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	This book is dedicated to all the boy victims of social inadequacies and trafficking from the continent of Africa.
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	The phenomenon of human trafficking, though as old as human society, is receiving global attention and considerable political effort is being applied to the fight against it. The focus of these efforts has been primarily on female children in general, including African female children trafficked for purposes of prostitution and other forms of indentured servitude. Trafficking of the African male child has received far less attention, despite the simple fact that it exists. 

	The pressures of poverty and the inherent psychological damage of colonialism have resulted in a brisk trade of young African boys and men under the auspices of narcotics smuggling. The perpetrators have created a pathway for the African male child, whose solution to the inadequacies of the continent is to escape to the ‘greener’ pastures of the Americas, Europe or anywhere away from the continent of Africa. They prey on the dreams and desires of these gullible children who seek a better life on other continents. They offer alternatives to the common avenues for illegal migration – stowing away on merchant vessels, walking miles into the Sahara, or visa violations – exploiting the reality that the coming of age of the African child has become indistinguishable from the desire to reach the western world. Therein lay the catalyst that fuelled my desire to write. 
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	The Nigeria of today speaks of several cultures breaking away to form independent countries. We forget there are people who were born into multi-tribal families. The cultural fusion of the Fulani’s with the Yorubas and the Igbos inseparable. 

	The book, Adigun, is the author’s rendition of this reality while conveying the beauty of the African tradition and picturesque natural environment; it also shows the world the disparate elements of the coming of age of the African male child. 

	The title character, in his mid-teens, felt constrained to head out to a foreign land and was lured into a trap by evil adults. The author clearly highlights the harsh reality of the journey and the truth that awaits the trafficked. 

	Adigun is an intriguing tale, playing across three continents, that illustrates the delicate interplay of diverse cultural influences in a sprawling narrative that spans several decades. This story captures the enduring power of friendship, family, and human bonding that survives (and often conquers) cultural dislocation. 
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	Heba cofel heba ngoo foondi walaa 

	(You can’t have both a chick and a calf – Fulani proverb) 
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	New York, 1983 

	[image: Immagine che contiene linea, silhouette

Descrizione generata automaticamente] 

	 

	 

	Adigun ran across the street and settled into a brisk trot, looking periodically over his shoulder. He felt what had to be the beginnings of frostbite on his fingertips and he sped up, still looking back now and again. His tall lean frame was clad only in a pair of jeans and the native AsoOke dashiki he had arrived with. He slowed down a bit, but the alien cold responded in an instant. It seemed to slip its icy fingernails under his skin and seize hold of his tropical bones. He began to run again, then settled back into the brisk trot. This went on for thirty minutes until he was tired and out of breath. The street was littered with bright neon lights and a puffing yellow procession of taxi cabs, the winter night thrumming with impatient horns and even less patient people.  

	He felt a sudden itch on one of his ears and touched it; it felt like it was going to break off his head. The frost had hit his long ears. Everyone who walked past him seemed to look at him and marvel at his dress code and bravery. It was close to 9 p.m. and the streets were still very congested. The frigid air was pierced continually by the blaring sirens of ambulances and police cars. Indeed, New York never sleeps. Adigun was too distressed to take in the blazing, modern city he found himself in, though a small corner of his mind noted that he had probably never seen so many people, cars, and tall buildings, all wrapped in this abundance of electric light. He walked up 34th street, out of breath, looking back, certain in his mind that they would find him and return him to Africa.  

	He got to Times Square and made a right turn onto 42nd street. The aroma from a nearby hotdog stand ambushed him and he slowed down, realizing that he was hungry indeed. This realization was accompanied by another – he had no money on him. Adigun’s hands began to freeze again, and he clenched them into fists, instinctively walking faster to warm himself. He walked until it dawned on him that he wasn’t going anywhere; he would run out of energy and die if he continued.  

	He saw a group of three men around a fire. The promise of heat called to him, and he moved toward them. They were standing next to a heap of garbage and had started the fire in a blackened barrel, using the refuse as fuel. The fire blazed high, producing a strong, sickly-sweet smell. The men took turns squeezing up paper from the dumpster and throwing it into the barrel to fuel the fire. It puzzled Adigun to see one of them stuffing some crumpled newspaper into the sleeves of his ratty coat, though a mournful longing for just such a coat overcame that glimmer of curiosity. 

	The man Adigun saw stuffing crumpled paper into his coat sleeve was a diminutive white man with a closed face and watchful eyes. Adigun’s instinct was that this man had already seen him and was marking his halting progress toward their group. The other two men were both larger, black men in similar, shabby overcoats of indeterminate color. They all wore almost identical woolen head coverings, and, on the little white man, Adigun saw straggly wisps of blond hair sneaking out through a jagged hole and blowing in the crisp wind. 

	Adigun moved closer but kept a reasonable distance until one of the black men signaled to him to join them. He walked straight to the dumpster, grabbed a large handful of paper, and dumped it into the fire, making its flames leap aggressively. The men were pleased with him, and he soon assumed the sole duty as fire-feeder. Adigun climbed the tip of the silver metal dumpster and threw in paper as needed, rolling it into a ball-sized bundle each time. 

	“What’s the crack, son? What is your name, man?” the little white man asked with a thick Irish accent. The others turned their faces to Adigun waiting for him to tell them his name. “Adigun Komaiya,” he replied, throwing the balls of rolled-up paper into the fire. “Welcome,” the larger of the black men said with a grin on his face. He rubbed his hands together breathing in the hot air around the barrel’s fire. “What brings you to the Waldorf Astoria?” 

	“I just came off the plane from Africa, I’m heading to the beginning of my destiny.” 

	“You just came in from Africa? Haha! you must be Tarzan.”  

	“How is the motherland?” asked the bald, light-skinned, black man opposite Adigun, “I am from Africa too,” he said, continuing, “from Ile-Ife! I found that out just about a year ago. I heard most of the people from Ile-Ife are albinos, so I must be from there.  

	“I was told that the Ifa oracle decided to slaughter all the albinos in Ife as a sacrifice and they were all put on a boat to escape the onslaught. They ended up in Mississippi! Someday I shall be back home, back home to Ile-Ife, the land of the rising sun, the foundation of the Yoruba tribe.” 

	“No, that is not true, sir,” Adigun surprised himself with the barely-restrained force of his reply. “Ile-Ife was where ALL life began! It is the cradle of civilization and the root of mankind. We all hail from two deities, Oduduwa and Obatala. They came to the world through a cord reeled down to earth by God, also known as Olodunmare. Obatala created the first humans from clay and Oduduwa was the first king. They named that place Ile-Ife and from that place, mankind dispersed all over the earth.” 

	“Preach on, boy, preach on! Listen to the African kid,” Bernard, the light-skinned fellow poked the old, white man next to him, his index finger sticking out from the ripped black woolen glove. Adigun noticed that he too had newspapers stuffed into his jacket. “Did I not always tell you blacks were the original humans created by Dudu- whatever the dude was called?” “Oduduwa,” Adigun interjected rubbing his thin hands together above the fire.  

	“What tribe is you from, Greg?” asked Bernard, turning to the other black man, “Your ass is too black to be from Ile-Ife!” his eyebrows rose on his forehead as he chuckled and turned to stare at Adigun. Bernard replied quietly, “I am a true Mandingo. We came to Alabama from Africa and that was our tribe. You a Mandingo, Adigun (he pronounced it Uh-Diggun)? I bet you is a Mandingo, the real black man, the Asiatic. Direct line of Kush, the grandson of Jesus.” “Quit blaspheming, boy! Jesus never had no goddamned grandchildren!” Bernard pointed at Greg and immediately used the same hand to perform the sign of the cross. The fire sputtered and the group was silent for a beat.  

	Adigun, on top of the dumpster, looked into the pit. ‘How did I get here?’ he thought to himself, his mind casting back to the home he had come from; the home he may never see again. 
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	Jobore, 1973 
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	“Adigun! Adigun!! Adigun!! Adigun!! Iwoyi ana la soro re.” A Yoruba adage meaning, ‘We spoke about you same time yesterday.’ The whole neighborhood would shout his name as he scaled their fences and destroyed their gardens. “Run, Adigun, run!” “Adigun, run, run, run!” The kids yelled with gleeful encouragement, each running their bamboo fence, craning to catch a glimpse of the fastest boy in the village. The event created a waving row of little heads, all lined up to watch the performance. They stood on tip-toes to get a better view of Adigun’s show of adolescent athleticism. 

	Panting like an Olympic athlete, he ran with his rabbit ears shut to the insults from the irate neighbors whose backyard vegetable gardens he was trampling.  His teeth clenched and his eyes wide, Adigun could hear the sound of his oversized khaki shorts, “Thwick-wick, thwickwock,” flapping as they slid almost to his knees. He would grab hold of the side portion of his shorts with one hand and paddle the wind with the other as though it would make him run faster. Dashing through his front door, he used his saliva to clean off the dirt stuck to his skin. Out of breath, Adigun would sit at the table, with books turned open as though he had been studying all day. Who could have guessed that Adigun was playing in the fields two minutes ago?   

