He cleared his throat discreetly to draw Joseph’s attention. 

“Joseph, please don’t make a scene!” he muttered under his breath. “Madam is watching from afar.”

Karen overheard and withdrew her hand immediately. She flashed the justice a warm smile.

“I hope you’re enjoying the party, Oga.”

“Oh, I’m having a ball! And you?”

“Well, Your Honor, I wish to tell you that your wife has always been my exemplar. I am here tonight because of her. Barrister Okaro granted me the internship with NTD. I’ve learned so much from her over the past few months.”

“Joy is the best!” Joseph said. “We must do lunch sometime. Adenji has given me the rundown on your list of achievements. I’m so impressed! You will certainly be a great asset to the NTD in our years to come.”

“Let us hope so!”

“Oh, I know so. Heads-up, my dear. I have my eye on you henceforth.”

Joseph’s gawking was making her uneasy. She looked away and met the Barrister’s eyes unexpectedly. Joy flashed a smile solely to ease her apprehensions.

The band struck up with a highlife classic, Osondi Owendi. Guests paired off for dancing. Joseph took Karen’s glass away and set it on a nearby table.

“May I have this dance?” he asked.

The justice grabbed her by the waist before she could respond. The beat was just right for kizomba dancing. He smiled helplessly as she matched his moves with ease. Karen looked to Joy again. The Barrister took another sip of champagne while watching her husband guide her sensual myrmidon across the dance floor. There was nothing more she could do. Joseph was in a world of his own.

*******
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THE OKAROS WERE HOME by ten. They were exhausted from the festivities and retired upstairs for the evening. Joy was seated at the vanity table, grooming her hair while Joseph prepared for bed in the en-suite bath. She’d been a beautiful girl in her day—dark and curvy with pristine Yoruba features. She was older now—slightly heavier—but still comely. Men still propositioned her on the sly. She enjoyed the attention, but her heart belonged to Joseph.

“So you finally met Karen,” she said. “She’s the newest member of our team. How did you like her?”

It was Joseph’s habit to gargle every night. She wondered if he’d even heard her. Joy waited patiently for his response. There was none.

“Joseph, I asked what your impression was of Karen. She has plans to complete a doctorate in public policy. I think we should hold off on a promotion until she has completed her course of study.”

The gargling ceased. Yet there was still no response.

“Joseph?” she called out.

He entered the bedroom dressed in nothing more than a pair of pajama bottoms and classic leather slippers. His chest was bare. He’d always been a sensual man; sleeping in shirts annoyed him. A white hand towel was draped around his short, thick neck. Joseph was still a handsome man for his age. He’d managed to keep himself fit over the years. She smiled admirably at his reflection as he passed by.

“You were saying, dear?”

“I asked what your impression of Karen was!”

“Oh yes! What a lovely girl. Very lovely indeed.”

Joy rose from her seat and observed him dry his face with the ends of his towel.

“Really?” she replied.

Joseph met her gaze and paused. A faint smile played at the corners of his mouth. Joy caught her breath as he reached for her, drawing her gently into his embrace. She closed her eyes, surrendering to the warmth of his affection.

“My, but you’re unusually frisky tonight!”

“Would you prefer that I stop?”

“No!” She’d spoken too abruptly. Joy felt ashamed of herself. Yet her body yearned for him.

“Please don’t.” 

*******
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THERE WAS YAM AND EGG sauce for breakfast. Joseph took black coffee with his. The Barrister preferred cocoa and milk. Akoni had the table set before they arrived. He’d been in their service for the past twelve years. The man was an excellent cook. Rarely did they complain. His elder cousin, Joy, had sent him to culinary school in Abuja. He stood by quietly and watched the couple enjoy their first meal.

Joy stopped eating suddenly and looked his way.

“That will be all for now, Akoni. Leave us, please.”

He bowed politely and left the room.

Joseph met her gaze but said nothing.

“Joe... are you feeling all right?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, it’s just that you seem so distant lately.”

“Was I not here for you last night?”

“Yes, you made love to me. But your mind was elsewhere. You haven’t had much to say since then. I hope this isn’t what I’m thinking.”

“Joy, what would you prefer that I say?”

“Just don’t tell me you are falling for a girl who is half your age!”

Joseph lowered his gaze and continued eating. She observed him intently. The man just wasn’t himself. Ordinarily, he was vim and vigor—sparking up a conversation each morning.

“Lord, my God, you are!” she said. “You were thinking of her all along, weren’t you? Joseph, for Christ’s sake! What on earth has come over you?”

Joseph stood abruptly and stormed out of the dining room.
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An Affair to Remember
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JOSEPH MADE HIS SECRETARY arrange a business luncheon with Karen. She agreed to meet him on the terrace of Victoria’s Vineyard, a popular upscale restaurant near Tinubu Square. He was already present when she arrived. She joined him at a table for two.

People were staring but pretending not to notice. Their constant gawking unnerved Karen. But Joseph didn’t seem to mind in the least. He had eyes only for her.

“My dear, you are too lovely for words!”

“I was told you wanted to discuss an important business matter. Something concerning the delegation?”

“Do you have a boyfriend, Karen?”

The question caught her off guard. She looked around and caught an elder watching. He shook his head and looked the other way. Joseph was still smiling when she met his eyes again, still waiting for her response.

“Uh, no, Your Honor. My work leaves very little time for nurturing a serious relationship. One might say that I’m married to the delegation for now.”

“Oh my! Now, that leaves me wondering. Have you ever been with a man before?”

