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Chapter 01



	 


	The morning was bright and fresh, happy and cheery. Everyone or rather, almost everyone was up and about. Women were getting into their domestic duties; men, their family obligations; and young people, their chores. 


	The women could be seen sweeping all around their little compounds while their husbands prepared to set out for the day's work of checking traps, collecting latex from rubber trees, lumbering or even early morning hunting or fishing. This was not a sleepy community. Many of the men may be late risers, but most of the women had woken up long before daylight to prepare breakfast. 


	Yes, the sun was smiling affably and it seemed like every other normal day, but not everyone was feeling in sync with the weather. Newly-wed fourteen year old Caro was feeling apprehensive at the very least. 


	Today was the day appointed for her to officially assume the position of a wife in her middle aged husband's house. Right now, she was still in her father's house, pacing from wall to wall, experiencing the greatest moment of anxiety in her young life. She had a very important plan in mind and that plan must be executed before the next day. Why the rush, you ask? The key ingredient needed for the success of the plan had been promised her by a close friend and she wanted to receive it before she would leave for her new husband's house. Without that ingredient, her plan... in fact, there would be no plan at all. Her friend, Tina, had sworn on her life that she would deliver the item at the first sign of daybreak, but it was an hour past that time and still, Tina was missing in action. 


	Caro bit down hard on her finger as she regretted putting all her hopes on Tina's punctuality. She was one who never failed to have suitable alternatives, but this time, she could shamelessly say that there was no alternative to be found. She had to rely on Tina or nothing. But being disappointed like this? Haba! 


	As time went on, the speed of her pacing increased and she could hear herself praying. Very soon, she would be shipped off to the despicable creature she had been forced to marry and this chance would forever be lost. But wait... what was that? She came to a halt, her heart pounding like a jackhammer as she listened to what she thought was Tina greeting her mother outside. Speak of the devil... Tina walked in with a smiling face. 


	"So you are even smiling after keeping me waiting here for hours," Caro fumed. 


	"Eh eh eh, don't talk to me like that o," Tina shot back, trying hard not to break into a grin. "You should be thanking me for coming. If I didn't come now, you'll end up as one old cow with..." 


	"Come on, bring the thing here," her friend hissed. 


	Tina came forward and produced from the folds of her wrapper a little plastic bottle. Looking furtively around to ensure that they were alone, she carefully opened the bottle as Caro waited impatiently. 


	"Use small o, only small," she admonished as her friend took pinch after pinch of the powdery substance inside the bottle, stashing it into a little nylon. 


	"Tina, are you sure this thing will work very well?" 


	"Taste it na, you'll see what will happen. Ah ah, do you want to take everything? It's my mother's own o." 


	"I know na," Caro nodded as she tied the half-filled nylon and secured it in the pocket of her frock. "I just hope it will work." 


	"Don't worry, it must work. My mother used to use it for my father when she wants to go out and it used to work everytime." 


	"Hmm. Then in that case, this my new husband will enjoy," Caro chuckled, clapping her hands merrily. 


	"So how much will you pay me?", Tina asked as she tucked the bottle back into her wrapper. 


	"Abeg, come and be going," Caro said, hurrying her towards the door. "I have to get ready. You and money eh... I'm sure it's money your enemies will use to kill you." 


	"God forbid! So I will do this big thing for you and you will not give me anything abi? Okay na, we shall see." 


	"Sisi eko. Oya, oya, come and be going back to your father's house. Thank you, eh. I will reward you in my next life." 


	After she had seen Tina out by way of her hands, Caro came back into the room and offered a short prayer of thanks to God. She checked the substance she had received, ensured its security and began preparations to leave for her new home.


	 


	***


	 


	Caro had been here for over ten hours now. She wasn't feeling fear or apprehension of any kind now that she was finally in her husband's house. But she was anxious, very anxious (the eager, desirous kind). When such anxiety came, restlessness usually tagged along. Caro couldn't sit still, she moved like a wandering spirit all around the compound, ignoring the unfriendly stares from her stepchildren and trying her best to keep out of the way of the older wives or 'mates' as they were called. She was biding her time and waiting for a perfect opportunity. 


	Most of the men in the community had their wives in different places, but not Caro's brand new husband. Nicknamed 'Iron Fire', he was notorious and scary enough to have all his wives under the same roof with him and he was heartless enough not to care whenever they fought or quarreled. Right now, his focus was on his new wife. Tonight, he would break her in, into the world of matrimony as he understood it, little knowing that Caro herself had plans of her own. 