	Adigun always made it around the block in less than two minutes. The daily dash home began at twilight, as soon as he heard the sound of his father’s car, a 1962 Volkswagen beetle. The exhaust system had been faulty for about five years. The burnt-brown car sounded like a military helicopter and announced itself from a mile away. “Adigun!” His father would call, as soon as he stepped into the house, his voice sounding like it was an echo from distant hills. Adigun usually would not answer until the third call. He struggled to regain control of his skinny frame, still heaving from his exertions. “Saaahhh?” he’d answer with his frail voice, trembling underneath his skin and staring at the book, open to the same page it was yesterday and the day before.  

	“Okaare lai,” his father would reply with his deep Yoruba accent, meaning “well done,” praising Adigun for being studious and responsible. Adigun would immediately leave the study table, a few sweat beads dribbling down his thin face onto the terrazzo floor, stretching and yawning as though he had been sitting there all day.  

	Adigun, just a few months over 8 years old, was dark, skinny, and hairy, with bushy sideburns dropping below his rabbit-long ears, which adorned his scruffy ginger afro. He was not a big fan of academia and his years in elementary school so far were spent wondering if he and education were meant for each other. It was bad enough that he was forced to memorize verses of the Bible in Yoruba, his mother tongue, but Adigun also had to memorize The Catechism and numerous songs by the psalmists. Though a Christian, Adigun’s father was also a traditional chief, with the title ‘Balogun Dodondawa of Jobore’. His friends called him Dodo. 

	It was Dodo’s earnest wish to educate all his kids - education was important. “Bata re a dun ko ko ka ti oba ka iwe re,” Dodo would sing. A Yoruba song, meaning, “If you get an education your shoes will sound elegant; Ko, ko, ka,” a sound proudly synonymous with good shoes and wealth. The country had just begun to enjoy the dividends of independence and there was a rash of nouveau rich pronouncing their presences in various corridors with these percussive pumps.  

	Dodo’s father was Adolphus Komaiya, the first indigenous headmaster of the first school in Jobore, and education was very important to the family. He was distressed at Adigun’s poor academic performance, especially as his first son. The success of one’s first son was a thing of great import for any Nigerian man in these postcolonial times. The Biafra War (the Nigerian civil war) had ended just a few years before and the country’s masses were still in the process of settling back into their lives. In primarily rural settlements like Jobore, the roadside still featured broken-down military personnel carriers, artillery vehicles, and other relics of the war. Before the Biafra war, Adigun’s father was a teacher in Arochukwu, a kingdom in the south-eastern part of Nigeria, the closest Igbo town to the Atlantic Ocean. It is believed that over half of the blacks sold into slavery departed through the Arochukwu shores.  Arochukwu was hardly hit by the war as they were on the side of the rebels of Biafra against the federal government in a war to gain independence from Nigeria.  

	Dodo had married Obiageli, Adigun’s mother, the daughter of a prominent chief in Arochukwu, a union that was highly controversial and contested by the villagers despite Dodo’s long presence in the community. As the war became very fierce and several threats of recruiting his only son into ‘the boy's company,’ an organization that recruited juveniles into the army on reconnaissance missions into the enemy camps. Keziah Babatunde Komaiya, moved Obiageli and Adigun, his only child, to his hometown Jobore in the southwestern part of Nigeria in anticipation of the worst. When Adigun’s academic performance fell well short of the desired standard, it struck Dodo as a personal affront. 

	“Remember the child of whom you are,” Dodo would blurt out from a long silence, usually to begin a lengthy rant. “You are my crown; my pride and you will not drag my name in the mud. My father brought education to the west; through Adolphus, many were educated in this part of the country. Much is expected of you. 

	“All you want to do is play.  

	“You are playing with your future,” Dodo would exclaim, slapping his hairy hand on the oak table.  

	“Y-y-you think I don’t know you?” Dodo had a slight stutter when he was enraged, “You come into this house acting like a saint, yet one second after I step out, you are like the wind! You blow all over the village like the wind with no destination terrorizing other children. You know which family cooked beans and where the last yam was pounded.” 

	Adigun would stand frozen with his head bowed twisting his fingers in a circular motion. His father would then proceed to trot out the transgressions of the week. “I was told you were seen again, wearing that stupid white garment.” “No, papa!” Adigun would reply with his frail soprano voice, his lips rolled into a hollow form and his face all furrowed. “Shut up,” Dodo would shout and always end it with the phrase, “Bastally fool!” Nobody knew what the word “bastally” meant. Perhaps he meant “bastardly” but it still didn’t make sense. 

	 “Yes, they saw you. I have told you I don’t want you going to these funerals. You don’t belong to that crowd! It is a disgrace to see the grandson of Adolphus Komaiya, the first headmaster of Jobore, scavenging around, uninvited,” Dodo’s voice always climbed in volume and pitch at this word, “to these funerals and functions!” As he crossed his tenth year, Adigun had begun to suspect that a substantial part of his father’s aggravation was reflected in that single word – uninvited – as if Dodo was indignant that there were any functions in Jobore to which he and his were, indeed, not invited. “Your mother and I work hard to put good food on the table. We have provided for you but you continue to roam the village with these street urchins, eating at every funeral and wedding.” 

	Adigun and his friends were known all over Jobore as the 

	“Obituary Boys”, 

	The gang would note down addresses on obituary announcement posters and show up in full ceremonial attire. Adigun had his white lace agbada, native to the western part of Nigeria, with the rest of his crew also formally dressed, and they would blend in with the guests. The objective was to get served food, drinks, and gifts. On a good day, they would get to eat breakfast, return for lunch, and would even mingle with the crowd during the dancing in the evening, picking up money being sprayed on the family of the deceased. 

	On one occasion, Adigun had been spotted by Dodo at the graveside portion of a burial ceremony. Adigun was right there at the graveside next to the crying bereaved, also wailing and shedding crocodile tears. Several times, he had been handed condolence envelopes by people mistaking him for one of the children of the deceased. Driving past on an errand from the school, Dodo sighted Adigun, eyes closed, teeth in the air crying profusely. After bringing the Beetle to a dusty, screeching halt, Dodo charged at Adigun, picked him by his long pixie ears, and dragged him home, twisting his ears and grinding them viciously with his colossal fingertips. By the time Adigun got home, his ears were red-hot, and certain, in Adigun’s mind, to glow in the dark. 

	Dodo’s nagging was not complete until he touched on Adigun’s poor performance in school. “Adigun, Adigun, Adigun!! I have almost had it! I cannot take it anymore! It’s okay if you don’t want to go to school anymore. It is sad, it is sad, the son of Keziah Babatunde Komaiya, 30th position in a class of 31- including a blind child! What a shame! I have told you so many times, I have plans for you. I have plans! No son of mine will be useless; I have plans! I should have sent you to my brother, Dele all these years, I should have sent you to Dele!” 

	Dodo would go on and on like a broken record. He would repeat the same speech at the same time each passing school day (and often on non-school days as well). Adigun’s mum would sometimes interject in Igbo, “Ogi’ muruya,” meaning, “It is your child; the fruit does not fall far from the tree.” Obiageli would often mumble the words softly to herself when she felt no wish to interfere with Dodo’s rants. “I give up! I give up! I am taking you to go and learn a trade; you don’t want to go to school? Fine! You will join the mechanics at Kajero’s shed.” At some point, Adigun had begun to wonder if being sent to an auto mechanic as an apprentice would be so bad. “I have made arrangements with Kajero for you to become his apprentice.” Dodo had made this threat for so many years that it held no meaning for Adigun anymore. Many times, Dodo had taken Adigun to the mechanic’s shed by the village cemetery and handed him to Kajero, only for his mother to come back for him at twilight. Taking Adigun to an auto-mechanic workshop to make him take his education more seriously backfired spectacularly. Adigun began to like the idea. He was sometimes overheard telling his father’s friends how his future ambition was to become a mechanic himself. This brought utter disappointment to the heart of Adigun’s father, who was usually quick to tell his friends how his son, Adigun, would go to England on a British Council scholarship to study medicine.  

	Jobore village was a strategic stop for vehicles moving goods from the west to the east; it had mechanic workshops scattered on every vacant piece of land that could fit in a few cars. The workshops doubled as a training ground for underprivileged kids that could not obtain a formal education. The apprentice kids, usually called “Journeyman” (or “Jolly man”, by the locals), were known to be the most liberated kids on the face of the earth. They didn’t have to go to school, they seldom took baths, and had uncommon sums of money in their pockets, usually tips from clients. They had more free time to play than any of the children who were trapped in conventional, school-and-family-related routines. The boys rolled around in the rich Jobore soil, covered in black oil – looking like stray mongrels – faces filled with joy and contentment. Adigun could not wait to join them. He was tired of the constant harassment by his father.  

	The apprentices served diligently, learning several aspects of automobile diagnosis and repair. They would serve for several years until they ‘graduated’, and there was a great ceremonial passing out party they called “Freedom.”  

	Adigun would watch the kids from a distance and, in his mind, shout, “Freedom! Freedom!” He prayed liberation would come someday from the oppressive claws of Keziah Babatunde Komaiya. Freedom, yes! Freedom!  It was like slavery, being restrained in the poorly lit asbestos-topped bungalow. He wanted to be free like one of those apprentices, with just a loincloth to cover his nakedness. The “Jolly man” was poorly clad; the boys, usually orphans, were handed over to the mechanic like chattel, on lease for a term. They were often badly treated and roughly used. They were given a meager sum at mealtimes and the boys didn’t have much choice about what food to buy. Their default delicacy was roasted plantain and peanuts, though the jolly man could sometimes save for a few days and get a plate of rice or fufu from the few scattered roadside restaurants nearby. 

