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THE MIRACLE WORKER


Makinde’s only point of contention with his new wife, Bisi, was that she gave too much in tithes to her church. Ten percent was not enough for Bisi. She had to prove just how born-again she was, and each time she visited the Abundant Life Tabernacle, she placed a little extra on the collection tray for the married women’s fellowship, a haven for gossips as far as Makinde was concerned.

Makinde was a panel beater. He worked on a lot on the corner of a Lagos street. Bisi sold bread and boiled eggs to bus passengers at a nearby depot. When she abandoned her colorful up-and-downs for black dresses, Makinde didn’t object. When she stopped speaking to his non-Christian friends because they were sinners, he didn’t say a word. He broke his hand after a motorcycle taxi almost ran over him. (Makinde dived into a nearby gutter and held his head for protection. The slime in the gutter was masking a bed of rocks.) Bisi fasted two weeks for his hand to heal. He ate her share of meals and recovered with his small finger permanently bent at a right angle. Bisi was prone to zeal, he thought, so on that afternoon when she came to the lot with his usual lunch of bread and boiled egg, and she saw the windscreen of an old car that had been sitting there for years, and she fell on her knees saying it was a vision of the Virgin Mary, Makinde barely raised his head from his sandwich to acknowledge her. He had cleaned the windscreen with an oily rag to get rid of some bird droppings that offended him. The rain had fallen lightly that morning, and Bisi wasn’t even a Catholic.

She ran to the bus depot to tell passengers she’d seen a vision. About a dozen of them came back to confirm. A few, mostly men, walked away joking about Nigerian women and their pious ways. The rest, mostly women, stayed to stare at the dirty windscreen. They trembled and burst into tears. It was a miracle, they said. There was a clear figure all right: one small circle over a bigger mound and rainbow colors around the small circle. More bus passengers joined the onlookers as word of the vision spread. Soon there were enough to make his work impossible. Makinde drove them away.

All his life he had worked—at least from the time his mother had stopped hand-feeding him. He started off by selling oranges on a tray; he never attended school. At age ten he began his apprenticeship with his father, a self-taught mechanic. Makinde pumped tires, plucked nails from them, and patched them up, before graduating to changing spark plugs.

He was not the best mechanic in Lagos, but he was one of the few that people could leave their vehicles with, without fear that parts would go missing. He was amazed by some of the clients he encountered, Mercedes owners, who had access to his country’s elusive oil money. Yet these wealthy people were frugal when it came to paying for work. They handed Makinde small change with soft plump palms, while Makinde couldn’t even remember the color of his own fingernails. He had black oil under them and cleaned his hands with petrol dabbed on rags like the one he’d used on the windscreen. He ate zero-one-zero to save money: nothing for breakfast, one big lunch meal, nothing for dinner. This was the real miracle: he was still poor.

“My wife,” he said, after the visitors had left, “I don’t care if you choose to waste your earnings on your church—actually I do, but nothing I say will change your mind. What I won’t tolerate is you having a church service here, on my lot, and getting in the way of my work.”

“Why?” Bisi asked.

“Your people will scare my customers away with their wailing and shaking.”

“How?” Bisi asked.

This was her style of arguing. She wouldn’t challenge him, but she asked enough questions to drive him to distraction and hopefully have her way.

“All I’m saying is that it must never happen again,” Makinde answered.

He was known as a patient man, because he didn’t like talking; talking took his energy. Bisi called him a stubborn man. He refused to attend church services with her.

The next day when Makinde arrived at work a group of about twenty people were waiting in his lot, men, women and children included. They wore white robes and were barefoot despite the ground, a black surface of oil and dirt.

“We have come to see the vision,” an old man said.

“In the name of God,” Makinde muttered.

It was about five thirty in the morning. Bisi couldn’t have told them. He had not bargained on this, those people from yesterday spreading the news.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t have you praying on my lot.”

“Unfortunately that is out of your control,” the old man said. “Celestial forces have chosen this place. You’d do best to submit to their will, rather than try to stand in the way.” The old man was smiling, but Makinde was afraid anyway. He believed in a celestial force. He just didn’t believe the celestial force considered him special enough to deliver him.

“Over there,” he said.