	Cooking had begun. It was evident from the smoke emanating from the outdoor kitchen and the children running on quick errands to buy ingredients that were not available in the kitchen. Caro kept her distance, but maintained a keen watch on the proceedings. Everything depended on timing. One second off track and the whole plan would go to ruin. Wife number three was the one cooking; she was still yet to find out what name each wife was generally called, but being fellow villagers, she knew enough to be sure that Wife three was a very rude and unfriendly personality. That was why she was scouting the kitchen from afar. 


	Half an hour... an hour... an hour and half, and it seemed the food was getting ready to be served. There was increased activity around the kitchen and Wife Three was cursing and ordering the children about, not forgetting to throw a wicked glance at Caro followed by an angry spit to drive home her hatred for the new wife. But Caro was far from bothered; all she needed was space and time. 


	Jumping to her feet, she hurried over to her husband's room. The door was closed and no living soul with anything short of two heads could go into that room without prior permission from the lord of the house, but Caro was ready to use to her advantage her position as new wife. Without knocking, she slowly opened the door and immediately heard a roar that could make anyone melt into thin air. After she had identified herself, the roaring voice changed to a welcoming laughter. He invited her to come in and take a seat beside him. Evidently, he was still intoxicated by the acquisition of a young wife, but that intoxication would die after she would have become like the other wives and he would then need to add to the harem. 


	She knelt down to greet him, but he was all impatience for her to sit close to him. She sat lightly beside him and acted as shy as she could while he beamed at her like a man surveying a much coveted prize. Before she could say Jack, he lifted her up and sat her on his knee. She blushed further and he smiled wider. 


	"Caro, Caro," he cooed, patting her affectionately, especially her lower back. 


	"Hmm?", she responded, smiling shyly and pulling off the innocent girl act satisfactorily. 


	"Porkor porkor. Chai!", he tickled her, reveling in the freshness and yet, virgin hardness of her body. 


	From the corner of her eye, she could see him lick his lips as he stared hungrily at her and she felt it was the right time to state her reason for coming in order to prevent an undesirable occurrence. 


	"Ehh... Sir, I think your food is almost ready, should I go and bring it?", she asked in her best innocent voice. 


	"Chai!", he exclaimed in joy. "You don't need to learn too much, you are a naturally good wife. Oya, go and bring the food, let us eat it together." 


	She got down from his knee and hurried out, receiving a pat on her backside as she


	went. 


	Like the proverb goes, 'a child that is sent by his father uses his foot to kick the door open'. It was with that same authority and audacity that Caro marched into the kitchen to the shock and annoyance of Wife three, but before she could open her mouth to say anything, Caro delivered her shot. 


	"Chief wants his food. He said I should bring it now." 


	Though she wasn't literate, Wife three got the message loud and clear. Abandoning her earlier intention to attack the new wife, she immediately intensified efforts to get the food ready while grumbling inaudibly. Night had fallen and Chief was not one to be patient concerning food or sex. If he had sent a messenger, then trouble was not very far away. Hurrying to serve up the food, she cursed and kicked at the children assisting her since she was unable to direct her annoyance at who it was really meant for: the new wife. 


	It was with a severe frown that Wife Three handed Caro the tray containing the food meant for Chief. Caro snatched it out of her hands and hurried away, followed closely by curses from the older woman. That was the most she could do: curse at her back. It would be physical and marital suicide if she were to do it to her face because Caro, who was Wife Six, might just report her to Chief (which, by the way, was not a formal title but a self-given one). But it wouldn't take long, just a few years and she would have her revenge, when the girl would come to join the ranks of worn-out wives. 


	Treading lightly on tiptoes, Caro hurried down the passageway, careful not to attract undue attention to her presence. After checking to see that she was alone, she lowered the tray to the ground and reached for her frock pocket. This was the moment she had been planning for! Now it was here and her heart was pounding heavily. 


	She searched around in her frock pocket for the little nylon, but she could not find it. She was now beginning to have a sinking feeling in the left part of her chest. The miserable future awaiting her as a result of failure flashed before her eyes as she intensified her search for... oh there it was! It had been hiding in the far corner of her pocket. With trembling hands, she untied it and sprinkled more than necessary amount on the food. She was all for getting the maximum result. By the way, if Tina's lanky father required very little, then her bulky, muscular and pot-bellied husband would require much more. It was dark so there was no need for careful mixing to hide the alien particles and by the way, she would be there to distract him. 


	 


	"Caro Caro," he praised as she set the tray down before him. "Come and sit down with me let us eat together." 


	She obeyed and sat down beside him, dutifully caressing his arms and back as he opened the plates to see the mountainous food that had been made for him. 


