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PART ONE





On the morning that Rose was sacked she and I could easily have been killed, and that wouldn’t have been our first brush with death on our way to work.

I remember clearly that this time, our bus was not even speeding. A group of pedestrians was running across the expressway. One of them lagged behind the others. Our bus driver punched on his horn and then he braked. Our bus swerved, the conductor almost fell out of the door. He was holding on and whimpering, “Sanu mi,” mercy. His legs were swinging this way and that, passengers were colliding with each other, a woman in front was screaming that her enemies had succeeded in smiting her, her basket of oranges rolled down the aisle.

Rose and I were trembling by the rear window as the driver steered us back on course. We thought our bus was about to overturn. I caught a glimpse of the slow crosser; he was safely on the other side of the expressway now and shaking his head as if someone else had almost caused the accident. As usual, onlookers were gathering around the scene and pointing. Within seconds, passengers on the bus were scrambling for seats and the conductor was collecting fares as if nothing had happened. Even the oranges were back in their basket, sitting upright like us. At that time of the morning, our bus was full and once we recovered from the shock, we were more concerned about having to stand than surviving the rest of the ride.

“What were we saying again?” Rose asked.

“Sanwo,” I reminded her.

We always spoke in English because she couldn’t speak Yoruba and I couldn’t understand her own language, Ijaw. Today, we spoke between gaps to hide our conversation from our fellow passengers: secretaries, clerks, couriers, security men who worked in the city center and lived on the mainland. Most of us had roots elsewhere. My hometown, Makoku, was west of Lagos, and Rose had grown up in Port Harcourt in Rivers State. Some of the other passengers we knew from our daily commutes. We greeted them at the stop every morning and ran together when our bus arrived. Inside, we shared seats, sweat, and gossip. Passengers were always staring ahead or out of the windows, but they were listening, despite the rumble of the bus engine.

“Oh yes, my sister,” Rose said. “That Sanwo of yours. He’s not serious at all. Every day he’s promising and still no dowry. The way things are going with that man, you’re heading for a black hole.”

“Why?”

She counted on her fingers. “No house...”

“Has a house, Rose,” I said.

“One room in his uncle’s quarters? Let me finish. No house, no job...”

“Has a job,” I said.

She nudged me. “Business for his uncle? You see? That is the problem. You’re always defending the man. None of us enjoy working and I don’t see you sitting around telling long stories like him. No house, no job in Lagos. Straight into a black hole is all I have to say. He says he wants to marry you?”

I nodded, in case she’d forgotten that other passengers were listening.

“How long since he’s been promising?”

“Don’t know.”

“How long, Tolani?”

Two years. I could barely open my mouth to tell her.

She clapped. “So. Don’t ask me again if you’re not prepared to take my advice. Six months and no marriage, I’m free to meet someone else is my rule. See you on Friday night. Take me to parties and nightclubs. Buy me beer and don’t wake me up asking for yam and eggs. Understand? Six months maximum.”

“Ultimatum?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “He’s blocking your way and he’s not delivering, so he can forget about any lovey-dovey treatment. No woman can afford to be nice in this place. It’s a war between men and us. A war, you hear me? So face the bobo squarely, make sure your demands are met. If not, you’re a fine chick, you’ll find someone else, plain and simple.”

She sucked her tongue through the gap between her teeth. She was proud of that gap; it was a sign of beauty, like a birthmark.

Rose had been with eight men in the time I knew her. She had even been with a Lebanese. One man threatened to pour boiling water on her; another kept coming to our office to see her, until she called his house to tell him to stop and discovered he had a wife. But what was the sense in changing them like that? Men who beat, men who stole, men who could kill. You could never guess what they were really like by looking at their faces. They were all over Lagos and I did not want to know them.

I’d met Sanwo in the same year I arrived in the city. The worst about him was that he worked for his uncle. He had been working for his uncle for as long as I’d known him, managing government contracts for which he received a percentage cut. The contracts were not regular, so he’d never earned as much as I had working as a secretary in a bank.

Our bus stopped for more passengers. They looked exhausted and vexed; some were in uniform. Those in traditional wear were mostly traders. There was no space left to stand in the aisle. The air was full of exhaust fumes and body odors. The bus smelled as bad as manure.

“This dowry business,” Rose said, “is primitive anyway.”

“How so?” I asked.

She shook her gold bangles and stared out of the window. “Me, I like the way the oyinbos do it— diamond ring, ‘I do, I do.’”

Rose often complained about being a Nigerian. She thought she was born in the wrong country. She wished she had been born in Czechoslovakia because the name sounded sophisticated. Nigeria was uncivilized, she said.

“A diamond ring is like a dowry,” I said. “And we do ‘I do, I do’ over here.”

She nodded. “Yes, but we add our customs to it, letter writing, engagement, all that. Aunts, uncles, cousins, everybody involved. By the time you’ve finished, you’ve married a whole village. Rich people, the same thing. They want to wear their diamond rings and they still take dowries. Me, I think it is all primitive rubbish.”

The man seated next to her eyed her. Rose didn’t notice. In one way she was a patriotic Nigerian: arguing was her favorite pastime. Today, the dowry could be a great custom; tomorrow, it could be the worst.

“You-sef,” I said. “You change your views faster than you change boyfriends.”

“It’s true,” she said. “We never think. And why do we still follow such a foolish tradition? It’s unfair to women. You might as well sell somebody like a cow.”

I laughed. “You’re for women’s liberation this morning?”

“I’m for sense in the head,” she said, tapping her temple. “I don’t know anything about any women’s liberation.”

We passed National Stadium, a series of concrete structures higher than the surrounding billboards and palm trees. The houses of the neighborhood were grayish-white with corrugated iron roofs. There was a light morning mist, and the sun was rising a fierce orange. By the main entrance of the stadium, a group of highway administrators were sweeping. Around them was enough litter to keep them working for the rest of the week. They swept slowly. The wind blew what the rain had soaked and the sun had dried.