	In most cases. the boys only owned a single outfit; a pair of shorts or trousers and one shirt. On days the shirt was washed, they would wear only the pants, walking around bare-chested. On days they washed the pants – since their shirts were always oversized – it was convenient to put their skinny legs through the sleeves of the shirts and convert them into makeshift trousers. On very hot days, they would wash the entire outfit, and make a loin garment out of the cotton rags meant for cleaning the cars. They often looked like the typical western image of the African bushman. 

	At that early age, what was most important to Adigun was not his mythical future, though he would realize much later in life that his parents were just anxious about what would become of him. He was not a dull child, but he just didn’t do well at structured educational assessments; he was wilful, self-absorbed, and usually liked to do things at his own pace.  Adigun would often turn in blank examination answer sheets, simply because he could neither understand nor appreciate the purpose of the exam. He spent most test and exam periods drawing and had once made a remarkable portrait of Mrs. Gallagher, an Irish missionary nurse who had come to Jobore with the Red Cross during the civil war. The portrait showed considerable skill and might have been deserving of high praise. Unfortunately, the portrait was of an entirely nude Mrs. Gallagher (with proportions exaggerated as only a preadolescent mind could), who blanched on receiving the answer sheet and immediately sent for Adigun’s parents. During the spirited conference that took place between his parents and Mrs. Gallagher, the nun waved the offending portrait above her head and repeated in a shrill voice that, had she been of a more violent nature, she would have delivered Adigun her very best of slaps. Her professed pacifism did not extend so far as to plead with the principal on Adigun’s behalf, however, and the episode earned him a flogging, a fortnight of sore buttocks, and lasting ridicule from the entire school community.  

	The first time Adigun placed 30th out of 31 pupils, such was his ignorance that he didn’t even realize the significance of the numbers. He had walked around Jobore with so much pride, telling people he had a high number on his report card, 30th out of 31 children, and would boast of even getting a higher position next time. Of the 31 kids, one was blind and usually took a special exam in braille, which he had not yet mastered. Adigun was, technically speaking, last. Parents would laugh at his ignorance, and he would think they were happy at his accomplishment. “Tell them you didn’t get your card yet,” Hadezah would urge Adigun. She was like a mother to him and loved him as any mother would. Adigun was just born when she joined the Keziah family. She was the daughter of Dodo’s Fulani friend, Danladi Bako, an illiterate Fulani herdsman that had settled in Jobore. He was said to have entrusted Hadezah to Dodo’s care when Adigun was born, to forge local ties and have her exposed to some education and the ways of the land. Her father was open to the benefits of formal education and would have preferred to send a son to receive this exposure but, alas, none of his male children had lived beyond the first few months after birth, so Hadezah was chosen. She became a well-loved member of the Komaiya family and had cared for Adigun all his life, while also being of immense domestic help to Adigun’s mum. When she joined the family, she could not speak a word of English – she only spoke Fulfude, the indigenous Fulani dialect – and, by the age of four, Adigun could communicate perfectly in Fulfulde. His parents were not in support of this but could do little to avert it without dealing with the inconvenience of removing Hadezah as Adigun’s primary caregiver. She was very sensitive and would cry even when Adigun was merely admonished for one of his numerous acts of mischief. Adigun was an only child, and his chief protector was Hadezah.  

	When Adigun was seven years old, Hadezah had vanished from his home for a longer stretch than was usual – he had become accustomed to her going off for two or three days every few months –this time being absent for several weeks. When she returned, it was with some furor that was just outside his understanding; Hadezah, her father, and what seemed like the entire Fulani clan in Jobore, mobbed his father’s house and a tense, aggressive exchange ensued. Adigun knew it had something to do with the outsized, ball-shaped abdomen Hadezah had sported for a while, before she had disappeared, and which she still carried before her, even more distended than before she left. 

	Some deep part of Adigun held an inkling of what the trouble was, but the top part of his consciousness preferred not to dwell on it. So, a short while later, when Hadezah suddenly started toting a squalling infant around, Adigun took it in stride without pause to question. A bit harder to do, but still manageable, was to ignore the cloud that had descended around his mother, and which darkened the spirit of their home. Hard to ignore, but Adigun was blessed with a willful ignorance that inured him to any excess of curiosity. Thus, by this time, Hadezah’s child was an eminently tolerable (if unacknowledged) part of his home life. As long as Hadezah remained in his corner and helped him through his rough patches, she was welcome to her (admittedly) adorable brat. Despite Hadezah’s residence at the Komaiyas’, she always went back to Sabo and, following the arrival of her daughter, Talatu, she almost always took Adigun with her. She had taught him a lot about the Fulani culture and often dressed him up like a Fulani herdsman. Adigun was so well known in the large Fulani community that they called him ’Yaro’, a generic term for ‘boy’ that delighted Adigun. He thoroughly enjoyed these excursions, and he did not question the reasons for them. He showed an aptitude for animal husbandry and became an honorary member of the Fulani clan, often joining them to tend their flock. These adventures were a welcome break from the tedium of his home life. 
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	Chike  
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	Adigun’s quiet home was next to the church vicarage. It was a modest bungalow, built of mud slabs and a corrugated iron roof, with a backyard that led to an endless meadow of grass. Across the road lived the Obidikes with their only child, Chike. Unlike Adigun, Chike was of those very special children that were not only intelligent but thrived on applying and expanding their intelligence. Whilst Adigun was always at the bottom of the class, Chike maintained the top position always. Apart from the physical proximity of their homes, the only other thing Chike and Adigun had in common was their age range. Adigun was fed up with the constant comparison between himself and Chike, the geek, who always did everything right. He did everything he could to be as far away from Chike as possible, except in the mornings, when he made a show of sidling over to Chike’s house to ask after him. 

	Chike was the most boring kid ever. Adigun supposed the more polite expression would be ‘reserved’; Chike was very reserved. His family house also contained The Chemist, which was the closest thing to a medical facility in the village of Jobore. Nnamdi Obidike, Chike’s father, was called ‘Doctor’ by all, though he was a pharmacist and not a doctor. He was the primary port-of-call for the villagers’ health care, as the next medical facility was in Irede, about two villages (and half a day’s walk) away. Nnamdi Obidike was always busy administering medicines to the villagers, often also performing simple medical procedures. When there were more complicated medical cases, ‘Doctor’ Obidike referred them to Irede village.   

	Jobore was a major railway depot and the Nigerian Railway Corporation had built a few houses for their technical staff. Dr. Obidike was posted to run the pharmacy and mini clinic for travelers, and his chemist was used as a medical base for visiting doctors and The Red Cross when they had immunization programs in the village. Chike’s father was a British-trained pharmacist, and he spoke in what was known at the time as Queen’s English. He was always dressed like a gentleman, with unforgettable grey, pin-striped trousers, and brogues. Over his pristine white shirts, he would usually wear a navy blazer and a bow tie. This attire was only altered on the occasions when he filled in as Signals Engineer at the railway station.  

	The pharmacy had been commissioned by the Railway company and was originally run by a pharmacist named John Akpan. Predictably, the store came to be known as John Akpan Store and the name stuck even after Nnamdi Obidike took over upon Mr. Akpan’s passing. The Obidike family had lived in Jobore long before the civil war but had to flee to the east when the war began, as did most people of Igbo descent: some to join the fight for the independence of the new Igbo nation, Biafra, others simply to escape the vilification of Nigeria’s other tribes, many of whom viewed the Igbos as enemies. After the war was over, they and other Igbos, including Adigun’s family, returned to Jobore. Both families had lived in Arochukwu during the Biafran war, and it was a relief for Obiageli, Adigun’s mother when she found out a family was living at Jobore from her village. She immediately became fast friends with Mrs. Obidike.  

	Chike was the only child of the Obidikes and that seemed to suit him just fine; he was insular to the point of being antisocial. Chike never joined the other neighborhood kids to play, and his parents had to bribe the neighborhood kids (with goodies the trains brought from Lagos) to play with him. These mercenary ‘playmates’ all left him with his books as soon as the treats were safely consumed. Chike weathered these contrived visits with a stoic fortitude that masked his impatience for the invaders to leave. He was studious, naturally brilliant, and just wanted to read. Chike had finished the entire works of Shakespeare before the age of eight – the full versions, not the abridged ones for children. He had been wearing eyeglasses since the age of two and wore a perpetual squint that hid his eyes. His tendency to squint, stretch his neck forward, and breathe through his mouth made him look like he was using his buckteeth for sight, rather than his eyes. His glasses were as thick as the bottom of a coke bottle and they would bob up and down as Chike seemed to use his entire lower face when talking, which was seldom. All the kids believed Chike could see very far with his thick lenses and, when he sat in front of his house, they were convinced he used them as powerful binoculars… for spying. 

	Adigun would stretch his thin neck out of the window whenever he saw Chike, teasing him from across the road; 

	“Chikereuba Chikereuba,  

	Omo yibo, ajokuta mamomi,  Salisu wa gbobe  otu yeri yeri abaa baabaa.”   