	"Ogbolor, my favourite," he said, smiling toothily at her, and she responded in kind. 


	Without praying and barely washing his hands, to the infinite disgust of Caro, he took a large lump of eba, dabbled it in the soup, attached a piece of meat to it and sent it into his mouth. 


	"Hmmm," he murmured as he chewed. "Who cook this food?", he asked with his mouth full. 


	"Wife th... errr... that tall black emm... woman," Caro stuttered. 


	"The one with big head and wide nose?", he asked as he prepared the next lump for dabbling. 


	"No. This one is very black, with small nose and big ears a..." 


	"That one is Mama Michael... abi is it she that born Aaron? Anyway, forget that expired cargo. Aaah, open your mouth." 


	Having no choice, Caro opened her mouth as wide as possible and he deposited a small lump which he had properly dabbled in the soup. 


	"Hmmmm," he eyed her with a smile which she quickly returned as they... he reveled in the love play. 


	But little did he know that when he wasn't looking, the lump of eba in her mouth was spat into a ready cloth contrived for that purpose. 


	As he hauled lump after lump into his own mouth, she watched him with hate-filled eyes. So, such an ugly, crude beast was the kind of man her father wanted her to spend her life with? And her mother knowing this, could not for once since she had known her, raise an objection to her father's decision. Well, they would all see. 


	"Hmm... this... food... gr... grooo..." Chief was falling into a trance-like state. Yes, the substance Caro had added to his food was beginning take effect. His eyes were half closed, his hands hanging limp by his sides, his mouth slightly open and his body rocking slowly back and forth like a reed. In fact, he was gradually but surely falling into a deep sleep. 


	Holding him by the shoulders, she gently lowered him to the bed and gave him a sound slap as a parting gift. He moaned, but did not stir. His eyes were fully closed and he was beginning to snore. He would wake up the next day, perhaps late in the afternoon, if those who were after his property did not take him for dead and bury him as quickly as possible. 


	Mission Completed! Caro sighed in relief. Now, there would be no one to stop her or come after her. Opening the large window in his room, she climbed up onto the ledge with little difficulty and jumped out of the building. Gathering the hem of her frock at her knees, she fled into the night.


	 








Chapter 02



	 


	Caro had run for about an hour through the light bushes behind Chief's house. So far, she had not found the way very smooth. There were creeping plants, fallen trees and hollows in the ground, but after every fall, she would get up and continue the journey without looking back. Her goal was to get out of anyone's reach before daybreak and passing through the bushes was the shortest cut to her very first destination: the local town hall. 


	She arrived there tired and breathless, dirty and bruised from her many falls, but her senses were intact. It was almost pitch dark, but she knew every inch of the community, having hawked to every nook and cranny practically all her life. The town hall would be her hotel for most part of the night, so she set about doing a little recon of the place. 


	She walked around the solitary building and found no one hanging around and perceived no smell of cigarette or 'Mary Jane'. Then she stepped in cautiously so as not to wake others who had already taken up residence there for the night. The place was always locked, but a small window at one side served as entry point for night occupants.


	Caro would not go through that window. That was a risk too big to take: being boxed on all sides. She would stay outside instead. Walking into the corridor that was partly fenced with a large balustrade, she sat down on the floor, her back to the wall. She pulled her knees up to her chest, extended her frock to cover her ankles and tucked it tightly between her legs. Sitting as she was, wedged between the low balustrade and the wall of the main hall, with an exit point just a few feet away, she went to sleep, largely protected from mosquitoes by her long-sleeved frock.


	 


	***


	 


	At 4am prompt, Caro opened her eyes. She had not been awakened by anyone or anything other than habit. All her life, she had been raised to wake up at exactly that time in order to do housework and then, hawk kerosene and other items before going off to school. 


	She wiped her eyes with the back of her hands, stretched herself and yawned. She got to her feet and stretched again, ready to wake her siblings so they would join her to sweep the kitchen, wash the plates, and begin fetching water before their mother would start distributing the early morning blows and knocks. But oh!... it hit her like a shock wave and she almost staggered from the sudden realization. She wasn't at home, was she? She looked beside her and none of her siblings were there. She wasn't even running from home, she was running from her husband's home. Then there was no time to lose! 


	It was still dark, very dark. Caro hurried out of the townhall and at a brisk run, commenced her journey - the second phase of it. She knew that soon, it would be wake up time for Chief, but if he didn't stir, none of his wives or children would dare to disturb him. And if in a few hours, he still wasn't up and about, there would be some grumbling, but it would be noon before anyone would risk his/her hide to go knock on that door and by that time, Caro would be in Lagos or almost there at any rate. 