Dowries were unfair to men. These days, to marry a woman, a man had to present all sorts of gifts to her family. If the woman was wealthy, her family could demand a car. I’d heard of families asking for brassieres if she was poor. What used to be a tradition was now a means of extortion. The women of the bride’s family drew up a list and presented it at her engagement ceremony. Sometimes, families stated exactly how much naira they wanted. More and more in Lagos, every relationship began and ended with a question of money.

I had told Sanwo this much: I had a savings account at the bank. It was gathering more dust than interest. I could withdraw the money and invest it in one of his trading consignments, and we could use the profits toward my dowry. He said that was like telling him he was not a real man, even though he talked and talked about a wedding until I agreed. I preferred a registry service and was not interested in a church ceremony. Sanwo said he wasn’t either, but his family expected one. I was beginning to doubt his sincerity.

“What time is it?” Rose asked.

I glanced at my watch. “Seven thirty sharp.”

“Hunger is killing me.”

“Me too,” I said.

Our bus pulled away. The vibrations from the engine tickled my ears.

You should have seen us that morning, thinking it was just another working day ahead. Rent took up half our salaries, but no one could tell from our appearance. Rose’s face was fresh with powder, like a proper Lagos sisi. She had no eyebrows, though. She’d shaved them and drawn two thin black lines over her eyes. I couldn’t convince her those lines made her look angry, which she often was. Her blouse was rumpled, and her black skirt was too big, so she had on my favorite red belt. She called me a corporate executive because I wore a beige skirt suit and had a matching beige clip in my hair. Women like us, we did not play with fashion; wearing the cheapest and latest was how we indulged.

We bought fried yams as soon as we got off the bus and ate them out of newspaper pages. Federal Community, our bank on Broad Street, was one of the small buildings in the city center. I worked on the second floor in the Loans department; Rose worked on the ground floor by the banking hall and Cash and Teller department. The bank was chartered in the year of independence, to cater to the masses. Now, almost twenty-five years later, profits still went to military governors, government ministers, and ex-politicians. They were on our board of directors. The government was a majority shareholder; we worked as slowly as civil servants, shifting paper.

All morning I typed bad debt notices. Some dated so far back I wondered why our department bothered to send them out. We never got replies. I began to imagine the showdown I would have with Sanwo over the weekend. If I gave him an ultimatum, he would only laugh. He took my loyalty for granted. He would also say Rose was jealous that she couldn’t keep a boyfriend and was always trying to drive a man to his early grave.

I did not see her that morning and never even asked after her, which wasn’t unusual. We lived together, and at work, kept to our separate departments. It was our way of preserving our friendship. Rose found me reserved and, as far as I was concerned, she talked too much, even though I was grateful for her advice that morning. She’d told me exactly what I needed to hear and more: I was to withhold all affection. She was ruthless with men. She didn’t discriminate and that was the problem.

I was getting tired of typing those bad debt notices when Ignatius from Personnel came to my desk with news, just before lunchtime.

“My sister,” he said.

“Uncle,” I said.

Ignatius was the oldest employee in the bank. He had a white patch on one side of his hair and was distinguished looking with a turned-up nose. He settled arguments between employees and gave advice if we had problems with management: suspensions, probations, cautions. Like Rose, he was from Rivers State. He called her his countrywoman. Rose laughed at him behind his back. “The village he’s from,” she’d told me, “they shit in the creeks they bath in.”

“They’ve sacked Rose,” he whispered.

“What?”

“Insubordination.”

“Eh, why?”

“She slapped Salako.”

“Ye!”

Rose was Mr. Salako’s secretary. Ignatius lifted his hand to calm me down.

“It was from Franka I heard,” he said.

“When did it happen?”

“Thirty minutes now.”

“How did Franka find out?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know, but all the news in the office comes out of that woman’s mouth.”

“She is a liar.”

“She swears she saw it with her own two eyes.”

I glanced at Alhaji Umar’s door. Quiet as he was, Alhaji Umar, my manager, was a strict follower of the government’s War Against Indiscipline. Lateness to work was “unaccep-a-table.” Personal phone calls were “unaccep-a-table.” Idle talk was also “unaccep-a-table.” He stuttered over certain words and was in favor of adopting military-style punishments like frog jumps and squats to discipline the bank staff because such punishments had been “effec-e-tive” within the civil service. His door was shut.

“Rose has left?” I asked.

Ignatius shook his head. “I don’t know. I only came to tell you as her friend.”

I imagined Rose walking to the bus stop and cursing Mr. Salako.

“Thank you, Uncle,” I said.

“My sister,” Ignatius said, tapping my back.

I continued to type my bad debt letters, looking over my shoulder for Mr. Salako.

Mr. Salako was our branch manager, the most senior manager in the bank. Rose had complained about him many times before, how he’d passed comments about her body, grabbed her hands and tickled her palms. A few times, he had tried to hug her and she pushed him away. But to slap him? What was the sense in doing that? Mr. Salako would sack her and no one would question him. Mr. Salako was the board of director’s messenger boy. He told them exactly what they wanted to hear and came back to tell us lies. His last lie was that he valued each and every employee.

I was beginning to get tired of looking out for him when he appeared, clutching the banister. He was sweating and panting as usual. Rose once said that Mr. Salako could eat five hundred donuts in one sitting. Her nickname for him was “Mr. Biggs.” He was not that big, only around his stomach; consequently, his trousers were buckled high — almost up to his chest — or below his waist. Today, he was riding low. He waddled to Alhaji Umar’s office and shut the door behind him. The news spread before he came out. Rose had insulted him in front of everyone downstairs, including the customers on the banking floor and security guards. She’d called him a bloody bastard and slapped him.

Ignatius thought she would never have done that had he been around to calm her. “She’s my countrywoman,” he kept repeating, as if they were the closest of friends.