	Roughly translated, the song derided the Igbos. This was a severe tribal insult from a Yoruba kid, even though his mother shared tribal origins with Chike and was equally insulted by the song.   

	The suspicion surrounding Chike’s long vision and rumored espionage made Adigun and his friends wary of Chike’s location whenever they went on any mischievous adventure. Too often, their exploits were exposed to their parents, and someone had to be telling on the gang – someone with some sort of binoculars, for instance. Adigun had long wondered how his mother got detailed information about his daily activities; he would get home and his mother would know exactly what he had been up to.  

	Adigun was very suspicious (and resentful) of Chike’s gifts, so it was not much of a leap for him to conclude that he was the likely tattle-tale. This conclusion wasn’t entirely unfounded, as Chike was known to have no filters at all when relating with parents, tending to offer unreserved, excruciatingly honest responses to whatever questions he was asked. The boy had a Kodak-quality memory. He remembered every detail. “Eyin iku,” meaning ‘teeth of death,’ the kids would tease him, making fun of his dentition. Chike was indifferent. When he wasn’t reading novels, he was carving wood into very interesting shapes. He had a carving knife, given to him by Ajibade, the sculptor, whose shed was on the new Lagos Road. Chike took many lessons from Ajibade on woodwork and the art of carving wood. When his father saw his love for art and sculpture, he also took him to the village blacksmith where Chike learned how to smelt and sculpt metal art. Chike developed a near-obsession with metal sculptures, but it was a costly and challenging pursuit. So, most of his free time was spent either reading or sitting under the oak tree, carving shapes into its trunk. At such times, one could observe Chike, shoulders hunched, face bent close to the tree trunk in a posture that would seem almost intimate if not for his teeth – seeing those made it seem more like he was trying to gnaw at the bark.  

	Despite their severe dissimilarity of character, Chike, and Adigun, on those rare occasions when they interacted, had a great time together. As long as there were no other children around (so Adigun didn’t feel the need to play to the gallery), or grown-ups gushing over Chike’s intelligence and composure, Adigun rather enjoyed Chike’s company. He admired the boy’s quality of being above the fray – not quite aloof, but unaffected. Chike, on the other hand, held a secret admiration for Adigun’s capacity to seize the moment and enjoy himself; enjoyment being a concept largely alien to him, except maybe when carving. Their fraternity was short-lived, however, as Chike’s family moved away after only a short time in Jobore. His father left the Nigerian Railway Corporation to pursue some pharmaceutical breakthrough he was working on, though he still came around sometimes to visit Adigun’s father.  At a point, news came that Chike’s father went to England on a work-study program, but it was unclear whether Chike and the family went with him or not. This didn’t stop Adigun’s imagination from running amok, and he pictured Chike in England in some sort of special school for geniuses. He struggled with a swirling mix of emotions at these musings; pride in his comrade, wistfulness for a life he felt he could never have, jealousy, and a dark streak of forced indifference, which he nurtured. ‘To hell with Chike and his genius,’ he thought defiantly, ‘I am a don right here! Soon, I will be 

	a king in Jobore!’        
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	“Feed the fire, would you, boy?”  

	Adigun snapped out of his reverie! “Eh?” he asked, disoriented.  

	“I said the fire needs to be fed, son; more paper!” 

	Adigun stretched deep into the bottom of the dumpster to reach the wads of paper there. 

	“Oh, dude! I’m so happy to have met you, but it’s getting dark, and we have to get into the YMCA, or else we’ll be spending the night on the street.”  

	“What is the YMCA?” Adigun asked.  

	“Oh, it’s an extension of the Waldorf Astoria; a place rich people go to for a short while, just to see what poverty tastes like. In layman’s terms, a homeless shelter or, should I say, a free hotel where you get served chicken soup and stale bread.”  

	“Put it this way; we are in transit, so we are spending some time at the YMCA. It’s like a monastery, we all leave the YMCA and become monks. Street monks,” said Greg. They all burst out laughing hard with their jaws in the sky. It all seemed a bit maniacal to Adigun, but he was infected by the good cheer, forced though it was. He thought he had good reason to force some good cheer himself! Adigun grinned, looking into the fire, and basking in the heat. 

	“So where would you be staying?” asked Bernard. 

	“I have no place, sir. I will get a job to start with.” 

	“Tonight?” Greg crowed, saying, “Oh! I love this kid. I love this African kid!” 

	Adigun ignored his mockery and continued, “I would like to work as a stockbroker. Where are the stockbrokers? I guess they must be close to the sea. I met a stockbroker once; he came to my village at Jobore and he had one of the best boats I have ever seen in my life. He seemed well-to-do, selling stockfish from his boat.”  

	“A stockbroker? Selling fish?” the light-skinned man asked, incredulous. He peered at Adigun like he was waiting for the punchline to some joke. “Oh, young man, my name is Gerald,” the little white man stretched out his mittened right hand to shake Adigun. “I used to be a stockbroker, but I went broke after the 1960 crisis, and haven’t recovered since. But I know I will bounce back again. I know I will. 

	“If you just came from Africa and you are homeless, I think you have come to the wrong State! You should head west. It’s warmer there and people are nicer. 

	“Speaking of nice, you’ve been here a half-hour, we need you to pay for the heat. We accept only cash, and all payments go into the hat. Please start reaching out for your wallets now.” Adigun had no money on him, he reached into his pocket, and he felt the bag of plantain chips he bought at the harbor. 

	“Okay guys, pay up now; pay your energy bills.” There was a pregnant silence as Adigun remained crouched on the garbage can. Greg looked at him and the other men. “Psych, Kunta Kinte, Psych! Nobody pays for heat at the Waldorf. We do have to go, though. If I were you, I would head south and catch the train at Union Station to Washington DC, and then on to the Great Canyons. Get off at the Canyons and you can hitch a ride with the tourists to California. At the Canyons there is a lad there called Axel Folly; he sells roasted nuts and dried vulture guts. Disgusting as it sounds, this gruesome delicacy has the highest concentration of iron and other vital vitamins of all. It can keep a man alive, should they get lost in the hot canyon. 

	“Tell him you met Cricky Greg. Tell him you met Cricky Greg at the Waldorf. 

	“Take the red-eye train from Grand Central Station to DC. It leaves at 11 p.m. Go straight into the first-class cabin.  

	“The conductors never check for tickets in the first-class cabin. And sit by the window because you may need to jump out. Fare evasion has just been voted into law as a crime. It used to be a ‘slap-on-your-wrist’ misdemeanor. 

	“You may bruise a little, but you can hop on another train. Better than going to jail, boy!” Greg reached out for a rusty bucket of water under the tree and emptied it into the hot barrel. The dying fire hissed like an old locomotive, releasing thick, smelly smoke.  

	“That’s it, bro, we got to bounce, we have to get a bed tonight.” 

	The men grabbed their blankets and began to walk away from the fire. They crossed the road briskly to the opposite sidewalk. Adigun followed them. Greg glanced over his shoulder, stopped abruptly in front of a red fire hydrant, turned around, and glared at Adigun. “Man!! Why is this kid following us?” shouted Greg. He moved closer to Adigun. “Dammit! Why are you following us?” “I don’t know how to get to Grand Central Station, sir,” Adigun replied, scratching the middle of his head. Greg replied through gritted teeth and it amazed Adigun that this was the same pleasant fellow he’d been with just minutes before.  

	“You need to head east on 42nd street. Walk fast, as you’re running out of time.” 

	Adigun ran, through the rainy night, down 42nd street, which was still cacophonous at that time of the night. He ran past rows of gleaming shops. He looked up, for the first time since he arrived, at the tallest buildings he had ever seen in his life. The road was a wide river of yellow taxis and, in the background, it seemed there was the permanent blare of sirens. He saw the massive sign on a huge building that read, ‘Grand Central Station,’ and Adigun ran towards the sign, wiping dribbles of rain from his face. He saw a black boy who was also running, and Adigun ran faster to catch up with him, He blurted out, “I’m going to Grand Central Station.”  

	“So am I,” said the boy. “Are you catching the DC night train?”  

	“Oh, yes!” Adigun answered. 

	“Follow me!” 

	Adigun ran behind the boy, who took sharp turns, narrowly avoiding collisions with the numerous display racks in front of the many different shops. They ran through a huge hall and got to a row of stainless-steel turnstiles, at which the boy pushed through on the heels of a man going through one. Adigun stopped. 

	The boy looked back to the other side of the turnstile shouting, “Come on!”  

	Adigun rushed in with a man wearing a brown coat, beating the barrier, and realizing that they had pulled off some sort of cheat. The man in the brown overcoat glanced at Adigun with a sort of distant disdain and kept going. 

	The train was about to move when the boy jumped in, and Adigun followed. It moved slowly, graffiti-covered walls sliding past on both sides of the car. They waded through the packed cabins to the last coach, where it was quiet and had only a few passengers. Signs on the headrests read, “First Class.” Both boys sunk their bodies into the soft velvet seats. Adigun peered out of the window, looking at America, finding himself able to feel a good sort of excitement again. He smiled at the boy, “Thanks. Wow! That was a run. My name is Adigun, I’m from Jobore. The grandson of Adolphus JP, the first Village Court Registrar and a recipient of the United Nations award for humanity. Which village are you from?”  