He pointed at the old car, incidentally a once beige Peugeot 405. Now it resembled a carcass. The seats and steering wheel were gone, removed by robbers. The barefoot group walked towards the windscreen. The old man saw the vision first and fell on his knees. His troupe followed, and then they hummed. Makinde beat a panel loudly enough to drown out their noise. At most, he hoped, five groups might visit his lot. Three that day, and maybe two the next. He’d heard about such visions, on dirty glass in poor districts. He could not read, so he didn’t know that, in Lagos, these visions actually drew what newspaper reporters called Throngs, and that these throngs Flocked. Throngs Flock to Vision of Mary on Latrine Window. Throngs Flock to Vision of Mary on Popcorn and Groundnut Seller’s Glass Cubicle. Such were past national headlines.

Makinde’s prediction was an underestimate. Two hundred and fifty people visited his lot in the morning. By afternoon, about five hundred had been. Makinde stopped showing them the windscreen of the Peugeot. A tall thin woman stayed from her morning visit to act as a guide. She told the story to a reporter: how Makinde and his wife were newlyweds, Bisi was born-again and Makinde didn’t attend church. This vision had occurred on his lot nonetheless, and it was a clear sign that God’s mercy could manifest just about anywhere.

Bisi came at lunchtime with Makinde’s usual bread and boiled egg. She saw the crowds and immediately denied she was responsible: “It wasn’t me!”

“Don’t worry, I believe you,” Makinde said. The situation was out of her control.

The guide woman approached her. “God’s blessings to you, my sister.”

“To you, too,” Bisi said.

“We’ve been here all morning, without pay, showing the people where to pray for miracles.”

“Yes?”

“Yes, and we are getting quite hungry now, so please can you go back to your stall and get bread and eggs for us to eat?”

The guide was referring to herself alone. The miracle she’d prayed for was for others to stop saying she was insane. She knew her calling was to do God’s work. Anywhere else in the world she would be a street preacher. Here, she was sent to a hospital, where the doctors injected her while the nurses held her down and later beat her up.

Makinde told Bisi to get her bread and a boiled egg, and then as both women left to carry out their respective tasks, the thought came to his mind. Without pay, the guide had said. The people were standing on his lot, getting in the way of his work. Why not charge them? They paid to attend church. He calculated his lost earnings, net of transportation. He divided that by the number of visitors who came to the lot. He rounded down, taking poverty into consideration, and ended up with a fee of one naira per person.

In front of his lot was the gutter he had dived into to save his life. There was a wide plank over it, tough enough to support vehicles. He stood on the plank and announced, “Excuse me? I am Makinde. Yes, em, the owner of this lot. I have decided I will not get in the way of your worship today. But... I... I am a man of small means, as you can see, and my business is, em, suffering from the constant traffic in and out. Yes, what I’m suggesting is that... can you... can you please... ?”

Talking was exhausting him. Hardly anyone was listening anyway. They were praying, singing, rocking. Makinde raised his voice. “My name is Makinde. I’m the owner of this lot, and I’m telling you now, if you wish to continue to see your vision, I suggest you pay me one naira each, or else I will take a rag and wipe the vision off.”

A hush fell on his lot. One or two people were asking what he was talking about and why he was getting angry. The guide woman was explaining to them when another visitor appeared. Makinde stretched his hand out without looking at her face.

“It’s one naira to enter, please,” he said.

“Since when?”

It was Bisi. She had returned with the bread and boiled egg for the guide, and so fast.

Makinde earned money that month from the visitors to his lot. He was even in the Sunday newspapers. Throngs Flock to Miracle at Mechanic’s. People came to pray for cures, scholarships, school examinations, job applications, job promotions, and money mostly. There were visitors in wheelchairs, on crutches; blind visitors; insane, evicted, heartbroken, abandoned, bitter, barren visitors. Beggars and gossips, too, including the women of his wife’s fellowship. Some people complained about the one-naira fee. A few refused and walked away. One was a priest. “H-how can you do this?” he asked Makinde. “C-capitalize on people’s s-sorrows and-and woes?” Makinde waived his fee as he secretly did for beggars and sick children. The priest still refused to walk into his lot. “D-did Jesus charge for miracles? How do you sleep at night know-knowing you do this for a living?”