I wondered why he thought this was the right time to brag about his association with Rose. Rose had no time for Ignatius. She didn’t even respect him, despite his age. She said he had been trying to chase her from the moment he handed her an employment contract to sign, that he was an old goat, and a real goat stood a better chance. Ignatius was married with two children in university.

Those of us who broke for lunch at twelve o’clock were standing outside the bank in line to buy groundnuts from the hawker who sat by the entrance. The hawker measured each portion in an empty milk can. The sun was hot and I shut my eyes to a blanket of red as I listened to what the others had to say about Rose. Hakeem from Customer Services thought her outburst was due to her upbringing. He’d never cared for Rose, and as usual, typical Ibadan man, he was dropping and picking up his H’s.

“Yes. I hexpected it sooner or later. It was a matter of time. That woman does not know ’ow to control ’erself, and Salako ’as been letting her get away with it. Now, see what she’s gone and done, disgracing ’im in public like a small boy...”

Godwin said he would pray for Rose.

Franka said Rose had to be Mr. Salako’s girlfriend. “Otherwise why would she...” She turned around to check and when she saw me said, “Hey-Hey, Tolani. I didn’t know you were here. Why so quiet? Haven’t you heard?”

“Heard what?” I asked, shielding my eyes from the sun.

“Ah-ah? You haven’t heard already?”

I’d heard that Franka’s husband often beat her for gossiping. No news ever escaped her ears and the bigger the news, the wider her eyes became. Sometimes her eyes filled up with tears when she was overcome from gossiping. We called her “Radio Nigeria.”

“Rose,” she said. “Her boyfriend Salako has finally sacked her.”

Godwin, who was ahead of her in the line, leaned back and said, “Thou shalt not bear false witness.”

“Face your front, Mr. Pastor,” she snapped.

Godwin took a step forward with his hands over his groin. He was one of those born-agains, and I never really had problems with him.

“It’s Rose’s concern,” I said calmly. “No one else’s.”

“But it’s a pity,” Franka said, with a smile.

When I wouldn’t confirm, she turned her back on me.

For the rest of the day, I ignored the talk in the office. The story had changed. People were saying that Rose tore Mr. Salako’s shirt in the banking hall, and the security guards dragged her out of the building, and they set their Alsatians on her, and one of the Alsatians bit Rose, but no one was sure if it was her left or right thigh, or how deep the bite was.

On my way home I passed a beggar with no legs, sitting on a wooden tray with wheels. He maneuvered himself so skillfully that I gave him my spare kobos. Normally, I pretended not to see beggars: it was almost like seeing my future.

Every morning at five thirty, when the air was cool, Rose and I caught a kabukabu from the end of our street to another district. There, we waited at a stop for our bus named “Who Knows Tomorrow?” If our bus arrived on time, and if it didn’t break down along the way, we arrived at Tafawa Balewa Square in the city center at quarter to eight. Our bank was another fifteen-minute walk away.

During our morning walks, we looked out for taxi drivers who sometimes drove along the sidewalks. I’d seen street traders fight until they drew blood. I’d also seen a crowd catch a thief and beat him to death, throw a tire over a pickpocket and set him on fire. If someone pointed at a person in the city center and shouted, “Ole,” thief, that was the end.

Rose and I would eat fried yams on our way to the bank; it was our main meal for the day. On our way back from work, when we were hungry and our shoes pinched, we walked huddled over. “Hurry up with your high-and-pointeds,” she always complained about my pumps. “You and your flat-and-wides,” I would answer. She was almost thirty, two years older than me, and she still couldn’t balance on high heels. Her feet were huge for a woman’s, so she preferred men’s loafers.

In the evenings, our scramble began at the bus stop. We elbowed and pushed people out of our way. We woke up early in the mornings to avoid the crowds. After work, the crowds were there, waiting for the same buses, heading in the same direction of the mainland. Quarrels, plenty. Chaos, unbelievable. Sometimes, the police showed up and horsewhipped people. They had always done that, but the government’s War Against Indiscipline gave them a legitimate reason. Now, they could say it was part of their duties to ensure the public behaved in an orderly fashion. They treated us like cattle. The bus terminal was like a market. If we managed to get on a bus on time, we watched the exodus in the evenings — people at bus stops, along the bridge, some with sacks on their shoulders and baskets on their heads, school children carrying books and chairs — everyone’s eyes as red as the sun.

Lagos. The street on which we lived was named after a military governor. Our neighborhood smelled of burned beans and rotten egus leaves. Juju and apala music, disco and reggae music jumped from windows, and fluorescent blue cylinders lit up the entire place past midnight. Ground-floor rooms were rented to businesses like tailors, notary publics, and palm wine bars; families took rooms upstairs. There were no telephone lines and we had regular power cuts. At the bottom of our walls were gutters, heavy with slime. On our walls we had pee stains over Post No Bills signs. Our sidewalks were blocked with broken-down cars, cement bricks, and rubbish piles as tall as trees. Street hawkers sat between them selling Coca-Cola, eggs, cigarettes, and malaria pills by kerosene lanterns. If we ventured on the street, even a bicycle could knock a person over, and we wanted to get home alive and on time. Most days, I barely saw the people I greeted along the way: “How now? Good evening. Long time.” I was in a trance. My mind was fixed on the place my shoes would come off— our sitting room. Over the years, Rose and I had acquired two green garden chairs and a brown velvet sofa. In the center, we had an oval-shaped table; it was wooden like our side tables and had water stains that looked like burn marks.

She was lying on the sofa when I walked in. I told her exactly what Franka had said. She said, “That woman is very lucky I wasn’t there to handle her.”

She had been sleeping. As she sat up, she accidentally elbowed the photographs of herself posing in different outfits at Bar Beach. I picked them up and rearranged them on the side table. I still couldn’t believe she’d lost her job; the thought alone made me nervous.

“How can he sack you like that?” I asked.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “He is a bastard and his whole life will spoil for what he did to me.”

“What happened, eh?”

“No justice. No justice for people like us. You hear? Only for the wicked and the corrupt in this country. Look at Salako — everything he steals from the bank, taking money from customers, taking bribes. The same thing with that sneaky little Umar.”