“Justice Okaro, I don’t see how any of this relates to the delegation at all.”

Joseph laughed.

“Karen, Karen, Karen! Our individual needs are just as important. You must be terribly lonely.”

“No, life hasn’t been that bad, really. I have no complaints.”

He reached out for her hand and massaged it gently.

“Time waits for no one, dear. How can you allow all this beauty to go to waste? I pity you!”

“Well, I’m sure the right man will come around in God’s time.”

“Perhaps I am that man.”

She withdrew her hand no sooner than he’d kissed it.

Joseph laughed again.

“Your Honor!” she whispered. “People are watching. This could get back to your wife.”

Joseph couldn’t have cared less who was watching them. His eyes remained on Karen. He smiled wickedly.

“Let’s not mince words, sweetheart. I want you! I knew you were meant for me the moment I first set eyes on you. To learn that you are unscathed makes me pine for you even more.”

Karen’s eyes widened briefly. His candor came as a surprise to her. She felt like fleeing the scene.

“Your Honor, no! You’re a married man. Barrister Okaro is my superior. I dare not forsake her in any way. She’s been very gracious to me.”

“I love my wife, Karen. But I can’t help the way I feel about you. I’ve never gone to this extreme before. But you are all I think about these days. I must have some release!”

Karen grabbed her purse and stood. She was deeply offended. It showed in her face.

“Your Honor, this meeting is adjourned!” she scoffed.

The breath rushed out of him as he watched her walk away. They hadn’t even placed their order yet. The waitress was on her way. But his appetite had suddenly vanished.

“Are you ready to order, Your Honor?”

There was no reply. Joseph kept staring into the distance while relishing the scent of his beloved’s perfume. He hadn’t heard the young waitress at all.

“Your Honor?”

*******
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JOSEPH ATTENDED THE delegation's seminar alone. The topic: China’s expanding influence across Africa. The meeting was held at NTD headquarters, deep within the central business district. Adenji served as keynote speaker.

Joy had already arrived before her husband. Her office was just a short walk away. Inside the building’s modish auditorium, she and Joseph sat apart—a common arrangement. They moved in separate circles.

It had been a while since Joseph last saw Karen. He hoped she would be present. She was. Lovelier than ever. She’d taken a seat close to Joy, but that didn’t stop him from staring. Karen kept her gaze lowered until Adenji took the stage.

Joy watched them from behind, her composure fraying. She could hardly believe Joseph’s nerve—smiling at Karen as if she weren’t even there. Karen, for her part, paid him little mind. But Joy simmered. The Okaros kept it professional in public—always.

Adenji’s voice blurred into the background. Joseph’s attention belonged entirely to Karen. She could feel him watching. After a while, she stopped taking notes and met his eyes. He was laughing to himself. She found him arrogant. His wife was seated just behind her. Karen shook her head and returned to her writing.

*******
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KAREN LIVED ALONE IN a stylish one-bedroom flat in Ikoyi. The delegation paid for her upkeep. They even provided a company car. The seminar took up most of her workday. She showered and dressed in a traditional wrapper for the evening. A BBC station aired classical music on weekdays. Chamber music streamed from the living room flat screen. She hummed along merrily while slicing boiled egg at the kitchen counter. A fresh salad and zobo were enough to sustain her through the night.

Someone knocked at her door in the meanwhile. She grabbed a dish towel to clean her hands before making her way to the entrance.

“Yes. Who is it, please?”

“It’s me—Joseph.”

Karen stopped midway to the door. Her heart beat hastily. She took a moment to gather her nerve before allowing him entrance. He was smiling when she finally opened the door. The justice had apparently come straight from his judicial chamber. He was wearing the same suit and tie he’d worn at the symposium. In any case, she didn’t feel up to his antics. Joseph was becoming a nuisance. She feared losing her job because of him.

“How’d you get my address?” she asked.

Joseph snorted a laugh.

“Seriously? I am a government official. May I, please, come in?"

Karen studied him a while longer, then stepped aside for him to enter. He surprised her with a vase of flowers he’d been hiding behind his back—purple violets mixed in with white roses and gyp.

“A peace offering for my African queen!” he announced.

She accepted his gift and took in the fragrant scent. They were a species unrelated to the herbaceous tropical plant found in the east. She doubted that he even knew the difference. It was all a part of his game. But Karen still feared the barrister.

Joseph closed the door and dared to walk closer. She felt like slapping the smirk off his face but feared the consequences. He took in a long breath and smiled.

“Ummm, something smells delightful!” he said. “Is it you?”

“Probably the flowers, Oga. They are sweet violets. What can I offer you?”

Joseph longed for a kiss. He was close enough. But he stepped around her and helped himself to a tour of the room instead. It was a small apartment but modern and serviced. The place was suitable enough for a traveling businessman. Karen, however, deserved better.

He looked down at his watch.

“Time for high tea in England,” he said. “I take mine with a touch of milk.”

Karen returned to the kitchen with the flowers in hand. He took a seat on the sofa in the meanwhile.

“Your place is lovely!” he called out. “Did you decorate it yourself?”

“No, Your Honor. The amenities came with the apartment.”

“Jo... seph!” he sang derisively.

There was no reply.

He enjoyed the music in her absence. It was just right for the occasion. The apartment was cool and tranquil. He could see why she lived alone.

Karen returned with a tray of coffee after a while. She placed the brew on a low table, then knelt to flavor his portion with a small container of milk. The girl put him in mind of a Habesha maiden as he watched her serve. There was chin-chin to go along. But none of it interested Joseph.
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