	She ran fast, not going through the bush this time, but through the open town. Her way was clear because those living after the town hall were mostly reclusive farmers who paid little attention to anything even if they were to see the Devil himself riding through the town on a war steed. 


	In less than an hour, Caro could sight the only motorpark in the the community, but she had another pit stop to make. Veering away from the course that led to the park, she took the bush path leading to her temporary destination. She could feel the dew and cobwebs clinging to her as she brushed the plants aside, walking carefully to avoid stepping on unwanted creatures that the place was notorious for. 


	In a few minutes, she saw what she was looking for: a small lake totally surrounded by dense bushes. Looking quickly around, she went to the water's edge and pulled off one of her slippers to disturb the calm water. The surface at first and then deeper. After that warning to the unknown and probably dangerous creatures lurking underwater, she proceeded to wash herself. She could have loved a good swim, but not only was she short of time, but she had also heard rumors of the presence of alligtors and large snakes in the lake. So, limiting herself to scooping up the water with her hands, she washed her face, arms, neck, hair and legs before taking a quick pee. 


	Feeling ready, she dusted off her clothes the twigs, cobwebs and brambles before setting off for the road again. She was just in time. The last early morning bus heading for Lagos was just about to leave. She caught it ahead of a fat woman who had spent crucial seconds trying to find out if she was the daughter of Mama Caro.


	 


	***


	 


	Caro arrived in Lagos in the late afternoon and she was exhausted by the long journey, the switching of vehicles and the horrible seating arrangement in the bus. She had almost been squeezed to death between two adult women and had to gain some space by occasionally using her elbows on their ribs. They did not complain, but their glares told of their dislike for her strategy. But she cared less. 


	The thought of Lagos had been the thought of something grand and beautiful, but now that she was here, Caro was nothing short of disappointed. The dirt, the traffic gridlock, the crowd of constantly moving people and the noisy touts told a very different story from those she had been told. In fact, she was heading to meet the storyteller and she would ask her why she had deceived her and everyone else in the village, but that would be after she must have managed to extricate the hem of her frock from whatever was holding on to it as she tried to exit the bus. 


	"Abeg wait o!", she shouted frantically, but the driver was already moving ahead, the vehicle slowly picking up speed. The conductor himself was much unconcerned about her plight, instead he was more focused on wooing new passengers. She was lucky that none of her legs had touched the ground yet or she would be dragged on the ground as the vehicle moved. 


	With one hand on the side of the bus, she roughly jerked her frock away from the sharp part of the iron seat that it had hooked on to, tearing off a little part of the material in the process. But that was a small price to pay for not missing her bus stop. With a calculated jump, she exited the moving vehicle and managed to hit the ground running. 


	"Useless idiots," she cursed, after she had caught her breath, as she inspected the torn part of her dress. Then she lifted it up, fished into the pocket of the little shorts she wore underneath and pulled out the small white paper stored there. She had earlier memorized its contents, but the happenings of the last few minutes were enough to make one forget even his/her name. 


	Caro was sure that she was at the right bus stop. There was the street's name up there on a pole - the only good thing she had seen of Lagos so far. But being at the bus stop was still another problem on its own. 


	The entire place was one big noisy market. There was an untarred dirt road that led to God knew where, but from her point of view at the bus stop, she could see that the road was not only far from straight, but it also had some branches which people were constantly taking. Joining the throng would be nothing short of madness. She was not in any way familiar with this environment and she could easily get lost. She had to ask for help. But perhaps she needed a little something to spur her on? 


	She heard the angry blast of a danfo horn and she jumped out of the way just in time as the driver maneuvered his rickety contraption of a vehicle into a temporary parking spot, throwing curses at her as he went. His conductor had already jumped down and was shouting the locations his bus would reach and go through. Before she could fully recover her composure, she received a sharp push from a middle-aged man whose path she had been blocking. In fact, she was still blocking the path of many other people. The solution was to keep moving and keep her eyes and ears open. 


	At first, she stood still to allow people pass before moving on, but after several pushes from the back and sides, she finally learned to move like everyone else in the throng. When she eventually reached the roasted plantain seller a few metres away, she had spent about half an hour, a journey that would take any other person in the area only a few seconds. But in that half hour, she had learnt what would have taken some people at least a day to learn. She was from a crazy environment herself, the biggest difference was in the population and the density, but adjusting was not going to be much of a problem. 


	"Good afternoon, ma," she greeted the woman selling the roasted plantain, groundnuts and a few other items like soft drinks in a cooler. 


