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Praise for God’s Children Are Little Broken Things


‘A beautiful, significant debut. Although he writes about queer lives and loves in Nigeria, Arinze Ifeakandu's voice is sensually alert to the human and universal in every situation. These quietly transgressive stories are the work of a brilliant new talent’


Damon Galgut, Booker Prize-winning author of The Promise


‘These stories are written with raw, tender grace. They dramatize what love is like in a time when love is under siege. They are brilliant when they explore intimate moments and are superb as they render with complexity and nuance the relations between characters. It is clear from this book that a serious literary talent has emerged’


Colm Tóibín, author of The Magician


‘These are brilliant stories: heartbroken but pulsing with life, wise but never cynical, and soaked in an atmosphere so convincing it's like being inside a great album. The prose alone is worth the price of the ticket, as lush as it is exact, but through it comes whole worlds of longing and travail, youth and aging, queer love expressed in so many of its facets. Arinze Ifeakandu is a major talent, and God's Children Are Little Broken Things is a seriously good book’


Adam Haslett, author of Imagine Me Gone


‘These are heartbreaking stories of love and loss, as granular and nourishing as the Harmattan, the cold winter wind that blows out of the Sahara. Ifeakandu is a writer of lyricism and profundity at the beginning of a brilliant career’


Edmund White, author of A Previous Life


‘An exquisite, complex examination of the vulnerabilities of queer love and desire amid family fears, dreams, and the power of expectations, God's Children Are Little Broken Things is a shimmering, beguiling debut’


Asako Serizawa, author of Inheritors


‘Magic in motion. My love for this work isn't just about the lush tenderness of the writing – which is abundant here – but also about the book's internal circuitry. This book knows what it's doing, where its electricities need to pass through for maximum impact, knows who it is for and who it certainly doesn't answer to, and is its own self-contained habitat. God's Children Are Little Broken Things remains subtle and measured even through massive emotional transitions, carrying the reader the whole way through. Arinze writes like a composer or an orchestral director, bringing notes together to form a staggering, heartshattering show’


Eloghosa Osunde, author of Vagabonds!




For Mum and Dad.
And for Mma, Dodo, and Ogonna,
in loving memory.
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SET ME AS A SEAL UPON YOUR HEART,
AS A SEAL UPON YOUR ARM,
FOR LOVE IS STRONG AS DEATH.


—SONG OF SOLOMON 8:6





The Dreamer’s Litany



On a warm Saturday night full of starlight, the man walked into Auwal’s shop and asked for a recharge card. “Scratch it for me,” he said to Auwal and then took his time tapping in the numbers. He sat on a bench outside the shop, asked for a bottle of Star. “Sorry, sir,” Auwal said, “we no sell alcohol, sir,” and the man chuckled and muttered something, his eyes roving around Auwal’s face, seeking his eyes. Auwal looked away, and when the man asked where he came from, he said, “Cotonou,” although he had moved to Brigade from a village two hours away, a village of greenery that stretched all the way to the horizon so that land and sky became one bluey-green parchment. He felt guilty about the lie for which he saw no reason except for a niggling feeling that he did not want to be known by this man.


“Cotonou, Cotonou.” The man looked clueless. “Cotonou, them no dey speak English?”


Auwal shook his head. “No, no. Français. Comprenez-vous le français?”


“Ah! No sell me with French o!” The man had a shrill giggle, and the way his hands fluttered to his lips, light and delicate, the rapid blinking of his eyes: Auwal thought of Idris then, lithe, fragile Idris with eyes like small pearly nuts. But this man, this man with a hairless head and an Igbo accent and an air around him of something disruptive, something waiting to disrupt, was not exactly like Idris.


“I no fit sell you, fa,” he said, laughed. “French, good. Fine language.”


“True. Very sexy language. I lie?”


Auwal shrugged, smiled. “I fit buy you Star from person, him dey sell contraband.”


“Don’t worry,” the man said, rising, switching to Hausa. “It’s getting late.” He extended his hand and Auwal took it. The man lingered, his baby-soft palms rousing in Auwal an awareness of how calloused his own were.


Still holding Auwal’s hand, the man said, “My name na Emeka, Chief Emeka,” and in that moment Auwal decided that he would never call him Emeka, would never grace him with the intimacy that a name bestows. Because he knew that this man would return, timid as a rat, half pouncing, half scuttling. He could see it in his easy friendliness. An Igbo man like him would have no reason to smile at you, Auwal thought, except he wanted something.


“Chief,” he said. “I am Auwal.”


He did return, Chief did. Not the next day, nor the day after. He returned a week later, when Auwal had forgotten all about him. Auwal’s daughter, Aisha, had just resumed school, the private nursery school Maryam had picked out, its colorful walls painted with ABCs and fruits and animals, a school where the teachers taught in English, and to mitigate the expense of her textbooks, workbooks, socks, and sandals—everything she said she needed, he bought—he’d been opening the shop early and staying late. He knew the humiliation of lack, of wearing old, stitched-up school uniforms, knew the hunger for the industrial smell of new textbooks, for their smooth glossiness. That hunger had ruled his childhood, so that even though he owned his small store, his dream was to own a huge one that sold almost everything, a store that would be the heart of Brigade; soon, he would start doing trips to Cotonou for cheaper goods.


Chief returned smiling, bustling with unwarranted explanations—he’d had to travel suddenly, he said. He came bearing gifts: “I bought this shoe for fifty thousand naira! Can you believe it?” He laughed, settled onto the bench with a casual familiarity. “I brought it home and my woman said it looks like a boat. A boat! What does she know?” He shrugged. His eyes gleamed with contentment, a blind contentment. How could he not see that his presence here was like a rope around the neck, tightening, tightening? Auwal was wary of what this attention meant and wary of what his response might be, he had a life now, a life he loved and was working hard to make better.


“You can have it,” Chief said. “There is a perfume in the bag, too. It smells really nice.”