	“Oh, I don’t live too far from The Village; about a few blocks by the NCP parking lot on 5th Ave. My name is Shannon. Shannon Buck, born Jamerican!  

	“Hundred percent yardie, you kian tes! A rude boy! A Dangerous Animal. Cruiserweight Champion of Rikers.  

	“Jamaican ambassador of licking.”  He threw a quick punch in the air and gave a stern look with his nose scrunched up, then he continued, “Me lick spots of a leopard with a left uppercut. Left hand sting like a scorpion! 

	“Me like ya garb, still.” He said as he ran his hands over the embroidery on Adigun’s Dashiki. “You got that at The Village?” Shannon reached out to Adigun’s dashiki running his hands over the yellow embroidery again.  “Yeah, man! Thatta dope man!” he said in Jamaican patois. 

	Then he flipped to a pure American accent. “It must be one of those exclusive ‘Mashood’ pieces.”  

	Adigun was lost, as he didn’t know the source of the garment at all. It was handed to him at Diokpa Obidike’s office and he had changed into it in the toilet. 

	“Is Mashood good? Who is Mashood? Is he a Nigerian?” 

	Shannon looked at him and sighed, “You live in The Village, and you don’t know Mashood?  

	“Lying Tod! You aren’t from the village – you can’t be from the village and not have a train ticket!  

	“Where do you live in The Village? Under the railway arches, a-blood clat?” He shifted again to Jamaican patois. This time Adigun saw his gold teeth. “Me haff direk you wrongly, make you miss da blood-clat train, African boy! 

	“The Village? Yeah, right!! You too lie, man! African people too lie!! 

	“Ya know Segun?” Shannon glared at Adigun. “I-and-I put de scar on his face for lying. Him too lie! We call him Chicken pum-pum,” he laughed. “Chicken pum-pum, a ras clad.”  He laughed louder and louder, coughing intermittently and holding his belly.   

	“The Village! Jesus Christ, Lord o’ mercy! The Village? Two-thousand-muthafreaking-dollars-per-square-foot Village? 

	“Blood clad!!  What’s your name again?”  

	“Adigun.” 

	“Adigun from the Village, a ras clad! Nigga! You probably from Farocaway, or right there at Flat Bush with all the other lovely Africans. Quit lying!” 

	Adigun’s face compressed into an expression of disgust. Pointing at Shannon Buck, he yelled, “Stop! Stop! Stop,” in his strong western-Nigerian accent. He leaned closer to Shannon’s face, absent-mindedly noticing the long scar around his neck, like the result of a botched decapitation. “I am from Jobore! South-West Nigeria, three miles from Kiyesi, right next to Irede, the land with the golden lakes, the land with sixteen masquerades, where love falls like raindrops.  

	“I don’t know which ‘Village’ you are talking about, but I am from Jobore village in Nigeria. 

	“I just came off a plane at some John Ken or Animal Johnson something airport and I’m on my way to find my destiny. 

	“I am happy to be in America, the land flowing with milk and honey. The land of Christopher Columbus, apple pie, chicken ice cream, Werewolf, and Bigfoot.” 

	“Chicken Ice cream?” Shannon was astonished. 

	“Yes, Chicken ice cream! I heard about it in my country! Look! I have no idea where this train is taking us; I ran after you, and you brought me here!”  

	“I met some men at the fire thing roasting and wearing newspapers. They advised me to go to the city where the sun shines – ooh, I don’t remember the name, something like Calistus… Fonicalistus or Caphonica - anyway, the sun shines there.” 

	Shannon interrupted Adigun’s rant, “California! Goddamit” 

	“Ehen!” Adigun gushed, “Dassit! I’m new here, my good friend, and I need your help; I have no family, no money, no house to sleep in. 

	“Where you go, I go; until I find my own destiny.” 

	Shannon seemed to have a momentary discomfort. “You mean you just got into this country from Africa? You come from the motherland? 

	“Wow! Welcome from the motherland, brother. Asalam Aleikum. Peace and peace descend upon you. I get it now. 

	“I don’t know about sunshine in the winter, but I am also going to Washington DC to reunite with my destiny.  

	“I am a boxer, a fighter. I am going to DC to meet with a new coach, Lucious Waterman. He’s the biggest coach in America! He made George Forman. 

	“He has invited me to join his camp. I just got out of Rikers Island, see? Been incarcerated seven years.  

	“Was in for a bullshit GBH and attempted murder bid. 

	“I was the boxing Champion at Rikers Island five years straight and I have been invited by this great coach. He heard about me winning the Federal Prisons Boxing Championships and we have been communicating from Rikers. This is my ticket, man; out the ghetto!” 

	“Where is Rikers?” Adigun asked. 

	“Ummm, Rikers?” 

	Shannon raised his face to the ceiling for a drawn-out moment, “Rikers?   

	“Um, Rikers is the real hell, man. A time-share apartment complex belonging to The Devil!  

	“State Penitentiary. The most violent, the most notorious passageway to hell! 

	“You don’t want to go there; you don’t want to know Rikers. It has been home for me for the last seven years. 

	“I have been boxing almost every day for seven years. The first five years, I fought to survive. Last two years, I was training inmates to box. I was released on parole for good behavior.” 

	“Really?” 

	“Yes, bro. Adigun, you don’t want to ever visit Rikers; you are better off dead.” 

	“Dead?” Adigun blurted out. 

	The train had attained its highest speed and it rocked the cabin aggressively. The green headrests on the plush firstclass seats swayed as the train raced towards a dark tunnel. It had begun to rain. Adigun’s face was pressed against the thick glass window as the rain beads drizzled down forming webby patterns on the glass. His tired eyes were blood red. The cabin was warm and there was a strong aroma of freshly baked bread and coffee.  

	Adigun was unaware that he had drifted asleep until a short-bearded man, with a machine strapped to his body, tapped his shoulders and startled him awake.  

	“Ticket, please.” 

	Adigun stared stupidly, looking around for Shannon; he was nowhere to be found. The man tapped Adigun’s shoulder the second time, “Ticket, please.” 

	Shannon appeared from the hallway on the north side of the coach. 

	“Raising his hands, he shouted “Yo!! Delroy, King of boys, what’s up buddy?”  

	“Yeah, yeah, the one and only Shannon, Rikers’s Nightmare, Kick-ass Shannon!” 

	Shannon got up and threw a few punches in the air and the conductor ducked them playfully.  Shannon Buck hugged the middle-aged black man. 

	“Himma one of us, blood. Lef him, blood. Him just come from da motherland.” 

	“He straight then, bro, he straight,” the conductor replied, leaning away from Adigun, who watched the exchange with a mix of consternation and confusion. 

	“You heard from Rakeem?” 

	“Yeah, bro, I was at Rikers on Saturday, visiting my nephew. Rakeem is good, bruv. Twelve years to go.” 

	Adigun stared as the ticket man walked away and disappeared through the hallway. 

	“Yes, that was Delroy. By the way, the second first-class cabin of every train belongs to ex-convicts from Rikers.  

	“It has been like that for decades. We paid our dues in prison, and it’s like our retirement benefit; an unwritten, unofficial gift, you see. Most of the ticket agents are excons from Rikers Island, and they help enforce the rule.”  

	“Delroy was in the B-Wing with me, and we worked at the prison Library.”  

	“Oh, sorry,” Adigun looked sheepish, “Was I sleeping?” 

	Adigun had nodded off several times during Shannon’s speech. 

	“You must be very tired. Why don’t you take a short nap? We should be rolling into Union Station in about thirty minutes.” 

	Adigun drifted. 
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	Adigun heard his mother crying and the family elders from her village, Amakpofia, all speaking in Igbo. His father rested his head on his left hand, which was propped on his knee, scratching intermittently. He did not say anything. The walk from the Jobore village school, situated two kilometers outside the village on the one-lane, eroded clay road to Irede, felt longer than usual that day. The sun was out in full force and the humid air was ovenhot. The tarred stretches of the road seemed to shimmer in the heat, and the unmoving palm trees drooped in the stagnant heat. The sub-Saharan dust made the view look like an old piece of art painted with a worn-out brush. Skinny, uniformly dark-skinned children walked in a trance-like procession toward Jobore. Paramount in their minds were the sumptuous meals that awaited them in their different homes. Many of them walked in pairs or small groups but Adigun walked alone. 

	Tired and hungry, he had dragged his feet in the dust as he took the last turn by the derelict mud house behind his family compound. Nearing his compound, he had heard the loud voices for the first time. As he walked through the entrance into the yard, the mother hen panicked, and her new chicks scattered in different directions on the hot, red sand. He saw some men sitting on the low bench under the cashew tree (the locals called its fruit, “Cajew”). The voices grew louder as he stopped and greeted the elders in Fulfulbe. They were old Fulani men from the Sabo neighborhood of Jobore; seven of them, seated outside on a long wooden bench.    