	"Kil'efe?", the woman asked, vigorously fanning the hot coals she was using for her roasting. 


	"Eh?", Caro blurted in total lack of comprehension. 


	"Wetin you wan buy?", the woman repeated in pidgin English. 


	"Oh. I no wan buy anything. I just wan find out where this place dey." Caro hurriedly unfolded her little white paper containing the address of her mother's cousin preparatory to showing it to the woman. But the plantain seller, seeing that the girl had no intention whatsoever to buy anything from her, promptly hissed and turned away. 


	"Tunde!", she called at the top of her lungs. "Tunde!", she called again. And still, no response. "Lo pe egbon e wa," she said to a little chubby calabash-bellied child seated on the ground beside her. "Sare sare." 


	Caro watched as the child darted off on the errand, hoping that the woman had some intention of helping her, but the look she received when the woman finally looked her way left her in no doubt that she had to try somewhere else. Tunde was obviously being called for a reason that had nothing to do with her situation.


	 


	***


	 


	The heat from the sun was quite at it its peak when Caro finally arrived at her final destination. The sweat was dripping down her body and her once precious but now useless paper was almost in shreds due to it being passed from one rough hand to another. But there was not much reason for worry. Aunty Rosa would be hosting her in a few minutes and she would get a bath, food and some much needed rest. Her legs were so tired! 


	At the compound she had been directed to, as being the residence of her aunty, she found three gum-munching older girls seated on two benches outside and clad only in short jean skirts and bras. Caro could hardly fault them. She knew all too well what the heat could do. 


	As she approached them, two of the girls gave her a once-over with a practised eye. She chose the only girl who didn't stop looking and walked up to her. 


	"Sista, good afternoon," she greeted and was replied with a little nod as the girl's mouth continued chewing the gum as if the health of her teeth depended on it. She didn't looking harsh or angry, rather she looked curious. This gave Caro the confidence she needed to make her enquiry. 


	"Abeg, I dey find somebody... Aunty Rosa. Dem tell me say na here she dey stay." 


	"Rosa?", the girl asked, surprised at the Aunty part. "Na her area be that na," she said, after Caro nodded in response, pointing to a door opposite. 


	"Oh thank you, sista. But she dey house so?" 


	"She dey na. E be like say she dey work sef." 


	Caro did not understand what she meant by 'she dey work', but not wanting to push her already unbelievable luck too far, she thanked the girl again and crossed over to the door that she had pointed out to her. 


	Caro gave a sharp rap on the closed door and received an instant response. 


	"Who be that?", was the semi-angry shout from inside. 


	"Na me o, Aunty," Caro called back. "Caro... Caro from village." 


	"Eh?", was the surprised response. "Wetin you find come here?" 


	"I just..." She stopped to listen to what was being said in the room: 


	"Abeg, come dey go. This family people don carry their wahala come. I no dey like wey person dey disturb my market like this." 


	Then, hardly seconds later, a man in police uniform opened the door and came out of the room, tightening his belt as he walked. He gave only a passing glance at Caro before hurrying off, but Caro kept her eyes on his retreating figure. She was so focused on him and wondering what he had been doing in her Aunty's apartment that she did not notice Rosa watching her from the open doorway. She was clad in only a tiny pair of bum shorts and a bra. One hand on her waist and another on the door frame, she regarded her cousin's daughter with little love. 


	"So Caro, wetin happen? Wetin you find come Lagos? Na only you waka come?" 


	Caro, shocked by the sudden sound of a voice and taken aback by her Aunty's attire, stuttered helplessly, "Goo... good afternoon, Aunty." 


	"I know say na afternoon. Don't remind me. Answer my question." 


	"Ehh... na only me come," Caro replied, already sensing that she was not welcome. "I just... I just wan change environment to... you know... further the hustle." 


	"Which hustle be that? Kerosene hawking hustle? Abi e get another thing wey you sabi?" 


	"Ah Aunty, even if I no sabi anything sef, I'm a fast learner. If I follow you do your business, before you know it, I don even..." 


	"Hey, shut up there!", Rosa cut her off. "What business do you think I'm doing, eh?" 


	"Err... I never know yet, but if you fit teach me..." 


	"Hey, look here. I don't run a lodge or a charity organization here, or even a vocational training centre, so nobody should just walk here and... and.. and... by the way, you sure say no be run you dey run from home? Where your things?" 


	"Ehhh...," Caro was about to weave and deliver a suitable lie, but Rosa did not let her finish the process. 


	"Look here. Sheybi you know the road wey you pass come? Pass that same road and go back to the village. Lagos no be for children. How old are you that you're talking of hustling? Do you even know how to spell the word?" 