He came every other night, making his visits later and later, when fewer people came into the store. He sat on that bench and talked, speaking Hausa, and Auwal was surprised and flattered in spite of himself, he’d not expected Hausa to be, for this man, a language of tenderness, he’d expected it to be a language for business, a language to be used and discarded and reused. Every night, before Chief left the shop, he bought provisions worth more than what Auwal sold all week, and Auwal wondered what he told his wife when he returned home all those nights, bearing the same things he had bought only a night before. Auwal imagined that on his way home he flung the provisions out his car window, he seemed like that sort of man, ebullient and careless, a man whose path flowed with the oil of abundance.


He told Maryam about Chief, that there was a man who came in every other night and chatted with him and bought things. “He seems nice,” she said. She’d just placed a tray of tuwo shinkafa on the mat. She sat beside him, Aisha seated across from them, her baby doll in her hand. To her, Maryam said, “Put that away and wash your hands,” and to Auwal, “Is he trying to do business with you or something?”


“If he intends to do that,” Auwal said, “he’s not made a move yet.”


Maryam nodded. “You should probably ask him what he wants, don’t you think? Someone doesn’t just drive from Sabon Gari to Brigade almost every night for nothing.”


“It seems like a rude thing to ask a man,” he said. “ ‘Why are you being friendly to me?’ ”


“Why are you overthinking it?” She frowned. “It seems like a very sensible question.”


And so a night came when Chief stayed his longest and talked about everything, from football to business to children. They spoke in Hausa, and the more Chief came to know about Auwal in that language, the more Auwal wanted to share. Auwal told him that he was ready to have a second baby with Maryam, especially now that he would be traveling often for business. “She go need small man or woman to play with, I lie?” And he laughed for no reason, and Chief said, “I dey imagine the thing you dey carry do am. E go fat like yam.”


Auwal paused before saying, “E big pass yam,” grinning and looking directly at Chief, he was both scared and curious, and Chief must have seen this because he stood up and shut the doors. The noises of the road had stilled, darkness thickened, fewer people in the street. Chief knelt in front of him. Auwal’s chest heaved. Because even though he could easily squash this man between his palms, something existed between them that leaned heavily on Chief’s side, a beam of power. He sat there, saying nothing, spreading his legs when Chief caressed his knees and thighs, his dick hard as a tree in his jeans. Chief unzipped his trousers, gasped “Odogwu,” and Auwal asked, “What does that mean?”


“It means you’re the man,” Chief said before lowering his head and wrapping his lips around Auwal’s dick, making him gasp. At first Auwal closed his eyes, but soon opened them. He stared down at Chief, his bobbing head, the frenzied movement of his right hand as he stroked himself, the hunger and dissolute need in his eyes whenever he looked up at Auwal, the mere fact of him kneeling there on that rough floor, this man who smelled and looked like money: it all filled Auwal with a wonderful feeling of power.


Auwal felt a watery helplessness after that first night with Chief, and to feel alive again he reached for Maryam with a ferocity devoid of desire, a ferocity that terrified him and made him desperate. There was nothing pleasing in his movements, he wanted to take her somewhere, and the fact that he could gave him a small and simple assurance. After he slipped away, he lay on his back with his face to the ceiling, her hair pricking his arm, her breathing light as the evening breeze. It was especially hot that night, there hadn’t been electricity in days, and he could make out their belongings hanging around in corners, like indistinct specters waiting to unfurl. Their entire life packed into that tiny space. He swiped at a mosquito buzzing in his ear, twirled his drenched shirt in rapid-flying circles around Maryam, like a fan, the sweat pouring out of her body was warm and smelled faintly of soap and powder. Chief had smelled of something foreign and sweet, like a sugary fruit dipped in expensive alcohol.


The thought jolted him, and he left the bed and stooped beside his daughter’s mat. The windows were open to let in some breeze, but the heat from the day’s sun seemed trapped in the air. The moon sprayed silver light on Aisha’s face. He felt her to make sure she had not wet herself, caressed her hair. Her face was dark and peaceful, and he wanted so much to gather her up into his arms and hold her close and smell her hair, which Maryam took care to oil and comb, and be made whole by her innocence. Having her was the biggest miracle of his life; everything she did made him quiver with love, her smile, the excited voice in which she recited her three-letter words, the way she gripped his finger even in sleep.


The next night, when Chief lingered, Auwal began closing the shop early. “My pikin and my wife dey wait for me,” he said, his eyes averted. “E don late.”


“I go drop you,” Chief said, and he stood from the bench outside and walked into the shop and embraced Auwal, holding him long. His head stopped just below Auwal’s chin, and Auwal was overpowered by that scent.


“No, Chief,” he said, extricating himself from his hold. “This thing no good, Chief. I marry, you marry. We get small children.”


Chief looked at his face, arms still wrapped around him, but loosely. “Auwal,” he said, his eyes burning with reprimand. “Stop acting childish.”


“Toh, let me be childish, kana ji ko? Let me be childish. Just leave me alone, haba mana.” He hadn’t meant to raise his voice but there it was: one moment he was flailing, without hope of being collected, and the next he was collecting himself and acting.


Chief stepped back, his face struck by the deflation of the rejected. And then he straightened up, his eyebrow rising to a supercilious arch, his eyes burning with disdain. Auwal had seen that look before, on buses full of traders, and at the market when he accidentally ran into an Igbo woman and she turned around and glowered at him. For a moment he feared that Chief would follow it with one of those insults, said in Igbo, that were particularly hurtful because he did not know what they meant. But Chief said nothing as he turned around to walk away. Watching him go, Auwal felt a slender pang of sadness, and he knew that the end had come too late, that something in him had already come alive.