“Forget that foolish one. What happened between you and Salako?”

“Umar is part of it. Can’t you see? Look at all those bad debt letters you’ve been typing. You think the loans were ever meant to be repaid?”

“All I know is Umar is a useless manager.”

“He is fraudulent! And he’s trying to cover his tracks! He and his accomplice, Salako! Everyone knows! Salako opens an account for Big Man. Umar gives Big Man a loan. Big Man gives Salako and Umar a cut. The loan is never repaid, and that is just the beginning. All those dormant accounts, I know Salako is using them as his personal accounts. He’s a thief, like everybody else in this godforsaken country. Read the papers every day. Our oil revenues are missing. Where are they? Under my pillow?”

I kicked my shoes off as she continued to rant. She was not telling me anything new, and we’d had the same discussion about Mr. Salako and Alhaji Umar before. Rose thought they were partners in a banking scam. I couldn’t imagine how. They didn’t trust each other. Alhaji Umar was a Hausa man and Mr. Salako was Yoruba. They were both Muslims, but they were typical tribalists as far as I was concerned, and I was fed up with talking about corruption anyway. People talked nonstop about corruption, and their talk changed nothing.

“Government minister steals,” she carried on. “State governor steals, contractor steals. President steals. You work, work, work. Can’t even afford meat to eat at lunchtime. Taking insults from one manager. I swear to God, if I ever see that man again, by the time I finish with him, he will think he’s in Armageddon.”

“Take it easy, my sister.”

“My job for seven years. Show me one person who can type faster than me in that bank. One person whose shorthand is better...”

She held her head and rocked. Rose never cried. News came from her hometown — her cousin was dead, her aunt, her brother — she ended up drinking beer to recover. She had been drinking beer. The empty bottle was under the sofa. I didn’t know how to comfort her.

After a while I asked, “What will you do now?”

“Don’t worry about me,” she mumbled. “I can take care of myself.”

She had no savings and her rent was due.

“Have you eaten?” I asked.

“I don’t want to eat.”

I walked into the kitchen and found that she had helped herself to my yam pottage anyway. The lid of my pot was in the sink; my spoon was on the kerosene stove in a pool of palm oil. She had burned the bottom of my pottage while heating it. I was tempted to call her and order her to clean up.

Rose had been living in the flat when I started work at the bank. She was looking for a roommate because hers had walked out after a fight. I told her I needed a place to stay.

“Come,” she said. “So long as you’re not like that witch from Calabar.” When I moved in, I saw why her roommate, the witch, had walked out. Rose ate and left plates on the floor. She asked to try food from my pot and cooked only once a month: pepper soup. She threw in double the peppers people normally used. Her eyes and nose would stream as she ate. She would slap her forehead like a drug addict and beg me to join her. “You have to! Oo, it’s sweet, my sister! The sweetest I’ve ever made. This one will cure your cold, cough, burn out your germs, jealousy, temper. Try just a little.”

She was an awful cook and had a sensitive stomach. After she’d finished her pepper soups, she would run to the toilet for the rest of the week and swallow all sorts of pills to settle her insides. I’d seen her argue with neighbors because she didn’t like the way they looked at her. She sometimes borrowed my clothes without asking. She never paid back loans. The men she brought home; the problems they gave her. She cursed their great-grandfathers when she broke up with them and she could drink beer like a soldier, but she paid her rent on time and didn’t go around telling my life history to strangers.

She was loyal. No one could say a word against me when Rose was around, and when she was in the mood to tell a story, especially when she spoke in pidgin, twisting and turning her mouth, she would make me laugh until I begged her to stop. Her stories were vulgar. Totally. She had a temper all right, but she’d never lost it with me, and I was surprised that she would at work; after all, she was used to office politics. In my department, people were subdued by Alhaji Umar. Downstairs, they were in contact with customers and were always competing for “Christmas gifts” all year long from their wealthy account holders. Rose was unpopular because she was a barrier between the staff and Mr. Salako. At the same time, she was trying to avoid Mr. Salako’s advances. The stress of doing her job would have finished me.

She did not tell me why she had slapped Mr. Salako and she had not denied that she was his girlfriend either, but that was Rose, five times a girl, no explanations or apologies. She was always having her way and didn’t care about consequences. She took chances without thinking, never regretted the choices she made. In that respect, she was a fearless woman and tough, unlike me.

Sanwo came to see me that weekend. He had been supervising deliveries of printed stationery to local government offices and making sure the deliveries were not stolen before they were accounted for and receipts were signed. He came directly from the domestic airport. We ate dodo and beans for lunch. He was exhausted and fell asleep sitting upright on the sofa. I turned the table fan toward him and watched him snore for a while. His new polka-dot tie reminded me how much he had changed from the day I met him at the College of Technology.

I was in my first year of commercial studies back then, and Sanwo had just graduated with a diploma in business administration. He’d come to the college to visit his friends who worked in the students’ office. They were teasing him about the 
tie he was wearing. One friend said his tie was the color of an unripe lime; the other said it was the color of a sick man’s tongue. The tie was truly ugly, but I couldn’t understand why they were laughing so hard, and Sanwo was the loudest of the lot. He wheezed and slapped his knees, almost fell to the floor, then clutched his throat: he had choked on chewing gum. I slapped his back; he coughed it up. A week later, he came back to the campus to thank me. “You’re an angel,” he said.

“You’ll spend your whole life saving that one,” Rose said, when I told her the story.

He had such a fresh face in those days and was full of useless economic and business theories by Keynes and Galbraith, talked about boosting national exports, utilizing natural resources, diversification and feasibility studies. “Mr. Monetary and Fiscal,” I called him. I was sure he would make an excellent teacher. He had enough interest in his subject, more than enough know-ledge and patience. He was always giving his nephews and nieces tutorials, even when they didn’t appreciate or care for them; he was not interested in applying for teaching positions because he couldn’t bear the idea of being stuck in a classroom, or waiting for the government to pay him pittance in arrears, which I understood. What I couldn’t understand was why he’d chosen to work for his uncle, whose main business was with the government. Now, his forehead was permanently creased from the stress of worrying about one contract or the other. He traveled too much and didn’t have time to rest or cook himself meals.