	 “Sannu, yaro,” they all said, almost at the same time. They exchanged a few sentences with Adigun in Fulfulbe as Adigun walked past them. They all wore identical, stern expressions, their hard faces sitting in their palms, framed by the cone hats they wore over their white attires. There was a group of younger Fulani men at the east side of the yard arguing about something. These were dressed in sleeveless beige tops with slight embroidery on the chest portion. The tops were fitted, and they mostly wore tight-fitting trousers. A few of them had on jeans. They each had a short cane balanced behind their necks, with their hands dangling over each end. Capping off their outfits were the purple, cone-shaped headgear that tapered at three angular tips, two of which covered their ears. The hat was called Noppire. They looked furious as they railed loudly, making the sheathed daggers hanging from their rawhide belts menacing to Adigun, who was otherwise accustomed to their garb.  

	‘Sabongida,’ the small Fulani community that migrated from the northern part of Nigeria many years back, was like a small country of its own. Jobore was a stop-over for travelers carrying goods from the North and the Fulani settlement, often called ‘Sabo’ had evolved naturally. They had a very organized quasi-governmental structure, led by the ‘Giwa’ and a strict hierarchy of officers that administered their rules. There had always been a longstanding peace between the people of Jobore and the Fulani. That did not seem to be the case on this day. Adigun walked towards the house, and he met another group of Fulanis dressed in green and red traditional attire. “Sannu, Yaro,” they greeted him with familiarity; he knew all of them from his regular visits to Sabo with Hadezah. Adigun had earned some notoriety at Sabo, largely as the leader of the ‘Obituary Boys’, as well as for the mini-employment agency he ran. He was known all over Jobore to assist in procuring laborers at Sabo because of his language advantage. Adigun and his boys charged a meager fee per laborer and were highly soughtafter for unskilled jobs.   

	Adigun tried to gain access through the main door but there were too many Fulani men by the main door, and he could not get in. He went to the window by the giant clay water pot on the side. He peeped in and saw some more Fulani people inside the house. Adigun climbed the window and jumped into the house. He dusted off the sand from his green khaki shirt as he walked across the grey concrete floor towards the crowd. There was some commotion with several people speaking in the Fulani language whilst others spoke in Igbo. Adigun listened attentively and tried to make out what was afoot but there were too many people speaking at the same time. Some of his mother’s relatives were in the gathering: Uncle Emeka, his mother’s brother that lived in Irede, Mazi Okoronkwo, and some other Igbo men.  

	Adigun caught a glimpse of his mother in the crowd. Her eyes were red, and her face was pale as she cleaned the tears off her face, with her thick biceps wrapped with the old, green ‘George’ wrapper. There was an abrupt break in the clamoring and silence took over. A gust of wind blew the oak door in and then out again, the rusty hinges’ squeaks interrupted when it slammed into the burnt clay wall. Adigun saw Hadezah standing in front of the elders. Her hair was plaited with black cotton thread, and she wore a beige Ankara sleeveless blouse, revealing her local tattoo, a scorpion, on her right arm. She had her palm covering her chin and her right elbow resting on her left arm, which hugged her side. The henna art on her hand seemed livid and alive. 

	Hadezah was twitching and blinking faster than even she usually did. She had a chronic nervous disorder that made her blink uncontrollably. In his earlier childhood, this had put Adigun in a considerable amount of trouble for lying. It was common practice when being questioned by a grown-up about another child’s conduct, for that other child to hang just out of sight of the interrogator, blinking pointedly whenever the child being questioned was required to get creative with the truth. Adigun would lie about anything as long as Hadezah was around. He lied thinking Hadezah’s blinking was a demand to tell the opposite of the truth and gained quite the reputation as a perpetual liar. He hated Hadezah for always getting him into trouble with his parents, but he loved her too. He had missed Hadezah, during her long absence, when (he now realized) she had been pregnant with Talatu. 

	Adigun’s mum shouted “God will punish you, evil man! “God will punish you, useless Yoruba man! 

	“You have gone even further in your shamelessness than I could have feared!! 

	“Not enough that you made Hadezah with child right under my nose! She was like your daughter! She became your marriage of shame! I endured that for all these years, and this is how you repaid me? 

	“Keziah, this is how you pay me back?  

	“Keziah Babatunde Komaiya, see your life!! 

	“Her parents trusted you!! 

	“Hadezah! Chai, Hadezah, anwolamee,” she shouted, stamping her feet on the ground. She continued lamenting in her native tongue, Igbo.   

	Adigun felt more compelled than usual to pierce the mystery behind his mother’s cries. Some instinct warned him that this was not a matter he could ignore. The matter of Hadezah’s pregnancy was long-past and her child was almost 3 years old, so what was today’s fuss about? 

	“Will you not honor our agreement?” Adigun recognized the voice as that of Hadezah’s dad. 

	“Why would a brother do this to a brother? Answer me Keziah; is this what we discussed? Now he offers us money,” he turned to the gathering as he said this, raising his voice. “Kai! We have suffered! 

	“We are not from here; We come from far away. 

	“Shege,” he shouted, meaning ‘Bastard.’ 

	One of the old relatives of Adigun’s mum, Mazi Okoronkwo brought out his snuff box and put the powder in his nose with his thumbnail. He had a haughty countenance and seemed unaffected by the cacophony around him. He sneezed in that loud, theatrical way that old people seem to have, and then he spoke. “My brothers from far, I greet you from the bottom of my heart. 

	“I am Mazi Okoronkwo, the leader of the Aro community in the whole of Jobore and Irede combined. 

	“This man is my brother, he is married to Obiageli, my niece.  

	“What has happened here is regrettable but there is nothing new on Mother Earth. 

	“Our forefathers say ‘Anaghi ekwo ihere elo asu’ – ‘One must not swallow phlegm out of shame.’” His voice had gone from a deep baritone to tenor as the spicy powder penetrated his brain and stimulated his sinuses. His bushy mustache twitched like he was expecting a second sneeze. One of the old Fulani men looked at Mazi Okoronkwo with disdain and turned to the oldest of the Fulani men. “Dan Giwa, please, let’s focus on what we came to do here.” 

	The old Fulani man signaled to the group of cone hats outside and about four of them rushed in and roughly grabbed Adigun’s dad. Two of the young men held his hands as he struggled and the other two held his legs and stretched him, suspended face-down. The drawstring from Adigun’s father’s traditional trousers dangled as they stretched him, and he moaned in pain. His brown dashiki had been pulled up and was almost covering his face, exposing his back and the top half of his buttocks. The old Igbo men jumped up at the same time to intervene and all the Fulani men unsheathed their daggers and swords at the same time. 

	“Allahu Akbar,” they all shouted as some of them raised their sticks and the others pulled out their sharp, shimmering daggers. The Igbo men were unarmed, and they sat down immediately. The oldest of them pulled up his sleeves and raised his thick walking stick amidst the Shiny daggers and sticks.  

	“Abomination!” Mazi Okoronkwo shouted at the top of his voice.  

	His thick beard was stiff and sweat rolled out from the bushy mass of black hair. “He may be a Yoruba man, but he is married to our daughter; that is enough to qualify him as an Aro man! You all know an Aro man cannot be judged outside Arochukwu. 

	“You will NOT give judgment to an Aro man outside Arochukwu. 

	“Flog an Aro man? It is impossible! 

	“We will all die here –” He stamped his wooden walking stick on the concrete floor. 

	“– And after you kill us, more will come from Arochukwu, and we will slaughter all of you from Jobore to the Futa Jalon where you all came from!” He said this last through gritted teeth. 

	“You want to flog an Aro man? You want to flog an Aro man? Ngwanu, flog him and see bloodshed!”  

	At this point, Keziah was already sweating profusely and groaning in pain as the young men stretched him harder. Hadezah’s father raised his sword higher and spoke. He started with a long incantation in Fulfulde, then said, “This man is my friend. We are not judging him. This man, I have taken as my brother. I put my daughter in his care. He has violated me and brought pain to my household, but my daughter had told me she was not raped. 

	“In the Fulani tradition, sex before marriage is not a new thing; in fact, it is accepted. If not, 3 years ago, we should have come with war and a lot of blood would have been shed.  

	“Instead, we came to an accommodation; Keziah would take Hadezah in as a wife, which he has done, and he would turn over his only son, Adigun, to us as restitution, 

	WHICH HE HAS NOT DONE!” 

	“When?” Obiageli screamed, “When did you sell off our son in slavery, Dodo?” But even as she asked, she thought she now understood what had happened without her knowledge on that dark day; when she became the first of her husband’s two wives, the second being barely a woman herself. She knew that, when she had been ushered out of the gathering to “allow the men speak on matters of bride price,” part of that bride price had included her only son. “So, you sold off our son for the pleasure of bedding a child?” 

	Hadezah’s father spoke, “This was a very serious breach in our tradition, and you had to pay for it dearly. Allah saw this before today; Allah knew this was going to happen.  

	“Your son is always in our Lungu at Sabo, he speaks our language and eats our food. I even gave him his first set of goats and rams, like a son. 

	“At this point, I demand you hand over your son, Yaro to be my own as you have stolen my daughter.” Adigun jerked in the shadows beneath the window, stunned to his marrow. Could he be hearing what it sounded like he was hearing?  

	“As we leave today, we will be leaving with Yaro. “Walahi, that is only fair, and as we have agreed. 

	“You have gained a wife and we will gain a son.” 

	Obiageli sat on the floor and put her hand on her head, wailing and crying, “Over my dead body! Over my dead body! 