He walked home that night, even though it was still early and he could have easily found a keke. He walked to feel the wind on his face, to be drenched in air. But there was barely any air in Brigade. On every street corner, crowds huddled together, so that the roads became a forest of white kaftans and jallabiya. People lay on mats in front of walled kulle, houses so sleek and shiny and gigantic, they seemed to stand in mockery of the many tiny houses surrounding them. One of the big kulle had forgone walls for a netlike fence, a fence crawling with red flowers. In the evening light, the house seemed to bleed. He imagined that Chief lived in a house like this, perhaps somewhere in Sabon Gari. It occurred to him, then, that he knew so little about this man. He didn’t even know where he lived. He kicked a stone, small particles of dust rising to circle and kiss his feet. Continued kicking it down the street.


A group of boys stood at the bend leading into his street, smoking and talking in loud raspy voices. They quieted as he approached, watched him with lazily aggressive eyes. “Sannunku!” he called out with a learned familiarity reserved for alleys and street corners. “Ina wuni!” they hailed back. He longed for Kura, for winding paths choked by trees, for acres and acres of cornstalks, for solitude. In Kura, solitude had seemed like imprisonment, something to flee. In Brigade it was a luxury, afforded only by the wealthy in their walled houses.


At the gate, Aisha greeted him. “Yar Baba,” he said, hoisting her into his arms; he threw her up and caught her, threw her up and caught her, her shrill laughter smashing the rock in his chest. When had he last seen her awake? Ever since he began closing the shop late, she was usually already asleep when he returned home, and when he woke in the morning, sunlight filling the window, the house would be quiet, Maryam already at the junction where she sold fries to early risers, and Aisha already at school. He carried her into the house. Maryam was squatting over a small mortar, her arms shaking with the intensity of grinding. He greeted her, “Salamu Alaikum,” and it felt to him like an invocation. She stood up and took the bag he was holding. “Wa’alaikumusaalam,” she said and smiled. He wanted to kiss her but Aisha was standing right there, distracted by the bag Maryam had taken from him but there nonetheless. He looked around. A single lamp stood in the middle of the room, its golden light dull. Only a few more months, he thought, and he would be able to get his goods cheap from Cotonou, and then he could afford a two-room apartment.


“Did your friend the Chief tell you what he wants yet?” Maryam asked as Auwal took off his trousers. She draped a white cloth over the mortar, sat on the bed. Very early in the morning, she would make two walks to the junction, carrying the mortar, carrying pans, carrying Aisha. It often broke his heart to see her lift heavy loads. At twenty-one, she was supposed to be finishing university. He recalled the night he had promised to sponsor her through university. It was a year into their courtship. He’d just moved to Brigade at the time and was visiting Kura for her graduation ceremony. She’d broken her school’s JAMB examinations record, scoring higher than anyone in all the years the school had existed, and so was going to get an award. The eve of the ceremony, she sneaked out of her parents’ house to see him, she could not wait until daytime, she’d said, when they were allowed to see each other, and she definitely did not want to see him under the oppressive gaze of an aunty. At the primary school where they usually sneaked off to make out, she told him that she would not be going to university, that her father had decided that his limited resources were better spent sending her brothers to school instead. Auwal remembered that the crickets and toads seemed especially loud that night, that the moment she said, “My brothers don’t even like school,” she let her head fall onto his shoulder and began to cry. He put his arm around her shoulders. He would not let her dreams go to waste, he told her, how could her father not see that she was a star?


Now, when he watched her, he could not shake off the feeling that something essential had been squeezed out, could not stop blaming himself for it. Had he not been foolish in his optimism, he could have seen all the ways in which life could hinder a dream and so would not have given his word so easily, which, perhaps, would have made her fight harder for herself. He could have insisted that she go to university first, could have come to a deal with her father where they split the responsibility. He knew people who had done this. But he had not, partly because of fear: if he did not marry her right away, he’d thought, she would go to university and decide that she was too good for him. It was therefore safer to get married first. Now, though, they had Aisha, and school fees, and rent, and NEPA bills, and although they occasionally still talked about it, their plan to send her to university, she no longer spent the last hour before bed bent over a lamp, reading her old textbooks, keeping her brain awake, as she put it. It seemed she had folded her dream and tucked it at the bottom of her box, together with her certificates and medals and old photographs. Occasionally, she brought out those things and stared at them and caressed them, her demeanor charged with longing, and he imagined, in those moments, that she was mourning something lost and irreplaceable, that she hated him but did not know it yet.


“No, he did not come to the shop today,” Auwal said, suddenly aware of her eyes on him. It was an easy lie, less chaotic than the one he would have to tell if she asked how the conversation around what Chief wanted had gone. The man was gone, that was all that mattered. Auwal could return to his life, this life, with its simple joys and its simple, uncomplicated sources of angst.


Chief returned a week after their fight, just as Auwal was closing the shop. He drove his black jeep right to the front of the shop, parked with a sighing of tires. He did not come into the shop but rested his back against his car, legs crossed, arms folded. Auwal felt a rush of gratitude. Chief was wearing a white dashiki. “You like?” he said, smiling, a pleased, self-mocking smile.


“E fit you,” Auwal said.


“One of my customers, an Alhaji, threw a party today.” He laughed, reached out and flicked something off Auwal’s shirt. “Imagine a party without alcohol. Have you ever been drunk?”


Auwal closed his eyes, his heart heavy with memory. “It was not funny, wallahi.” He walked around and got into the seat beside Chief. He caught an image of himself in the side mirror. His face was black, like soot, as were his lips, and his beard looked like an untended farmland, and his eyes did not look gentle but bore his loneliness and his anger. If he were a man like Chief, he would look for a man whose eyes were full of light and laughter, a man like Idris, and chase him to the ends of the world.


“Why me?” he asked, as Chief started the engine, as Chief’s hand came to rest between his thighs.


“What?” His hand squeezed and caressed, and Auwal closed his eyes, his trousers tightening. The car eased onto the road, bobbing from the undulating cracks in the asphalt.


“Why you like me?”