What Sanwo loved was business, and he believed that business dealings should be legal and efficient. He disliked waiting for government officials to show up for meetings, or coaxing them to sign documents, sometimes having to bribe them. The practicalities of doing business Nigerian-style had caught up with him.

I let him sleep in peace and thought about how to bring up the question of our wedding without causing an argument. I had a tendency to bully him about our wedding plans and he always managed to joke his way out of giving me answers. I didn’t want our conversation to end up that way, so I waited patiently as any sensible woman would.

The moment came after he had woken up, after I’d told him all that had happened to Rose. As I had expected, he didn’t have much sympathy for her. He went on and on about how unprofessionally she had behaved and how there was no justification for her actions. “It’s enough,” I kept saying to make him stop; he was distracting me and I was preparing for the long speech I’d memorized. Sometimes, Sanwo nagged like a woman.

Toward the evening, I reminded him that he had to leave before the traffic from the mainland became congested. For once, I was eager to see him off and that should have alerted him, but he was still too tired to notice. We walked to the gates of the block of flats where I lived. I thought it was the perfect place to give him the ultimatum. Neighbors and passersby were walking the street, talking, laughing, and buying food from street hawkers before sunset. Sanwo wouldn’t argue with me knowing that they would probably stop to watch us. He leaned against the column by the gates and crossed his arms.

“Who cut your hair?” I asked.

“My barber,” he said.

I preferred his previous haircut. This one was too square-shaped for his head.

“He must not like you,” I said.

He yawned and patted his crown. “Is it that bad?”

“Listen,” I said, switching to Yoruba: there was a seriousness I could never achieve in English. “This wedding of ours.”

“Yes?”

“You asked me to give you time. That was two years ago. I don’t understand. My family is not greedy or hungry. My mother will not ask for much. I’ve told you one way we can raise money for my dowry and you have refused. I don’t want to be one of those women who...”

“Who?” he interrupted.

I lifted my hand. “Just listen. I don’t want to be one of those women who ends up old and dry because a man disappointed her, you hear me?”

He frowned. “What brought this on?”

“I’m just telling you. My eyes are watching you from now on, and the way I see it, time is running out.”

“Running out how?”

“I’m young. I don’t have to commit myself. I may not have a lot of money, but money certainly doesn’t rule my life.”

“What are you talking about?”

He was transforming already, and I could hear it in his voice. He was the same man who had bought me more necklaces and bangles than I could wear, ironed my work clothes if I asked, and nursed me through bouts of malaria, but the moment he heard the word “marriage,” he was on defense; I was the enemy. How could the word alone bring on such a reaction in him? And what would I do then? Remain his girlfriend forever?

“You’re acting strange again,” I said.

“You’re the one acting strange,” he said.

At least he’d noticed, and I was ready to bargain. “Set a wedding date and everything will be back to normal.”

“What, you’re blaming me for the delay?”

“I’m asking when, that’s all.”

“But you talk as if you don’t know who we are and how much we earn. Where will we live?”

“Together. Like every married couple.”

“But you can’t move into my uncle’s quarters and we can’t afford to rent.”

“I’m renting now.”

“Do you know how much it costs to live in this city?”

He was trying to provoke me. I stayed calm.

“What difference will marriage make? We will manage as I am managing now.”

“How?”

“Cut down on unnecessary family charity, for one.”

He wasn’t generous with me alone; whenever he made a profit, he gave too much money to his sisters who had marital problems. They called him until he sent them “a little something” and then they were quiet again. They had heard we were planning to get married. “What does she do?” was the first question they asked. “Hope she works,” was the one wish they had for me. Sanwo also gave his parents a monthly allowance, and they were thankful because they got nothing from their daughters but complaints.

“What brought this on today?” he asked again.

“I don’t want to be one of those jilted women.”

“Who’s jilting whom?”

“I’m serious.”

He smiled. “I mean, can’t a man rest? Every time I come here it’s marriage, marriage, marriage.”

“What!”

“Why are you so desperate?”

I poked his shoulder. “Who asked me to marry him? Who harassed me? All I want to know is when, and instead you give me stories. I’m ready to move out of this place, that’s all I’m saying. Rose can bring a killer home and not know the difference. I’m fed up with living here. My reasons for marriage are practical, not like yours, love and romance.”

I said that to spite him, and also because I didn’t want to appear desperate. He wheezed and slapped his knees. Sanwo’s laugh had not changed over the years. He still sounded like a man of about a hundred years and it was hard to keep a straight face, but I did.

“Rose agrees with me,” I said. “She thinks I should give you six months maximum.”

He stopped laughing. “That one? She’s just jealous.”

“Of what?”

“She can’t keep a man. All those funny-funny fellows she ends up with. She sees you in a steady relationship and she can’t take it. She’s always been jealous. She wished us bad from the start.”

“And your uncle, this man who hasn’t helped you? He hands you small money here and there and sends you around on errands. Whenever he travels to England and America, he goes first class. Whenever he needs to take a trip within Nigeria, he calls you. Why?”

He shrugged. “Ask him.”

“I’ll tell you why. Because he’s scared the planes will crash.”

“Who isn’t?”

“Is that someone who wishes you well?”

“Please, leave the man out of this.”

“Think! He wants to keep you as his messenger boy and you’re so grateful you can’t even see. If he really cared about you, he would like you to be independent. He would make sure you had enough to start a business of your own.”

“It’s his wife.”

“Oh, yes, his wife, the corrupt woman.”

She was one of those Lagos socialites who had eventually married his uncle. Sanwo believed she didn’t want anyone to share the man’s wealth and whenever his uncle refused to back his business propositions, he blamed her.