	"H..U..S..." 


	"Come on, shut up there! Idiot. Now, turn 360. Make I dey see your back now now now. I will call your mother and t..." 


	"But Aunty," Caro wailed in panic. "That time wey you come village, you tell us say anybody wey wan come Lagos, you go help the person find work and..." 


	"That was then. Things don change. Economy don spoil. So go back home, you hear? Go back home and manage what you have in the village. Lagos no be for children. I dey go inside now, if I come out and still see you here... only God go save you." 


	With that, she turned and went back into her room. Caro stood dejected, rejected and disappointed. She had not anticipated such a blow-off and as a result, had not prepared for it. For once in her life, she was totally stranded and helpless in a strange land. 


	Going back to the village was a huge no-no. Staying where she was for one extra second was another no-no. Apart from whatever she planned to return with, Rosa had already promised to call her mother and she had to put as much distance between herself and this area before her family would come in search. But the big question was, where would she go?


	 








Chapter 03



	 


	"Hi Pops," Timmy hailed as he swaggered into the large parlour shirtless and wearing a sagging pair of jean trousers. 


	His father watched him with a half sneer as he swaggered over to a sofa and jumped on it, a bottle of soft drink in one hand and a sandwich in the other. 


	"Young man, come here," his father called and pointed to a spot in front of him. Timmy took his time getting up and swaggered his way to the spot his father had indicated. The middle aged real estate mogul pushed his glasses down his nose and stared his son up and down. 


	"What's haipops?" 


	Timmy shrugged carelessly and took a large bite of his sandwich before answering. "Exactly what it means, Pops," he said with his mouth full. 


	"So it was a sin for me to send you to America with my hard-earned money and you come back here to speak rubbish to..." 


	"Come on, Pops. What are you saying? Just chill, man. Chill."


	"Okay," his father sighed. "We will all chill. Just go and call your mother for me." 


	"'Kay, Pops." And he swaggered out of the parlour to go hunt down his Mom. 


	Few minutes later, Mrs. Elendu walked in. "Chief, you called me?"


	"Rebecca, sit down," her husband said, pointing to a spot beside him on the sofa he was occupying. 


	When she had seated herself, she turned to face him. "What is it, Chief? You look worried." 


	"How won't I be worried, eh Rebecca? How won't I be worried when my son... my only son is behaving like a madman that recently escaped from a psychiatric hospital?" 


	"God forbid! Ch..." 


	"What is God forbidding? Don't you see the way he behaves?" 


	"But that does not call for such words na. Please be careful, Chief. Like you said, he's your only son. God knows I'm too old to produce another one." 


	"Then maybe I should start thinking of getting someone else who can still produce one or more." 


	"Ah ah, Chief! What kind of statement is that? If it's a joke, please stop it." 


	"My dear, it's not a joke o. This is a very serious matter. I sent this son of yours to America, so he can live in a better country and have good education, but instead he went to acquire madness." 


	"Chief, ..."


	"Don't Chief me!", he shouted, slamming his walking stick on the ground. "Don't you notice his behavior? What are you doing about it?" 


	"I've been talking to him and trying..." 


	"Trying? I'm not interested in trying! Go and look for a powerful dibia to extract that craze from his head immediately before he ends up naked in the marketplace." 


	"But Chief, it has not come to that na." 


	"Yes! It has come to that. In fact, it has come to more than that!" 


	"Please wait. Just calm down. I have a suggestion." 


	"What suggestion?", he asked in a harsh tone, turning sharply to her. 


	"You remember your friend, Donatus, who..." 


	"What about him?" 


	"Let us send Timothy there as an apprentice. Between Dona's busy lifestyle and the toughness of Lagos, he will change in a few months." 


	"Are you sure that Dona can cure this kind of madness?" 


	"I'm sure it will work, Chief. The problem is that he does not have any work to do to..." 


	"And whose fault is that?", he demanded, turning angry accusing eyes on her. 


	"Ehh Chief, let us leave the blame ownership for another day. Like I was saying, when he has enough work on his hands, he will behave. He will even learn some things there that will improve his life. Instead of looking for job, you can open a business for him when he finishes at Dona's." 


	"Hmmm. We will try it. For his sake, I hope it will work, otherwise one day I will beat him until he would not be able to recognize me as his father." 


	"I'm sure it will work," she assured again, flashing him a winning smile. "Don't worry, everything will be okay." 


	"Hmm." 


	"Chief Chief," she hailed patronizingly. "The most handsome Chief in the world. The most sophisticated Chief in the Universe. Smile small na." 


	He hissed and turned his face away. 