Chief grunted and said nothing. He had managed to free Auwal from his zipper and was now stroking him, maneuvering the car with just one hand and just one eye. Watch the road, Auwal wanted to say, but Chief’s hand on him felt like a warm bath. And he was having that feeling again, of sitting high up on a mountain and looking down at the world. It felt good, to be desired so, to be hungered for. All through their drive, Chief said nothing, except at the police checkpoint, where he tossed a fluffy blanket over Auwal’s thighs, a blanket he reached for with a speed and ease too casual to be coincidental and said, “Cover it.”


Lights barged in from both windows. Chief rolled down the windows, his face calm, revealing nothing. Auwal felt as though his heart would burst out of his chest—he was sure he’d be asked to take off the blanket. But there was something about the way Chief sat, something about the way his shoulders, his small shoulders, filled the backrest. Something about the way he looked up and said, “Sergeant!” as though he were friends with the men, even though they all knew who was boss. Cries of “Good evening, sir! Sorry about the light, sir!” and Chief zoomed off, his hand returning to its position on Auwal’s groin.


The hotel in Sabon Gari was tall, at least ten stories, and seemed to be made entirely of shiny, glossy steel. It stood alone on a street corner, took up, in fact, the entire street corner. It was placed for privacy, Chief had said, but it roused in Auwal an image of a child forgotten on a playground. Chief spread his arms in a theatrical show of ownership—“My newest shop”—and Auwal thought how different Chief was, how he had slipped into a different persona. He was no longer the small, almost pathetic man who knelt on the dirty floor in Auwal’s shop, fumbling in the darkness. He owned things, ran things, and when he walked into the lobby, bright and white with light, young men and women in orange shirts scattered in all directions, suddenly becoming busy. He walked with a swagger, Auwal beside him. He would never return here, Auwal thought, because of how out of place he felt, because of how the eyes that burned behind them as soon as they’d walked past felt hot with knowing, with sickened, hostile knowing.


But he returned. Every other night. He returned to smoke by the window, naked, and listen to the city shake off its last flickers of life. The city was like a drunken man, it wobbled, garrulous and loud, and then a moment came when it tempered into a fitful somberness, slipping finally into a long, exhausted sleep. He loved it by that window on the top floor, had found that spot on the first night, when Chief brought out a cigarette and said, “You want?” and he thought, Why not? A ritual small and inconsequential. Watching the lights go out in all those windows, Auwal often imagined the bodies that came alive in the darkness, wondered if they burned with love. There was nothing loving in what he did with Chief. Every time their bodies came together, Auwal would reach out to grasp something intimate, but always it slipped away. In the beginning, he would lean in to kiss Chief, because it was what lovers did, but always Chief turned his face away, saying, “I don’t like to kiss,” so that Auwal was offered his neck, a neck he attacked with a sinking in his stomach and anger growing in his heart. This attack fired in Chief a wanton eagerness, so that his lips burst into loud obscene cries.


This is not the sort of surrender I long for, Auwal wanted to say. Outside the window tonight, a light precipitation fell, making the air soft. Auwal wanted to hold Chief, wanted to be held by him. If he moved away from the window and went to his phone on the dresser, he would see the five missed calls from Maryam—he had been counting—but he did not want to go home tonight and look her in the face and lie that he had been at the shop all along, or that he’d been hanging out with the other shop owners after closing.


“Auwal,” Chief drawled, as though from a land of dreams. Auwal turned and faced him. He, too, was naked, was lying on the bed on his stomach, his chin propped up by his hands. He was staring at Auwal. A light of contentment shone on his face, and it made Auwal happy to think that he was the reason for this contentment.


“You know why I like you?” Chief said.


“Why?”


Chief smiled, his eyes traveling round Auwal’s body, from his feet to his thighs, lingering on his dick, fluttering back up to his chest before settling on his face. “Because you be beast,” he said, and Auwal thought how the edge in his voice could cut metal, how it cut him. “You”—he waved his hand in a motion that took in the totality of Auwal—“You be like wild animal.” He laughed, a short offhand laugh. “And you dey fuck like wild animal.”


Auwal stared at him, at the light dusting of hair on his back, at his face, his beard that looked soft and shiny black. “What do you mean, I be like wild animal?” he said.


Chief shrugged, as though he did not understand what Auwal was talking about and could not be bothered. He rolled off the bed and strode toward the bathroom, his hairless buttocks making small yo-yo movements. He was always that way, present but not quite, going from one phone call to another, forgetting Auwal. Auwal did not wait for Chief to return from the bathroom before snatching his clothes from the floor and the furniture, before slinking into them and leaving. He did not look at the receptionist, even though he could feel the boy’s eyes on him, full of scorn and suspicion.


Outside the hotel, he stood for long minutes, watching the cars driving into the compound and the people spilling out of them, men with women who looked too young to be their wives and too clingy to be their daughters. A red jeep pulled in and a man in jeans and a white shirt jumped down, yawning and stretching. The car’s other doors flung open, a boy emerging, as well as a woman in shorts, her face, though exhausted, shining with a simple beauty. And yet it was on the man that Auwal’s eyes became glued, the man who had paused what he was doing, pulling out travel bags from the trunk, to squat and listen to what his son was saying. He threw his head back and laughed, a crystalline sound that made Auwal think of shattering glass. The boy looked confused, and then he burst into earsplitting wails. “Sorry, sorry,” the man mouthed, looking chastened, pulling the boy to himself and rubbing his back. The woman stood there, smiling down at them, and Auwal felt something inside him leap, a small impersonal joy.


On his way home he thought of the man and his wife and their son. Where had they come from and where were they going? For how long had they been on the road? And then he thought of Chief, who looked nothing like the man, who dangled a promise before his eyes then withdrew, a reflection on a crystal-clear pool, there but not there.