“She is corrupt,” he insisted. “She’s still sleeping around. She’s very lucky I don’t tell him. You would think she would be grateful. Instead she’s become an enemy of progress.”

I held my head. “Sanwo Odunsi, the only son of your father.”

When would he ever stop setting high standards of morality? Standards I wasn’t even sure I could keep up with.

“It’s true,” he said. “As for that Rose, she should worry about her own life, not ours. She deserves to be sacked without severance for what she did. I knew she was behind your change in attitude. I just knew.”

His main grudge with Rose was that she had introduced me to Ladies Night at Phaze Two Disco. He would never admit that, but he was scowling at our balcony as if she was standing there. Only her laundry was in sight. She had left home in the morning to visit her sister Violet, the one person in the whole wide world who could lend her money for rent. I didn’t offer. I knew I would not get my money back.

“She’s giving you advice,” Sanwo said, “yet she can’t even manage her own life. Let’s see how long it takes her to find another job. Maybe then she’ll realize she needs to hold on to her source of income like everyone else in Lagos. Even my uncle’s wife knows which side her bread is buttered.”

I eyed him. “It’s time you moved out of their quarters. You should be grateful that she has tolerated you living there for so long.”

“She’s not tolerating me. We are tolerating her — we, the Odunsi family — and the day my uncle is fed up with her, she will be out with those bony buttocks of hers, and no one will beg for her.”

It was no use. He was trying to change the subject or at least turn it into a joke.

“I’m not here to discuss that woman,” I said.

“So what are you here to discuss?”

“You know.”

“Aren’t discussions supposed to be two-way? You’ve said your speech. Can’t I say mine, eh?”

He pulled my ear until I smiled. I couldn’t help that whenever I was irritated. My cold act was making me tired anyway.

“Talk then,” I said.

“Good,” he said. “I know you’re frustrated. I know. But I am an honest man. I have nothing but kindness in my heart. I may tease you, but that doesn’t mean I’m not serious. I want to provide the best for you. I will provide the best for my wife and the mother of my children. Nothing can stand in our way.”

“I want facts, not stories.”

“I’ve been working on a deal.”

I turned away. “No more business deals.”

“Haba, let me finish. This one is different.”

“Different like the shea butter?”

He waved his arms around. “There is a market for shea butter overseas! It’s a question of bringing the product to the buyer!”

Sanwo was still sensitive about his first business venture, a shea butter export business that had never taken off. He’d gathered the women in his hometown and told them he would act as their agent. They would be rich. Women abroad were begging for shea butter for their hair and faces.

I continued to taunt him. “You are lucky the women didn’t mob you. Very lucky they didn’t tear you to pieces after raising their hopes so high.”

“All I needed was an investor.”

“Your uncle, don’t tell me.”

“It was that woman. She said my idea was nonsense. It was the best proposition I ever had. That’s the problem with this country. You have a good idea and you can’t get the financial backing.”

“What is this new business deal?” I asked, lowering my voice.

“Never mind.”

“Tell me.”

“No. I’m not saying a word. That’s another problem over here. People are always ready to give you reasons why your business will fail. No one ever wants to give support or encouragement. All you need to know is that it’s risk-free.”

I patted his shoulder. He was clever though unrealistic. Over the years, his business ideas had come and gone. The problem of how to raise money was still there and I didn’t know why it wasn’t clear to him that I was supportive. In the end, he should have been a teacher. He wasn’t ruthless enough to be a Lagos hustler and was too fair to cheat. He had the right qualities in a man, but he was definitely in the wrong line of work.

“If your uncle really cares,” I said, “he will provide the money for your business. If he doesn’t this time, don’t come back here without a proper job.”

“I’m not an office man.”

“Is it my nature to be in an office?”

“I’m an entrepreneur. I can’t sit behind a desk pushing paper.”

“Call yourself what you like. Just find yourself a job.”

He frowned. “You. You always want to behave like somebody’s mother.”

“Yes,” I said. “Because I’m surrounded by people who behave like children. You and Rose.” I pointed at her laundry on the balcony. “You don’t face reality. I have to. It’s me looking after my mother. Me alone sending her money. No father, rich uncle, sisters with their one million problems.”

I was practical in that way. My responsibility was to take care of my mother and myself after she was widowed. I came to Lagos to get an education and to earn a living. If I acted like Sanwo’s mother, it was only because I was tired of having the same argument with him.

The seamstress across the street waved. She was sitting on a wooden stool on her veranda. I could tell she had taken her evening bath. Her neck and chest were white with talcum powder. I waved back, feeling embarrassed. I was sure everyone on our street had heard us.

“Why can’t we just go to a registry?” I asked.

“I can’t,” Sanwo said. “You know I can’t.”

“You must be the only man on earth who wants a church ceremony.”

“I’m the only son in my family.”

“You please them too much.”

“How?”

“Your sisters especially. You’re always catering to their needs.”

“Who else will if I don’t?”

“Maybe you should marry them.”

He shook his head. “You this woman, I’m in trouble with you today. I come here to relax and all you give me is a headache.”

This time, I laughed. He looked like a trapped bush rat, especially with his new haircut. Perhaps I’d gone too far. Face-to-face he seemed incapable of letting me down, and he had family pressures I didn’t have. Everyone expected him to be their benefactor because he was close to their one rich relation. They took advantage of Sanwo because he found it difficult to say no. He never complained, and the truth was that I felt guilty about adding to his stress. Our argument seemed ridiculous now, unnecessary. He placed his hand over his chest like the man I trusted.

“Give me time,” he said. “That’s all I ask. I will not disappoint you. I am not a bastard.”

We walked to the end of the street holding hands, and I was still not sure he was being sincere.

I hated my job at Federal Community Bank, couldn’t stand my daily commute. Sometimes, on the bus, I imagined my hometown Makoku as it was when my mother was a girl, with yam and cassava farms, streams where children bathed, and rocks over which women beat their wrappers clean. Men fished where the riverbed dipped, and all around were bushes and plants, most of which were unnamed, but people knew which leaf was bitter, which leaf looked like chicken feet, which leaf held poison, and which leaf, if brewed with peppery tree bark, could break a fever.