	"Okay o," she sighed as she got to her feet. "Since you don't want to smile, it seems you are angry. That means you'll not be hungry for the rest of the day." 


	"It looks as if you have saved enough transport fare that will take you to your father's house," Chief fired back instantly.


	"No o. I will sell all your properties and use the money to pay for my transport. Don't worry, I'll leave one shirt and two trousers for you. At least, that was the only property you had when I agreed to marry you." 


	He glared at her with all the anger he could muster and then got up and walked away without saying a word.


	 


	***


	 


	"Timmy!", Rebecca called for the fourth time in thirty seconds. She could hear her husband's angry murmurs, but she chose to ignore them, and called her son for the fifth time. 


	"Timmy!"


	"Yo, Momma. Wadup?", a shirtless Timmy hailed as he made his way down the stairs with the waistline of his trousers halfway down his buttocks. The three older people watched; one in disgust, one in exasperation and the other in curiosity as the young man swaggered his way down the stairs. 


	"Where have you been? I've been calling your name for how many hours now." 


	"For real? Well, I gotta tell ya, you should get an award for patience." 


	"Timothy, co..." 


	"Who's the dude?", Timmy interrupted, nodding towards the visitor as he swaggered over to a sofa. 


	"He's not a dood," Rebecca clarified. "His name is Do... Uncle Donatus. He's..." 


	"Donuts? Damn, dude! What a yummy name you got!" 


	"Donatus, Timmy. Do.. na.. toos." 


	"Oh." 


	"Yes. He's your father's friend. He's here to take you to Lagos." 


	"Lagos? For what?" 


	"On holiday and sightseeing. The last time you went to Lagos, you were very little. It's even more beautiful now." 


	"Yeah? Ain't that something! But what about the old man, he's got no problems with this?" 


	"That's rude, Timmy," Rebecca scolded. "Your father is right here. Don't talk about him like he's not." 


	"Yo Pops," Timmy hailed his furious-looking father, smiling and winking at him. 


	"Like I was saying," Rebecca quickly put in, not sure how long her husband's temper would remain chained, "Uncle Donatus is here to take you to Lagos, so go and get dressed. I've already packed what you'll need." 


	"What! Now?" 


	"Yes, Timmy. He's in a hurry to get back to Lagos as soon as possible." 


	"Damn, Mama. Rush-rush ain't my style, ya know," he grumbled as he got to his feet reluctantly. 


	"Yes, I know. But this is a rare opportunity. You can't find anyone else like Donatus who's capable of showing you around all the beautiful places in Lagos." 


	"Okay. But it's just for you, Mama. Rush-rush ain't my style but I'll do anything for you. You know that, right?" 


	"Yes, my dear. Just go and get dressed."


	 


	***


	 


	It was like a wake keeping as they all awaited the return of Timothy. Everyone was silent, but Rebecca could see that her husband was fighting hard to bottle up his anger. She would have loved to encourage him, but that might just be the ember that would spur the gasoline into explosive action. Timmy was the direct cause of all this tension and she hoped his father would be able to hold it together until after he leaves. But Timmy himself was not helping matters. 


	At the moment, he was dancing down the stairs with a headset, baggy shirt, sagging trousers and tennis shoes. 


	"Yo, Mama! I'm ready to hit Lagos! Just check me out. How do I look?" 


	He pranced about, made several poses and ended with a dab right in front of his disgusted father. 


	"What do you think, huh?" 


	"Very nice, Timmy," Rebecca smiled, quickly grabbing his arm and pulling him to her side before he would end up triggering an explosion. Then she led him out of the house into the parking space. Donatus got up and followed them while Chief Elendu took up the rear. 


	"I'ma be a superstar, Mama. I'ma buy you a chopper and a Rolls Royce for the old man. Yo, Donuts, what'd you like me to buy for you? I'ma buy a plaza for Dora and a fucking stiletto for Trace!" 


	"Hey Timmy, listen to me," Rebecca drew his attention as they reached Donatus' car. "For your own good, be respectful to your father's friend. Anything he tells you to do, do it. Don't argue! If you behave well, umm... you know, everything will be alright." 


	"Don't you worry, Mama. I'll do anything for you." 


	To her surprise, he kissed her on both cheeks and ran over to his father with open arms. 


	"Gonna miss you, Poppykins!" 


	But before he could get near enough for a hug, Chief raised his walking stick, prepared to club him over the head with it. Timmy got the signal in time and came to a halt. He smiled and then winked. 


	"I'll be back before you know it, Pops." 


	"Only when you're sane or I'll beat you to death," Chief retorted in Igbo. 