It had begun to rain heavily, water splashing into the keke. Auwal wrapped his arms around himself, it was so cold. The sky was black and starless. He thought of a night in his childhood, when he was maybe sixteen. It involved Idris, as did every fond and every painful memory. A cold Friday after prayers, it was harmattan season, the wind rude and nefarious. If Auwal had not complained about the weather, Idris perhaps would not have driven his father’s car to Sabon Gari to buy a bottle of Rémy Martin, which they drank in the car, passing the bottle, the windows rolled up and the speakers blaring the song of the season. They sang together, No one be like you, their heads getting lighter and lighter, their faces drawing closer and closer. They were happy the way only children knew how to be, without the shadow of tragedy. On their way back to Kura, Idris had had to pull over so that Auwal could vomit by the roadside. It had been late at night and they both had been afraid because the road wound through dense forest. “We will park at a motor park,” Idris said, glancing at Auwal, after driving for a long time. “You can call your mother on my phone and tell her you’re with me. Mine won’t notice I’m gone.” The breeze had turned icy, it seemed as though they were close to a great sea, but it was all trees and grass and night sounds. At the motor park, the car’s lights turned off, the two of them nestled together in the back seat, Auwal thought for the first time, listening to Idris sleep, that he was in love.


When he got home, it was still raining. Maryam opened the door but stood in the doorway, blocking him. “Where have you been?” she said. “I’ve been calling your number.”


“I was out with the men,” he said.


She stared at him, something like disappointment in her demeanor. “You return home late, smelling of cigarette smoke and a strange perfume, and you don’t even have the decency to be a little more creative with your lie.” She paused, looked at him, her eyes, fierce and wet, glinting with a shrewd and wounded light. “It’s not the Chief, is it? Tell me it is not the Chief.”


The accusation startled him, partly because he’d not expected it but mostly because he did not know how much she was accusing him of. The family next door was watching a Hausa movie loudly, for which he was grateful, the sound of their television melding with the patter of rain. He shivered, from the cold and the wetness, from exhaustion and worry. “Can we talk about this later?” he said. “I am tired and cold, as you can see. And I’m hungry.”


“There is nothing to eat,” she said, moving out of the way. “Aisha had a convulsion this evening, that’s why I was calling you. Aisha had a convulsion, it was so scary and I was calling you but you didn’t answer. Something terrible could have happened to your child, Auwal, while you were doing whatever it is you do these days. Thank God for Baba Kabiru, who drove us to the clinic!”


Auwal stared at Aisha sleeping on the bed, swaddled in the white shawl they used when she was a baby. She must have asked specifically for it, she did so whenever she was ill or whenever they, for any reason, were being especially giving. He imagined Maryam rummaging through layers of clothing to dig the shawl out, imagined her confusion, her anger every time he failed to answer the phone. He touched Aisha’s head, it was warm and sweaty, then took her hand gently in his.


“I’m sorry,” he said to Maryam, who was still standing with her arms crossed by the door, now closed.


“Tell me,” she said. “What is wrong? We promised not to keep anything from each other.”


He remembered the first time he saw Maryam, during morning assembly in secondary school when she read the news. She was his junior at the time, and he was in love with Idris, and so he’d felt nothing but admiration for her, something close to worship. Idris used to tease him about it, He is such a fan, he once said to her. Many years later, and his admiration had not diminished. Before Chief, he’d been content with his life.


He could not tell her the truth, he knew, he could already see the ending: her shocked and disgusted face, her teary phone call to his mother, his eternal disgrace. “It’s nothing you need to worry about,” he said. “I’ll do better, I promise.”


That night, he dreamed of Idris. They were in Kura, on a hot, sunny afternoon, and a fight had just broken out on the field. Bala, a boy who hated Auwal with a virulence too sharp to be disaffected, who called him dan daudu every time his team lost to Auwal’s, lay on his back on the ground while Idris sat on his chest, pouring sand into his mouth, the ultimate sign of defeat, of humiliation. Suddenly, they were no longer at Riga Field, suddenly Auwal was in his bed, while Idris sat in a chair facing the bed and fixed him with a long, unsettling gaze. Auwal woke with a pointed gasp, and for a moment he did not know where he was. Maryam woke up and, as though forgetting that she was angry at him, asked, over and over, if he was okay. She did not ask what the dream was about, but she sang to him. It was a song his mother used to sing to him whenever he was afraid, to ward off night spirits. She sang it, too, every time she massaged his scalp with coconut oil. As a kid, he’d had such luxuriant hair, an inappropriate crown on a boy’s head. His mother took such pride in oiling and combing it. The other kids called him names, na mata, dan daudu, and they pulled at his hair, laughing when he lashed out at them. He never told his mother about the hair pulling and the names, because he sensed in her a need that surpassed any pain he felt. It had been, for as long as he could remember, just his mother and him. He knew who his father was—he passed the mansion painted entirely white every day on his way to school, sometimes his classmates would point and say, If your father lives there, why are you so poor? Is it because your mother is a whore?—but he had never spoken to the man, never spoken to his many half brothers and sisters, how could he when his father had denied him even before his birth? As a kid, he would sometimes wake up in the middle of the night to his mother’s sniffling. One day, he promised himself, he would become something, a millionaire, and then nobody would ever treat him, nor anyone he loved, as nothing.


It was a dream he shared with Idris whenever they walked to the fountain on the outskirts of Kura. They would sit on a rock, watching the people who came to draw water from the stream, planning their getaway to Cotonou—“One day, it will happen,” Idris often said, his voice solid with faith—Auwal totally forgetting that they were supposed to be fetching water for his mother. They would sit there until sundown, talking, Idris sometimes taking on the firmness of a teacher: “It’s beaucoup, not boo-coop,” and Auwal would repeat, Boo-coop, and they would laugh. “Will you go with your friend today?” Auwal’s mother would ask. “Yes,” he would say. “Then make sure you tidy up the house first.” She used the other word for friend, amini, a word bursting with fondness and suggestion. When he thought of it now, it made him wonder.