My grandmother cooked vegetable soups over firewood. The fire was their light at night; the smoke was the smell of the compound, a small clearing of six homes. Those who lived there belonged to the same family: aunts, uncles, cousins. They were my mother’s people. Women traded and elders watched over children, so children were not afraid and had to keep out of mischief. At dawn they woke up and swept the grounds. They made halfmoon patterns in the soil with palm fronds and at night, they listened to stories. They began and ended the stories with a greeting.
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That was the Makoku of my mother’s childhood. My own Makoku, the one I grew up in, was more modern. The path of red dust was now a wide tarred road — Market Road. I walked it with my friends as a girl. We kept to the sides to avoid lorries. We did not go as far as the farming settlements. Too big for staying at home and too cool to eat local snacks like kulikuli and gurudi, we knew just where to find foreign foods in town and laugh at grownups behind their backs. Good Health Chemist stocked provisions we couldn’t find in the marketplace, like lemon and honey throat lozenges and powdered milk. Niger Hotel sold Coca-Cola. The Mobil station had a hot curried meat pie. National Electric Power Authority had opened a branch nearby. Mr. Kolawole who worked there spat as he spoke: “Good day to you!” “Happy night rest!” always keeping an eye on someone. English was his downfall, my mother said. My friends and I called him “Mr. Never Expect Power Always.”

Those of us who attended Baptist Missionary School were not interested in becoming farmers or traders like our parents. We had all learned the words of our morning chorus:

Education alone

Without a cutlass or hoe

Isn’t good enough

Farming is the work of our land

He who doesn’t work will steal

We sang the words without understanding. Each time I returned to Makoku, I noticed that the towns-people were providing more and more services: car repairs, tailoring, photocopying, and hairdressing. The farming settlements my mother grew up in were shrinking. Loggers had chopped down half the trees in the surrounding forests. What would the townspeople eventually eat? I thought. Car spare parts? Watches? Videos, clothes, shoes, bags, and children’s toys from Taiwan?

There were more goods traders than food traders in the marketplace. I stopped recognizing faces whenever I visited Makoku, and it seemed to me that as people like me left their hometowns for Lagos, so Lagosians came to neighboring towns like mine, to avoid the crowds. I heard their voices calling out: “Original Ro-less watch! Pee-geot car sparks!” Not until I got down from the stop at Mount Olive Maternity and took the road up the hill did I ever hear familiar voices calling out to me: “City girl. You are back? How long are you staying this time?” “Ah, it’s Tolani Ajao, the drummer’s daughter. Welcome home.”

My father was a drummer in Makoku. His father was and so on. He had visited Lagos many times and other cities especially in the Southwest and performed at music festivals: Ife, of the bronze and terra-cotta masks; Oshogbo, of the shrines of the Yoruba gods; Oyo, of the carved calabashes; Ogbomosho, where missionaries had founded a settlement for lepers. He told me stories about his tours. He didn’t like Lagos because Lagosians were warped, he said. They threw money at juju bands, danced until the sun came up and went straight back to work for more money.

My father was always reluctant to travel to Lagos, but one of the band members would come to our house in Makoku to persuade him: Uncle Festus, “Mr. Conga-Bongo-Samba Drums,” or Adeoye, with his tambourines, or Uncle Segs, who shook the shekere like no other. Sometimes Tunde Twinkle, the maestro juju bandleader himself, came to our house. He said my father was one man who understood the language of the talking drum and no one else could play that instrument for his band. But Tunde Twinkle was a businessman before an artist. During the seventies, he began to bring in new instruments like drum sets and electric guitars, to compete with the newer juju bands. He expanded his band to become an orchestra, brought in younger men who knew how to play these instruments. My father could no longer be persuaded to go on tour with the band. He did not recognize the music they were playing.

Tunde Twinkle became a big star in Lagos, signed record deals and made millions of naira. Fatai Rolling Dollar, Ayinde Barrister, Emperor Pick Peters, King Sunny Ade, Admiral Dele Abiodun, he was as popular as any of these musicians. His band members shared in his wealth. My father, meanwhile, stayed in Makoku, getting rid of the money he had earned with the band. Anyone who visited our house left with a small gift like yams, palm wine, kola nuts, something for the children, or something for the wife — that always annoyed my mother.

There was once I thought my father was the most generous man in the world; then I saw how my mother struggled after he died and I wondered.

He was killed on his way to Lagos. He was going for a band reunion. Tunde Twinkle had asked him to come urgently. The truth was that he had heard that my father was broke again. The taxi my father was in skidded off the road and rolled into a ditch. It was a few days before they found his body. I was eighteen and ready to follow him to his grave rather than come to terms with my loss. I could not believe I would not see him for the rest of my life. Then, to have his memory tarnished by some foolish family rumor that I was not his child. Of course I dismissed what I’d overheard. Of course I wanted to trust my mother. I couldn’t accept she was keeping such a secret from me or capable of betraying him in that way. After all, they’d known each other from childhood. That long. She’d told me herself. Her first recollection of him was that he had dust in his hair, bruised legs, and red mud on his feet.

His shorts fell below his waist and the way his stomach protruded, I was sure he suffered from worms. We were just ten years old. He was standing at the entrance of his family compound, pounding a tin can he used for a drum. He’d been sick with measles and his family had taken him to the baba-lawo and now that he was well again, he bragged about his spiritual powers.

“What’s that foolish thing?” he asked, as I hurried past.

I was carrying a wooden doll on my back. I treated it like a real child in those days. From a distance I called out, “Heathen!”

He said, “Me, a heathen? Wait until I get my hands on you.”

I ran from him. His family were Shango worshippers and mine were Christian converts, so he was like dirt to me.