	“Keziah has ruined my life, eeee! 

	“Keziah has finished me, oooooh!” She rolled about on the floor, slapping at her head. 

	“My only child, Keziah, my only child!” 

	On hearing his mother keening like her only child was lost, something broke in Adigun and he leaped out through the window and bolted across the backyard. 

	The Fulani men ran after the little boy. 

	Adigun climbed the mud fence and as he attempted to jump, he spied three Fulani men on the other side of the fence to receive him. Shocked, he jumped back into the compound, narrowly avoiding the hands of the pursuing men and bounding over the cassava-drying porch. There was chaos in the compound as Adigun ran towards the main gate. He saw the gate was blocked, made a quick turn, and ran towards the fence adjoining the church. A large crowd of spectators had gathered, and they shouted as Adigun ran around the compound.  

	Adigun was shouting as he ran.  

	“Nooo, nooooo! Mama, eee! Papa, eeee!” 

	The cone hats scrambled after him but couldn’t catch Adigun; he jumped on the wooden chicken house and scaled the fence, landing on the tombstones in the yard of the church next door. He raced through the vicarage and entered the forest behind it. As he ran, he heard the sounds of something large crashing through the woods behind him and realized that Emeka, one of his uncles, was in hot pursuit. After about three minutes of running (that seemed like hours to him), Adigun screeched to a halt at the bank of the river and Emeka caught up with him. “Uncle Emeka, they want to take me away,” he blurted, gasping. “What are we going to do, Uncle Emeka?” Adigun’s chest heaved and hitched as he doubled over, placing his hands on knobbly knees for support. “Don’t worry,” Emeka replied, “we will go to Molajoye; there are no Fulanis there. Don’t worry, Adigun, all will be well. Follow me.” 

	Adigun and Emeka walked uphill through the bush until they arrived at the little village of Molajoye. Adigun had never been through this route and was struck by how short it was. They both walked down the narrow country road into the village and arrived at a small house sitting by the thin river. The house had all its windows open. Emeka opened the door and they both entered. “Wait here, boy. I’m sure you must be hungry. I will arrange some food for you when I get back, but there are some bananas on the table – help yourself.” Adigun’s jaws stretched in a wide yawn. He was tired and hungry. 

	“What is going to happen, uncle Emeka?” 

	“Don’t worry; I have to walk back to the house to take instructions from the elders.” 

	Emeka walked back to Jobore, but used the long route through Old Aba Road, as it was too dark to use the bush path. When he got to the Komaiyas’ house in Jobore, the Fulanis were just leaving. He hid behind a large tree until they had all left. He walked into the house and found Keziah, sitting on the wooden bench.  

	“Where is my son?” 

	“He is safe at my house in Molajoye. How did it go?” 

	“They insisted on taking my son but, thanks to my inlaws, we were able to plead that they let him finish his secondary education. That at least gives us some years to plan. 

	“They took the girl; thank God, as they said I must come to Sabo to be flogged!” Obiageli bolted out of the room.  

	“Thank God? Thank God? 

	“Do you know God, Keziah? Do you know God? 

	“Emeka, where is my son?” 

	Keziah started to talk, and his wife cut him off. 

	“I’m not asking you!  

	“I am not asking you, shameless man!” 

	“Sister, your son is in my house in Molajoye. He is really tired and traumatized. I will bring him in the morning.” 

	That night was the quietest in the entire fifteen years of the Komaiya’s marriage and Keziah sat outside for most of it, fearing that his wife would kill him in his sleep – if he could sleep at all. There was no electric power that night and when the oil lamp burned out, no one rose to restore its light. The household was swathed in a dark, seething, pain-filled silence. Even the usual chorus of night creatures seemed subdued that night.  

	Daybreak took forever to come. 
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	Adigun came back to the house early in the morning. The Komaiya residence had undergone a complete change. His mother had not slept all night. She had in her hands her small, black bible, and she paced back and forth with her chest leading the rest of her in the manner she had when she was extremely upset. Her head tie knotted around her waist, Adigun’s mother walked past the entrance and hugged Adigun, rubbing his head absentmindedly, then continued pacing around. Adigun still struggled to comprehend what had taken place the day before, the notion of his being traded somehow for Aunty Hadezah, and how he was supposed to feel about the situation or about her; she who had nurtured him from his infant years but was conspicuously absent now. Adigun had no way of knowing that these considerations were pointless, as he would not see her again for decades. 

	He sat on the floor with his back resting against the wall. The house was as quiet as a graveyard. After a while, he got up and paced around the house, hungry – he had only had bananas the night before – but nobody offered Adigun any food. When he realized food wasn’t coming, he made his way to the kitchen in the backyard and helped himself to some cold, left-over yams with some oil. He could tell they were from the day before and, as he wolfed them down, he almost felt like he was eating part of a past that could never be regained. 

	Keziah sat alone in the front room. Adigun had tried to ask questions about what had transpired but was always told, “This is not for children.” It didn’t seem to be much of a matter for adults either, and his mum and dad spoke even less after that day. The previous evening’s silence stretched out for weeks. Many nights, he would find his mum alone in the room, weeping.  

	 One thing was for certain though; his father had agreed to exchange him for Hadezah and they would be coming for him after he finished secondary school. 

	Adigun frequently had nightmares of Fulani herdsmen chasing after him. He saw cows in his dreams, fleeing anytime he saw the herdsmen grazing their cattle, and would not go anywhere near Sabo. He felt betrayed and unwanted. 
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	The train ground to a slow halt with a loud hiss and grinding of steel underneath. Adigun’s eyes were half-closed as he noticed that they seemed to have arrived at their destination. His body was thrust softly forward as the train came to a full stop, and the passengers hurried out of their seats to disembark. Shannon was gone! Adigun’s head whipped about in panic until he briefly sighted Shannon on the far east side of the platform. He sprang up hurriedly and jumped off the train, running in that direction. He lost sight of Shannon again and panic rose in him like gorge. He scanned the thick crowd and once again spotted Shannon at a distance – he was running. Adigun saw Shannon hurriedly push himself against a passenger that was about to go through a turnstile, cross over the silver barrier and speed off. Adigun scaled the turnstile and raced after Shannon. He was Adigun’s only hope of making any headway in the quest for destiny in America! 

	His heart hammered in his chest as he ran through the crowd in pursuit of Shannon. The railway terminal was a huge concrete building with a beautiful domed ceiling designed to replicate the sky. Shannon was running even harder, looking back intermittently; it was clear that he was running from Adigun. Adigun kept the chase close though he was running out of breath. Shannon took a sharp left and ran through a group of green taxis parked outside the train station. He ran towards another huge building and, looking back again, realized Adigun was catching up. He took a left turn by an old, abandoned church, sped toward the traffic light, and then shot to his right, scaling the red fire hydrant (which surely would have ended the chase had he not cleared it). 

	Adigun followed close. They came to a densely populated residential area; seemingly all black. Shannon ran through an alley and stopped. His head bowed towards the ground, chest heaving as he panted. 

	“What the fuck! What the heck!” he gasped. He swung at Adigun, almost falling against an overflowing steel dumpster of indeterminate color. “Dude, can you just let me go my way? Can you just leave me alone? You are meant to be heading to California; this is Washington DC; don’t you get it? Why don’t you head back to the station and catch your train to the West coast? You can’t come with me, man, you can’t come with me!” Shannon spoke with a thick winter mist puffing out of his mouth. It was a frosty evening, dark and gloomy, and the harsh wind scoured their exposed skin. Adigun held onto the metal mesh fence of an abandoned house in the south-eastern 

	DC neighborhood. He glared at Shannon. Silence spun out between them for a long moment. Adigun grabbed his green Aso Oke dashiki with both hands and wrapped it tighter against his cold chest. He was trembling violently. 

	 “Go away, dude, go!!” Shannon shouted with his hands up in the air. He took in Adigun’s watery eyes and chattering teeth with a mixture of exasperation and pity. “Here!” He threw his red woolen scarf to Adigun. “Wrap this around your neck before you freeze to death. I don’t know who wears a dashiki in winter.”  

	Adigun caught the woolen scarf, tucking it into the neck of his dashiki.  

	“No, dummy, wrap it around your neck; you have to cover your neck all the time.” 

	This single act of charity seemed to bring the rest of their exchange home to Adigun; it was as much as Shannon could (or certainly would) do. He grudgingly accepted that he was on his own again. Adigun’s eyes teared up further with emotion as turned and walked away from Shannon. He had walked about 30 meters before he looked back and waved to Shannon. Shannon waved back.  

	“See you soon, brother Shannon. Next time you see me, I will hit you with a surprise. By the grace of God, I will surprise you.” 
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	Adigun could barely remember his way back to the train station as he ran. He stopped in front of the abandoned church and looked to the west and east, not knowing which way to turn. He wandered for almost 40 minutes and was not able to find the train station. Some deep instinct warned him against asking anyone for help or directions even when he knew he was lost in the cold night. Adigun kept walking until his feet began to hurt. He felt a tingling in his right ear and, when he tried to rub it, it crackled like a piece of it had flaked off and fallen to the pavement. Adigun looked down, expecting to find the fallen piece between his howling feet. His teeth chattered in protest against the cold. He saw a long trail of bright yellow streetlights as he reached a double carriage road at a lonely junction and made a right turn onto this bright road, walking in the middle of the wide divider that split the dual carriage road. His feet felt some relief as they sank into the cold, springy grass.  He walked this way for half an hour until he saw the red neon sign of a fast-food restaurant called ‘Popwalis’. It began to drizzle again, and he ran into this restaurant without a second thought. He was relieved to find it warm (and almost empty) inside. 