The last time he ever saw Idris, the sky had been spread out and bare, starless but bright, flush with God’s eternal presence. Idris, heady from the blunt he had been smoking, had blurted out, “Baba is sending me back to Cotonou.”


Auwal had just taken the blunt from him and was about to take a puff, he was new at this and very slow and careful. “You are joking,” he said, chuckling.


Idris shrugged, took the blunt back. His eyes were glazed and distant. Stop, Auwal wanted to say, but his heart had begun pounding. He hated it when Idris did this, treated something serious as though it were nothing. Auwal pressed his palms together, crushed his fingers. “Why is he sending you away?” he asked.


Idris threw his head back and blew out smoke. His left leg was crossed over the right and his body was a slender arch, a graceful arch. His shirt lay on the grass, breathing in the breeze. “Bala caught me with Ahmed, and he reported,” he said, the smoke escaping from his lips and spiraling heavenward, an offering.


“Ahmed fucked you?”


Idris shrugged. “Don’t sound so shocked. You fuck Ruqayat.”


“She’s a girl!”


Idris laughed, said something in French, shaking his head as he said, “Why does it matter? I didn’t think you’d mind.”


Auwal put his hands in his pockets to hide how much they were shaking but also to steady them, because they had begun to do the thing they did on a blustery Friday morning years ago, when he punched a boy for the first time and wouldn’t stop punching until his teachers pried him off the boy’s body. “When are you leaving?”


“Tomorrow, in the morning,” Idris said.


At first Auwal said nothing, because this is what happens when one receives news of a death: the heart, like a spider, forms a web of denial to protect itself. Then he said, “First, you fuck another guy, and then you leave me.”


“Don’t be like that,” Idris said. “Baba seized my phone but once I get a new one, I’ll call your mother and you and I will talk all the time. Maybe you’ll even have your own phone by then!”


Idris’s words, said brightly, did nothing for Auwal. All he felt was the sting of abandonment. He knew exactly what would happen: Idris would make new friends, find a new boy to love, and forget all about him. He stood, picked up his shirt from the grass. Slung it over his shoulder. He did not touch the wheelbarrow full of jerricans of water, did not think of an explanation for his mother. He started walking home. Idris called out to him, his voice growing desperate with each distance gained. “Auwal, Auwal!” he called, and Auwal threw his ears to the wind, his heart welling. “Rabin raina,” Idris called, their name for moments of reconciliation. Now, he turned around and, for a split second, saw Idris as the name declared, as half his soul.


“Don’t ever call me that again,” he said, his voice ringing in the thin clustering of trees. And then, to keep the tears from rolling down his eyes, he tightened his lips, reached deep for that cruelty that was at once familiar and strange, and spat: “Dan daudu!”


If he hadn’t had the quarrel with Maryam, he would not have called Chief. He should have been on a bus to Lagos, on his way to Cotonou. But he’d fought with Maryam, and even though she sang to him after his dream, she refused to talk to him at daybreak.


And so the next day he called Chief and said that they needed to talk. He had never been the one to arrange a meeting, and it felt strange asking if they could meet. When Chief said, Sure, yes, it was after a pause. “Is everything okay?” he said to Auwal.


“Yes.” Auwal pressed the phone to his ears. He could hear noises in the background, children crying, a woman’s voice scolding. Chief said something, and it took Auwal a moment to realize that he wasn’t talking to him, that he couldn’t have been talking to him in Igbo. Auwal drew in air, steeling himself. He said, “Please we no meet for hotel.”


“Why?” Chief asked. He seemed distracted, detached, but the question was pointed, the tone of a man who felt entitled to something, to everything.


“Because we must to talk.” Auwal shuffled his feet, he felt a mild exasperation. He spoke English, decidedly, because to slip into Hausa would be to slip into a language that had become, for them, a language of fondness. “We meet for open place. You know somewhere?”


Auwal knew what he would say when they met, had examined the words and stacked them neatly in his head. He had rehearsed, also, his countenance, grim but not too grim, and hard, if need be. This thing happening between them had run its course, he would say.


But when he got there, he was thrown into confusion by the presence of a third party. A tall, light-skinned boy whose face he kept glancing at until a picture formed in his memory: the boy who sat behind the reception desk at the hotel. He seemed different here, in a deserted bar on a quiet street, a bottle of Heineken open before him. He was taller and broad shouldered. He couldn’t be more than nineteen, although his eyes were already shrewd with something resembling worldly wise knowledge. He had acknowledged Auwal’s presence with a nod and a handshake, now his attention was on his phone, his fingers busy. He had clean fingers and a face so handsome, it seemed unreal, as though God had taken care to sculpt every inch of it. Auwal felt ashamed when he imagined what the boy looked like under his shirt and shorts. The clarity of his imagination jarred him, it was obscene and naked, and he felt as though the others had seen it.


“Aisha had a convulsion last night,” he said, to redeem himself, and then felt a twitch of shame.


“Was that why you left without telling me?” Chief said.


Auwal shook his head, sipped his Coke. He did not want to have that other conversation. He was grateful when Chief nodded absently and said something to the boy, whose name Auwal now knew to be Chima. Auwal had watched the subtle movements between them, had read their bodies for signs of something intimate. He had seen none. He watched Chief now, he was speaking in Igbo, his voice soft. He was begging. Auwal noticed, for the first time, how old Chief was, freckles of graying hair that he tried to hide by being completely bald clinging to the sides of his head like thin white dust. Once in a while, Chima nodded or grunted something, but his eyes hardly left his phone. At one point he sounded angry. “I’ve told you, this man, I’ll do it when I’m ready,” he said, and then said something else in Igbo, a string of words tossed as though to a child, his voice like an echo from the depths of a well. Chief glanced quickly at Auwal. “Biko,” he said, to Chima, which Auwal knew meant please. Chima stood up, typing lazily into his phone and then slipping it into his pocket. He extended his hand and shook Auwal’s, but he said nothing as he walked away. Auwal wanted to walk up to him and make a joke, to disassociate himself from Chief, and to show Chima that they were alike.