I headed straight for my aunt’s compound. In those days, the main street in Makoku was a path that had red dust in the dry season and mud in the rainy season. On either side were bushes above which palm trees grew. Palm wine tappers climbed to the top of the trees and I sometimes watched them, trying to imagine the beginning and end of our town. There was the diocese on the hill, the palace near the marketplace, the cemetery by my aunt’s compound, the farm settlement where my family lived, forests and streams.

My wrapper was slipping off as I ran. I could hear your father’s voice getting louder, “My father is the son of a drummer. The son of a drummer, who was the son of a drummer and so on before the oyinbos came here and handed you Bibles. Who is a heathen? Wait till I get my hands on you...”

I rounded the bend and my doll dropped from my back.

“My future has been decided for me,” he said, “by our forefathers, not by any Christians. I know what I’m going to be when I become a man, a drummer like my father, and I will have a girl like you...”

I stopped to pick my doll up and he ran into me. We both fell on the path. At first the pain shocked me. I couldn’t breathe, but somehow, I stood up, tightened my wrapper and faced him. I began to hit him over his head. “You fell me down! You fell me down!”

“I’ll marry you,” he cried out. “Yes, I will. And you will cook for me all day long. Yes, yams, since that is what your father grows.”

I kicked his legs. “Don’t ever mention my father’s name.”

“I know your name. It’s Arike.”

“Heathen.”

I fought back so hard, as if I was defending Christ’s honor. He was hopping around, using one hand to shield his head and the other to shield his legs. “I’ll marry you whether or not you like,” he said, gasping for breath, “and at night I’ll lie on top of you and do what men do to women...”

I ran all the way home. I couldn’t believe what I’d heard. My family asked why I was crying and I told them I’d come across an evil spirit. It was nighttime when I remembered my doll outside.

Next morning, I went to look for my doll and it was gone. I never forgave your father for that and I beat him up that day because I thought the worst thing for a woman was to be married. Yes, I knew I would be one day. All girls did. You reached a certain age and you were married off. Your family arranged that. They received your dowry: cloth, yams, palm oil, goats, or whatever your husband’s family could afford, to show his appreciation for your upbringing. It was a token, nothing more. You moved into his home, had children, and took care of them.

But I’d heard my own mother complaining how she had seven mouths to feed; how, if I hadn’t been born a girl to save her, she would have lived a terrible life cooking on her own. And I’d seen my aunt, Iya Alaro, as everyone called her. She was a master adire dyer. She had pretty facial marks on her cheeks and tattoos on her arms. She was a widow and had no children, so she practically adopted me as her daughter. She headed a co-op of cloth dyers who worked in her compound. During the day, I watched as the women painted patterns on cloth using chicken feathers. There were no stencils or imported dyes to work with in those days, no candle or beeswax, and each pattern was painted on separately. The women used a cassava starch mixture on the bales of white cloth and dipped the cloth into the vats of indigo.

Three yards of cloth could take four days to dye and when shoppers came to buy finished cloth, money passed without the women raising their heads from their work.

My aunt, Iya Alaro, was my mentor. She trained me to be a cloth dyer. She taught me the secrets I was not supposed to know at such a young age. My left hand barely touched my right ear and I knew which elu leaves to pluck, how to sieve the pulp through cocoa ash, stir the indigo juice, taste, feel, until the dye was ready for use. The one thing my small hands could not do was to keep still while painting, so I was only allowed to watch. I liked the smell of the indigo in the vats, the patterns the women painted: rings, stars, petals, cowry shells, pestles. I especially enjoyed their gossip, which they tried to disguise as proverbs: “Point one finger at me, you’re pointing three at yourself.” “That’s right.” “If you keep calling your calabash useless, why won’t everyone else?” “Of course they will.” “Continue digging holes for others and one day you will eventually fall in.” “True, true.”

I could almost always guess whom they were talking about. It was not that difficult. Not many people lived in Makoku, not many could escape the women’s eyes once they raised their heads from their work, and they were watching like domestic vigilantes. For instance, if a child looked unkempt or unfed, they would arrange a family meeting to discuss the custody of the child, or if a man beat his wife, a silent mob would blindfold him at night, drag him into the bush and give him the beating of his life. The very next day, if he lifted his hand to his wife, the same thing happened, over and over again. Even the most foolish man would eventually begin to make the connection.

Women were not allowed to form secret societies as men did, but my aunt did as she pleased. People were afraid of her. They said she was a reincarnation of a witch who had long ago terrorized our town. The witch had no husband or children to speak of and was driven away to the forest. They claimed she’d brought bad luck, caused illness, and destroyed crops. Utter nonsense. They also said my aunt had offended the witch’s spirit by converting to Christianity, so the witch punished my aunt by killing off her husband and unborn children, but if my aunt was angry enough, she could summon the witch’s destructive powers.

The rumors made no sense whatsoever, but my aunt used her so-called powers. She protected women and children in our town with the help of the women of her co-op. Strong men, heads of com-pounds and elders even, hurried past her compound for fear of being targeted. So while the ruler of Makoku, our great, most revered Oba and his court were busy raising taxes and squandering them, passing edicts and banning women and children from festivals, threatening even the smallest baby with a barren womb if her mother dared to break a taboo; and while people thought the royal court had all the power in our town, elders and men in that order, it was the women of my aunt’s co-op who were busy policing quietly and silently. I saw that and thought I would be exactly the sort of woman my aunt was when I grew up. I told her, “I want to be a widow, just like you.”

You can imagine. I had no idea that would be my fate.

On Monday morning a man had a seizure at the bus stop. He fell to the ground, a crowd formed around him. I joined them to watch. The man’s eyes rolled back and his teeth were clenched. People who didn’t know better began to cry out, “It’s the devil! The devil has got him!” Those who knew what was going on said, “It’s warapa.”



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
sefi atta

swallow

anovel






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
swallow

Sefi Atta

Inteink Bovks

An imprint of Interink Publishing Group, Inc.
Northampton, Massachusects