Quite well, when he wasn’t making love to Bisi, who was now talking about having a child and perhaps taking a break from her work. She conceived one night during a thunderstorm. Hearing the rain on his roof, Makinde worried about the fate of his Virgin Mary, though he’d protected the Peugeot’s windscreen with a tarpaulin sheet and secured its edges with rocks. Had he known the wind was strong enough to shift one of the rocks, and that the rock would roll off the roof of the Peugeot, free an edge of the tarpaulin, and the tarpaulin would flop over the bonnet of the Peugeot, and the raindrops would fall on the windscreen and wipe the vision away, he would have worried more.

He arrived at work the next morning and there were only two people in his lot. One was a vagrant who normally came to look for scraps of food; the second was the guide woman. “Our vision is no more,” she said.

The ground of his lot had turned to mud and the gutter in front was overflowing with slime. Makinde could see only the clean windscreen of the Peugeot. He was thinking about how to get back to panel beating.

The guide continued. “It appears the storm last night is the cause. Our work here is done, then. We don’t expect you’ll have visitors anymore and, as you know, the Lord giveth and the—”

“Quiet!” Makinde shouted, so loudly she ran out of his lot. What kind of Lord gaveth, and then taketh and taketh and taketh? He kicked the Peugeot, which appeared to be grinning, with enough force to dent it. Then he boxed it with just as much force, and the impact straightened his bent little finger.

He did have one visitor that day. A tax assessor, who seemed to be studying the sweat on his own nose. “Mr. Makinde,” he began. “Eh, I read about you in the papers. You’ve been getting a lot of attention here recently, eh? Since you can’t call this a church, nor yourself a priest, it means that you are liable for taxes.”

Makinde had not paid taxes before. Taxes were for people who wore shirts and ties, people who received checks regularly. He thought the tax assessor was a con man.

“From where are you?” he asked.

“I represent the government.”

“Couldn’t they give you a clean shirt?”

“You’re practically in tatters yourself. What have you done with your money?”

Makinde stroked his bandaged finger, feeling exhausted. Perhaps the man really was a tax assessor, and if so, why didn’t he go back to the people he represented, those who had access to his country’s oil money, and assess them?

“This is my lot,” he said.

“Where is your title?” the tax assessor asked.

“What?”

“Your title deed. To show that the lot belongs to you.”

Makinde trembled with anger. How dare the tax assessor question his ownership of the lot. “My father left me this lot,” he said. “My father found this lot. He cleared this lot. He worked on this lot.” Long before that part of Lagos had been deemed a slum district.

“So it’s yours,” the tax assessor said. “Then you must show me evidence, at least, that you’ve paid ground rent on the property, from the time you inherited it. Don’t look so vexed. That is another department’s business, but I will make sure I alert them after I have finished my assessment of your taxable earnings, eh?”

Makinde removed his shirt. His earnings were hidden under his mattress at home. He slept on them. He wasn’t about to let this messenger of wealthy men have access to them.

“What is this?” the tax assessor asked, expecting a blow.

“Here I am,” Makinde said, unzipping his trousers. “Tax my head, my arms, my broken finger included. Tax my legs. See? My foot is sprained, tax that. Here, tax my balls, and when you finish with them”—he turned his backside to the tax assessor—“tax my ass.”

The tax assessor promised he would return with henchmen. “You will pay,” he said, “or they will help themselves to your wife.”

A wife who wouldn’t even allow Makinde access to her. She was nauseous and eating dirt now that she was pregnant. Dirt. “I can’t help it,” she said. “The sight of it makes me want to touch it. The feel makes me want to sniff it. The smell makes me want to eat it.”

Makinde watched as she scooped up soil and licked it. He tried to stop her by reminding her of worm eggs. He couldn’t afford to take her to a doctor. He couldn’t go to work for fear the tax assessor would return with henchmen. They argued. She eventually packed a portmanteau and said she was going to her mother in the village for a week.

Makinde decided to seek counsel from Rasaki, a local man known as the Duke of Downtown; Rasaki, whose work included playing the pools and brokering assault contracts. People said he was friendly with thugs and armed robbers in Lagos, that he smoked marijuana, and drank ogogoro, and called out to Lagos chicks, “Baby, I’ve got a big one.” And they replied, “Bet it’s the size of a Bic biro.” That sort of duke. But he was also known as a person who helped those who were in trouble with the authorities: the police, the mobile squad known as Kill-and-Go, customs and excise and taxmen. He knew exactly who to bribe.