“Give me a minute,” Chief said, rising.


Auwal nodded, pulled out his phone to see if Maryam had texted him. When they quarreled, which was not often, she often reconciled by texting him a short list of household things she would love him to get on his way home. There was none today.


Chief stayed outside for a long time, almost fifteen minutes, before returning to the bar. He plopped down into his seat and covered his face with his hands. “Bring your daughter to the hotel tomorrow morning,” he said. “I’ll call my doctor.”


Auwal nodded, surprised yet pleased by the offer, muttered his thanks. Chief was still not looking at him. “I wan’ tell you something,” Auwal said, slipping into English. Chief looked up briefly, nodded, and Auwal saw pain and sadness in his eyes. To continue would be an act of cruelty, and so when Chief asked if they could leave, Auwal joined him in the car, even though he knew he shouldn’t.


Chief drove slower than usual. Auwal was sure they were driving to the hotel, had already accepted the implications, but Chief parked under a tree a few streets away. The tree was large for a dogonyaro, its branches stretching out to form a canopy over the thin road. He left the engine running, placed his head on the steering wheel, his shoulders shaking.


Auwal felt a small panic. He placed his hand on Chief’s back. He did not know if that was enough, wondered what would be enough. For weeks he had longed for this closeness. “Ina sauraran ka,” he said. It was almost like that evening with Idris when they had cuddled to fight the cold.


“After everything I did for that kid,” Chief said, the steering wheel muffling his voice. He shook his head. “I practically do everything for his family. Because of him.” His voice thickened, like a bat or an assault rifle: “The ingrate.”


He quieted, and Auwal heard the tree sigh under the breeze. He looked out and marveled anew at its branches, so immense they made him think of God. He was still rubbing Chief’s back, even though there wasn’t a need for it anymore. He sensed Chief’s story was over, a short-lived lamentation rather than a story, but Auwal was waiting for something else, a resolution. When Chief straightened up, Auwal moved his eyes away, embarrassed at his happiness.


“I am not from Cotonou,” he said without even deciding to say it.


“I know,” Chief said, leaning close to kiss him.


The day was perfect before it shattered. First, morning, the sky unsure of its disposition, vacillating between gloominess and glaring brightness. Auwal stood in the hotel’s lounge with Maryam and Aisha. Chief squatted in front of Aisha, asking her questions about school. Aisha, shy, hid her face behind Maryam’s hijab, peeking out at Chief, smiling as she responded to his questions. Chief said, “Wise girl,” and patted her head, and then looking up at Auwal and Maryam, said, “She’s so intelligent. And well mannered.”


“Oh, you don’t want to see her throwing a tantrum,” Maryam said, smiling politely.


The previous night, when Auwal told her that Chief had offered to take Aisha to his doctor, she’d relented—she still was not talking to him after their quarrel—before saying, “He’s being so nice,” in a tone and with a look on her face that suggested she did not trust this niceness, and for a second he fretted that she was on to him, and so did not pursue the conversation. But as they lay in bed later, she turned and turned until he sat up and asked what the problem was. She did not know the man, she said, but Lord knew Aisha needed a real checkup at a real hospital.


“You should come along,” he said, a terrible idea, but he was willing to pretend. He was not new to pretense. Wasn’t his entire life a play, and hadn’t he put on, so far, a stellar performance? He had picked this life and sworn to be very good at it because there was no reward in loving boys, he’d concluded the evening Idris had told him he was leaving, it made you the most hated person in the world, and for what? Heartache, betrayal. Since Aisha’s convulsion, the feeling had been growing in him that he was terrible at this, but how could that be true if Aisha got to see a good doctor because of Chief? Even Maryam would see it for herself, he thought, the usefulness of his association.


Chief said, “One of these days our kids should go out together.” He took Aisha’s hand. “You’d love to go to amusement park, wouldn’t you?” Together, they walked toward the door, Maryam and Auwal following behind.


“You see?” Auwal said, trying to read Maryam’s face. “He’s not bad at all.”


“I appreciate what he’s doing for us,” Maryam said, her tone too even to be interpreted. Auwal looked ahead at Chief, who looked boyish in blue shorts and brown sandals and a blue cap.


The hospital was a few streets away and smelled clean, unlike the clinic in Brigade, whose corridors were always crowded with people coughing. Chief’s doctor held Aisha’s hands and talked to her as though they were friends, and she did not immediately burst into tears the way she usually did when she saw a person in a lab coat. After they left the hospital, having ascertained that all was well, Auwal took Maryam and Aisha to FanMilk. They sat alone in a corner, the place deserted at this time of day, scooping ice cream from rectangular bowls. “Baba, can we come here every day?” Aisha asked suddenly, and there was a pause before Maryam laughed. Auwal laughed too, said, “Not every day, yar Baba. But we will return, inshallah.”


That evening, he returned to the hotel, took the elevator to the last floor, marveling afresh at the magic of floating up unencumbered, at the plush red rug in the hallway when he stepped out. He had not been to his shop all day, and it did not bother him. He knocked, three gentle raps. When the door opened, it was Chima. “Yes?” he said, his eyes hard and unfriendly. He was leaning against the doorframe, one hand on his waist, his shirt buttons undone. “Yes?” he said again.


Auwal looked past him into the room. All he could see was whiteness, the walls, the sheets, the blinds. “Where Chief?” he said and looked Chima boldy in the eyes.


A moment dark with hostility passed between them. And then Chima laughed.


Chief’s voice called from within, “Who’s there?”


“Comot for my road,” Chima said, almost brushing Auwal with his shoulder as he walked into the hallway toward the elevators.