	"What's he say, Mama?" 


	"He wishes you a safe journey and happy sightseeing," Rebecca quickly said, grabbing his arm and pulling him away from danger zone. 


	Donatus had taken his place in the driver seat of his car and she opened the (front) passenger side and pushed Timmy inside. When she had closed the door and received another set of kisses, Chief walked to the window of the driver side. 


	"Dona, listen to me," he said to his friend in Igbo. "Don't spare him. Forget that he's my son. If he gives you trouble, beat him mercilessly..." 


	"Ah Chief!", Rebecca exclaimed. 


	"Mechonu there!", he ordered, effectively silencing her. After fixing her with an angry glare, he turned to his friend again and continued in Igbo, "Like I was saying, if he gives you trouble, beat him till he faints. I'll pay for the hospital bills. Safe journey, my friend." 


	"No problem. Thank you, Chief." Dona nodded his goodbye to the couple and drove off with his charge who was still chattering various versions of goodbye to his waving mother and glaring father.


	 








Chapter 04



	 


	Roaming aimlessly on the streets of Lagos, Caro deliberately got lost. She just had to keep walking; it was the only way she could think clearly. There was no need to know exactly where she was. Rosa's place was the only place she had planned to come to in Lagos and now that she wasn't welcome there, she did not only have to put enough distance between Rosa and herself, she also had to find somewhere to retreat to for the night... somewhere safe. 


	If she was back home, it would have been easy, but this was a strange land. She knew nowhere and from the attitude of the people so far, there was no guarantee that she'd even get any sort of help. She was not unused to staying without food for most of the day, so the question of food was not her biggest issue for now, but she knew for sure that it would come up later. 


	Evening was approaching its latter stage of night and the vehicular traffic and human activity were showing no signs of decreasing, rather they were increasing at an alarming rate - certainly something that Caro never expected. But she adjusted quickly. 


	Just before nightfall, she came up with a plan and a schedule to go with it. Food first, shelter next. She had very little money on her and she had no wish to spend any of it, at least not until it was absolutely necessary. But how would she get food? 


	She looked around her at the busy, noisy road and she could see a lot of roadside vendors. She also saw a number of idle evil-looking boys who had their eyes on her, but she ignored them and focused on the vendors. She needed food to stay alive and only living people faced danger. Food first, safety later. But it seemed she was in the wrong place. There was no way she would get food here. The women were constantly alert and always had their eyes on their wares. Some of them even had their children with them which meant extra pairs of sharp eyes. She would have to try the inner streets instead.


	 


	***


	 


	It took Caro almost half an hour walking the tiny inner roads in search of a suitable place before she finally found a little kiosk manned by only one woman and not fenced with a wire mesh. The woman only had her wares stacked on a table with a small kerosene lamp to provide illumination. 


	Sighting her quarry, Caro switched to action mode. She came to a halt. Using the strings attached, she tied her frock tightly around her, not to the back as normal, but to the front, making sure to keep the upper part as baggy as possible. Then she began the short journey to the woman's kiosk. 


	One quick look around informed her that the surroundings were deserted. Perhaps the people had all gone into their houses or they had gone to the main road to sell their 'market'. Whichever it was, it was a good thing and she was not one to look a gift horse in the mouth. 


	"Na you dey sell?", she asked as she reached where the woman was seated behind the kiosk. She was old enough to be her mother, but the few hours she had spent in Lagos had taught her that being polite was more a hindrance than anything else. 


	"Wetin you wan buy?", the woman demanded in return, quickly getting to her feet. 


	"You get bread?" 


	"Yes." She was already reaching to grab a small loaf for her customer, but Caro quickly rushed to pick one for herself. The resulting clash caused the nearby lamp to fall off its perch and roll off the table, hitting the ground with a clatter. 


	"Chai!", the woman exclaimed as she dove for it to prevent the spillage of her precious kerosene. 


	"Ah! Sorry o," Caro apologized, half-bending as if to help the woman pick up the lamp. But the woman already had the situation under control, so she straightened up. 


	The bread seller had managed to salvage some of the kerosene and proceeded to re-light the lamp with a sour expression on her face. 


	"Abeg no vex," Caro said in an effort to pacify her. But the woman said nothing. After placing her lamp back on its still unstable perch, she focused on Caro with an expectant look and Caro got the message. 


	"How much for this your bread?", she asked. 


	"Thirty naira." 


	"Ah. E small o. You no get big one?", Caro said, turning a loaf over in her hand with a critical look on her face. 


	"No," was the not-so-happy reply. 


	"But where I go fit see big one buy?" 
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