	Adigun sat in an obscure corner booth, soaking up the warmth until he began to feel drowsy. He was exhausted and hungry, and the night had arrived fast, bringing with it a near-delirium that prompted him to peer out of the window in search of the missing piece of his ear. He reached up with thankfully warm fingers to touch his ear and was relieved to find it intact. Nobody bothered Adigun and he simply sat by the window even after it stopped drizzling, though the restaurant began to fill with customers quite rapidly. Adigun sat in the busy restaurant by the window, blankly observing a trash can by the green pillar to his right. He sat in dazed confusion watching people empty their leftovers into the trash. His belly rumbled as he agonized at the chunks of chicken being emptied into the bin and wished someone would hand him a piece. He fell asleep with his head on the table. The sleep was like a black hole that swallowed him; no dreams, no thoughts, nothing at all. Just blackness. It was the sweetest slumber he had had in a long time.  
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	“Wake up, yo! Wake up!” Adigun jerked awake to a black lady, wearing a red apron, tapping him on his shoulder. 

	“Where do you think you are, dressed like a summer carnival dancer? 

	“We are closed; you gats to go! You gats to go. We closed! Beat it, Tarzan!” She punctuated her exhortations with repeated taps on his shoulder. 

	Adigun struggled to clear the cobwebs of his hours-long sleep out of his muddled mind. His feet ached and, though Adigun had no idea about such things, he was also suffering the effects of jet lag. The restaurant was empty again. He got up from the chair and heard a loud flap as he took his first step; the sole of his right shoe had peeled off from its upper. Adigun considered the shoe absently for a moment then he walked out. The street was awash with streetlights and the colors of the traffic lights outside the restaurant, which were reflected in its mirror-like windows. Adigun walked the lonely street through a small row of shops. The sole of his right shoe flapped noisily as he walked. He attempted to pull it off, but his fingers hurt too much when he bent them. He walked until he hit a crossroad and kept walking until he came to a freeway underpass that was well-lit. Adigun shivered, and he began to blow warm air into his frozen fingers. By the time he emerged from the underpass, the wind was gusting. He saw some activity on the other side of the road and, with scarcely any thought at all, he crossed into the densely populated black neighborhood. As he walked through the street, navigating between more black people than he had seen at any one time since getting to this cold country, Adigun began to feel like he was safer. 

	The unholy alliance of stress, hunger, jet lag, and general physical abuse took its toll on Adigun. His vision was blurry, and his movements were weak. Though he knew it must be quite late, there was a lot of activity on the street, and no one seemed to notice him. He leaned against a huge, battered, boat-like car moldering in front of a shabby brick bungalow and he saw a heap of garbage piled by the side of the house.  

	“Well,” he thought to himself with delirious glee, “e be like say Waldorf get annex for dis side of town!” Adigun staggered into the garbage and tumbled into the mound of black bags. It was soft. He laid in the redolent heap and relished the relative warmth of it. He was very weak and felt incapable of any further movement.  

	“Who is this on my bed?” A voice barked out of the darkness, splintering Adigun’s newfound ease. “Stanley, have you brought another one of those YMCA shelter guys over again? Hellooo, hellooo, buddy, you are sleeping in my bed.” 

	Adigun squeezed his eyes tightly shut, trying to negate the intrusion by simply not seeing it. He buried himself deeper into the garbage pile for a moment before being seized by a sudden sensation of vertigo. In that instant, he recalled the feeling when the plane that brought him to America lifted off the Lagos tarmac – a feeling like he had left his stomach beneath him. It was as much as his flailing mind could manage before he went sailing through the air and crashed into the narrow road. Stanley, a burly six feet, four inches of dark-complected humanity had picked up Adigun and flung him across the narrow road. Adigun narrowly missed having his spine dashed by the silver fire hydrant that stood on the other side of the road from the garbage heap, but he didn’t have the presence of mind to ponder this drop of good luck in his ocean of woes. He fell asleep where he lay – for an indeterminate period – until the cold began snaking through his bones. He came reluctantly awake, his face cold and hard, realizing that to lie there was to die.  

	He held on to the fire hydrant and helped himself up, walking silently away from Stanley and his gang, who chattered together, enjoying what seemed to be a pleasant evening on their hill of trash. As he staggered off, Adigun spotted a little alley across the intersection to the east and he crossed the road, aiming for the large, silver-coated garbage cans that stood like sentries along its walls. As he shambled between the cans, Adigun realized that, somehow, it was warmer here – some sort of defilade from the brutal wind that howled through the street. There was steam hissing out from the vents into the alleyway and from the manhole covers he walked over. There were black metal emergency stairs in every house. On the left of the alleyway were garages probably belonging to the houses above. They were all shut but for a single one, which Adigun walked into with no consideration at all. There was some cardboard on the floor, and he noticed some padded mats in the corner. They were made of soft leather and had the name, ‘Everlast,’ printed in white. There were quite a few of them and Adigun buried himself beneath them. It was the first real warmth he had experienced since his train ride from New York, and he was unconscious within seconds of closing his eyes. 

	        







	10 

	 

	[image: Immagine che contiene linea, silhouette

Descrizione generata automaticamente] 

	 

	 

	Adigun had been asleep for less than five minutes when he was roused by the sound of a large engine. A massive American car eased into the garage, the noise coming to a stop just in front of the padded mats where he lay. The warmth from the engine had an immediate soporific effect on him, but he stayed awake and still underneath the stack. He heard three heavy thuds as the occupants of the car got out, obviously carrying on a conversation they had been having inside. From the voices, Adigun could tell that they were all men. 

	“Nobody talks to Bobby Brown that way – nobody! I done started this gym decades ago.” The voice was highpitched but, somehow, Adigun was certain that the chest it emerged from was cavernous. “I make champions – read my lips – champions! I won’t take it, man! I won’t take this mess, never!” 

	“Yo, Bobby, chill out, man! You lost Alonzo because you could not pay the price. The game has changed, Bobby.” This voice, raspy and deeper than the first (Bobby’s, it seemed to Adigun), seemed deferential and almost pleading in its tone – like he was reluctant to say what he felt to the aggrieved party. “You only know how to train champions,” voice 2 continued, “but you don’t understand the new game. Training is only a part of the game now, Bobby. You also gotta know how to wheel and deal. These guys know how to do that, AND they got money to wheel and deal. You want a champion in your gym? You gonna have to buy a champion. The game’s changed, Bobby; the game’s changed! Look, we have a shipment coming in, right? The Thanksgiving drop-off? We take that, we flip it, and we go poach boxers from the other gyms.”  

	Adigun clutched the Everlast padding tightly and stifled a cough as the garage filled with the pungent smell of marijuana smoke. He heard the whistle from the drag and, for the first time, became aware of another sound in the background.; a not-quite rhythmic series of thumps, punctuated here and there by grunts and sharp, hissing expulsions of air. The exchange he had just overheard made helped Adigun make the connection: It was a boxing gym. The garage door rolled down, and the room darkened. Adigun realized the men must have left the garage and he moaned as his body was seized by severe hunger pangs. He felt like he had not eaten in days as he clutched feebly at the padded Everlast mat. He began to slip into unconsciousness again when the garage door rolled up, letting in a gust of cold air. He heard approaching footsteps and felt a tug on the cushioned mat he held over himself. The mat began to rise, and Adigun rose with it. His unseen discoverer hefted the mat (and Adigun) clear of the floor, grunting with the effort and letting out a snort of wide-eyed surprise when he spotted the skinny bundle clinging to its underside. 

	In shock, the man skipped back, and shouted, “Jesus! What the heck? Who the fuck are you? What are you doing here? How the hell did you even get in here?” The questions were spat out in rapid-fire succession and Adigun’s addled mind stalled, then gave up on trying to answer any of them. His dashiki shimmered in the dark as he raised his hands and tried to talk. He was too weak; he squeaked out in a whisper, “Waatterrr.” 

	The tall man was already calling for help. “Pookie!! 

	Pookie!! Come here! There’s someone in the garage! He’s dead… or dying or somethin’!”  

	“Oh my God!” Another man joined the first. “Who put this here?” Adigun lay motionless. He was tired and all the sounds seemed to be coming from far away. His vision was blurred as he tried to take in the new arrival; a light-skinned black man with a black net bonnet of sorts, holding his dreadlocks in place. He wore a big, blue plaid jacket, the pattern growing in Adigun’s eyes as the man bent down and put his ears on Adigun’s chest. “He’s breathing! He’s alive. Hey, dude, wake up! Can you hear me?” He scooped up Adigun and placed him on his shoulder, then walked out of the garage. He made a left and took Adigun through a stairwell and through a black door that opened into a well-lit hall. The gym was bright, and the equipment and punching bags cast multiple shadows on the gleaming wood floor. More of the ubiquitous Everlast bags hunched in corners and against walls and there were blue mats scattered on the floor. 
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