In the room, Chief, seated on the bed, said, “I did not call you.” He walked toward a table. He was wearing white briefs, he had to be the only man who still wore briefs, his singlet draped on his shoulder. He poured himself a drink, gulped it down, standing there by the table with his back to Auwal, poured himself another glass.


“That boy wan’ kill me with fuck,” he said, chuckling. His hands shivered, as though from the memory. “Do you know how many years this guy kept promising that we’ll do it and then refusing?” He gulped down his drink, his eyes watering, and sat on the edge of the bed, his head just below Auwal’s belt.


“You kiss him?” Auwal said.


Chief looked up, arched an eyebrow. “What?”


“Did. You. Kiss. Him?” Auwal, angry, had slipped into Hausa, English too unreal for his surge of feelings.


“Of course!” Chief looked exasperated. He stood up, walked to the table, and retrieved an envelope from the drawer. “Sixty thousand,” he said, holding out the envelope to Auwal, and then, “It should be more than enough.” Auwal had never heard him speak English the way he did now, slowly and clearly. It felt cold. “I can also introduce you to my friends,” he added, grinning, the envelope held between them.


Auwal stared at the envelope without reaching for it. He thought of Maryam, what this arrangement could mean. He thought of the house just down the street from their current one, it had two rooms and a toilet inside and cost eighty thousand a year, thought of his mother in Kura whose arthritis was getting worse.


“I want you,” he said, recoiling from Chief’s outstretched arm.


Chief looked shocked, then amused. He stood so close now, Auwal could smell the drink on his breath. He unbuckled Auwal’s belt, pushed Auwal’s trousers to his knees, and slipped his hand into his boxers. “You’re a beast in bed, I no go lie.” A chuckle. “You sweet, all your people sweet, but—”


“All my people sweet?”


Chief shrugged.


Auwal shoved Chief onto the bed, then lay on top of him, pinning him down and grinding against him. “Did he fuck you like this?”


Chief gasped, his body acquiescing.


“Fuck you,” Auwal said.


For a moment, Chief lay there. And then he rolled off the bed, straightened himself with a haughty dignity, looked Auwal in the eyes, and said, “You are a fool.” And then, “Ewu Hausa.”


It was not so much the words as it was the force behind them—Auwal felt pummeled, blinded. This is not how this ends, he thought as he sank onto the floor. He began to cry.


“You have to leave now,” Chief said. 	


He took the stairs. The lobby was deserted. Even the receptionist’s desk was empty.


He walked into the road, past the tree under which, only an evening ago, he had felt the utmost happiness. He turned on to a quiet street. A dog stood by a heap of refuse, its nose buried in the pile. As Auwal approached, the dog halted, then lifted its head to contemplate the man ascending the sloping road. Slowly, it lowered its head, apparently deciding that Auwal posed no threat.


A great wind swirled toward him, blowing bits of paper and polythene off the rubbish heap, stirring dust, the darkness suddenly alive with things that spiraled toward his face, particles that flew into his eyes. It reminded him of the morning Idris was to leave for Cotonou, how windy it was as he ran to Idris’s house to say goodbye, Idris’s brother saying, “He just left, if you look, you’ll even see the dust rising from Baba’s car driving away.”





HAPPY IS A DOING WORD





	They were ten when the plane crashed. Binyelum saw the blackened remains in his father’s Sunday Times, they always read the Sunday paper together, passing pages between each other. Just look at this rubbish, his father would say, frowning at yet another headline about Hisbah (“Kano State’s Hisbah Cracks Down on Private Schools, Enforcing New Hijab Rule,” one headline had said), or, Sharp observation, my boy, which made Binyelum’s head swell. The day of the crash, his father did not sift through the pages, deciding which he wanted to read first before sharing with Binyelum; he went straight to the page with the story, shaking his head as he read, muttering under his breath. Binyelum leaned against him, reading at the same time, the way he used to do when, littler, he would sit between his father’s legs, asking what this or that word meant, how this or that word was pronounced. This is tragic, his father said, turning to him. Later, Binyelum ran to Somadina’s house, waving the paper and saying, Look! It was evening, the sun, huge and yellow, rolling into the belly of the sky. Somadina followed him outside, to the dogonyaro tree across their yard under which they often sat, watching birds. Binyelum caressed the pictures, his eyes like a dreamer’s. One day, he said, he too would fly, and he would not fall.

Binyelum and Somadina and the other neighborhood children used to sit under this tree and sing to the birds—Chekeleke, give me one white finger, they screamed skyward. Every evening, the birds erupted in noise as though, having returned from wherever they had traveled since morning, they could not wait to regale one another with stories about their day. Binyelum believed that he could tell each one apart, and he gave them names even though Somadina told him this was impossible: there were just too many, and they all looked the same, clear white feathers, pale yellow beaks, and long broomstick legs. See, Binyelum said, Sarah had a way of flapping her wings, like a thing about to reveal itself, regal and wild, but Rose was timid and loved the branch hanging close to Baba Ali’s fence. That made no sense, Somadina said, and they fought, sometimes with silence, a few times with their bodies, rolling in the sand, over dead leaves, pulling at each other’s shirts. By morning, they were friends again, playing catch, watching the birds.


But this was before. Before the plane fell from the sky. Before all Binyelum wanted to talk about was how he would be a pilot when he grew up. Before Hisbah seized the truck full of alcohol and ruined his father’s business. Before the evening when, after playing ball, the boys formed a circle around him and he took down his shorts to show them he’d begun growing hair down there. They were all a little shy, until Nnamdi, who was the most senior, said, You be man now o, you fit give woman belle. Binyelum, no longer shy but proud, glanced at Somadina and smiled, as if to say, You see? The next day, they both climbed the short fence into Baba Ali’s compound again and went into one of the discarded old cars littering the yard. It seemed ages ago, and not only yesterday, that they used to have their bath together outside, under the eyes of the entire world.
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