Rasaki was smoking a Bicycle cigarette as Makinde talked. His fingers were as black as his lips, and his teeth were the color of curry. “My friend,” he rasped, “what is wrong with your head? You don’t insult a tax assessor.”

Makinde mumbled, “It’s too late for that advice.”

Rasaki scratched his armpit. He had just woken up. On his wall was a calendar. The girl of the month, Miss February, had one breast pointing east, the other pointing west. Her teeth had a center parting. Her name was Dolly. “You should have kept your mouth shut,” Rasaki said. “Or else you want to offer your wife?”

“My wife,” Makinde said. “She smells of boiled egg most days. Right now she eats dirt. I love her. I would not offer my wife to the president if he wanted her.”

Rasaki coughed and smacked his chest. “I thought not, and I’m telling you, these taxmen are not normal human beings. They have a lot of hatred in their hearts, and they are vengeful. It is how they get their jobs in the first place. I suggest—and you don’t have to take my advice, I’m only suggesting—that you pay him the money he asked for.”

“Pay?”

“Yes, because right now he’s offended, humiliated. He’s a small man psychologically, and nothing you do will pacify him. From my experience, he may probably ask you to pay enough to buy the whole lot.”

“How will I ever do that?”

“How much money do you have now?”

“It’s here in my pocket.”

“Place it on the table, my friend.”

Makinde did.

Rasaki studied the naira notes. He tilted his head to one side and then he smiled. “You got this by duping believers?” Rasaki was a Muslim by birth. The last time he visited a mosque was to marry his only wife, who later divorced him.

“I didn’t dupe anyone,” Makinde answered. “It was an admission fee.”

“Call it whatever you want. You were in the game of chances, and you were master of it. People trusted you and you spat on their faith. I’m not blaming you. They were fucking fanatics and they deserved it. Who knows what Mary looked like? Do you?”

Makinde was getting impatient. Rasaki seemed to have a lot of knowledge, except about how to help him out of paying the taxman.

“What can you do for me?” he asked.

“My friend,” Rasaki said. “Do you play the pools?”

He was an expert. How else would he have survived without a job for years? Playing the pools was not a risk, he said, and only those who played the pools long enough knew this. They studied odds and they beat odds. Those who lost were outsiders, like believers looking for miracles in lots. “Give me your money and I will return it tenfold,” he said.

“How?” Makinde asked.

“Ah-ah? Will I tell you what has taken me decades to learn?”

“Why should I give you what has taken me a month to earn?”

“It’s up to you.”

“My choices are limited.”

“The possibilities are endless.”

“You know a lot. How come you’re not a rich man yourself?”

“I choose not to be.”

“Why?”

“Where else will I be a duke?”

Makinde had to concede; he did not know one person like Rasaki, who, despite his appearance, skinny with a rash on his neck, walked around downtown as if he were royalty. He wore trousers that were long and flared. “Keep-Lagos-Clean,” that fashion was called. His gray hair was cut high on his crown. “Girls-Follow-Me,” that hairstyle was called. His girlfriends were prostitutes, he lived in one room, and people knew his wife had divorced him because he was incapable of fathering children, and yet he was extremely sure of himself.

“I came to you because you’re a man with connections,” Makinde said. “I was hoping for something not so out of the ordinary. A name to slip a bribe perhaps? Let me think about this.”

At home, Makinde considered his options. On the one hand was his lot, and in his hand with the broken finger was the money he hadn’t earned from working. Free money. It seemed to him that Rasaki was right. He had become master of a game, unwittingly. Who from his lot left with a miracle? Who walked out with more money in their pockets, except him? Those who came on crutches hobbled away, those who came blind shuffled off without seeing. He had not heard from the guide woman, but he was certain she had found another place to preach. Not one of the visitors to his lot was a Mercedes owner, the big masters in his country—so masterful they were actually called “master” and “madam” They were as huge as gods. No matter how long he worked, circumstances remained according to their design. Never his. Never his.

He sweated and salivated. He drifted into that most powerful of mental states—totally dissatisfied. He went back to Rasaki with the money. Rasaki promised a return within a week. How did Makinde hear about his money? He kept going to Rasaki’s place and Rasaki was not to be found. He asked about Rasaki’s whereabouts. People said Rasaki had traveled up North. He hovered around the row of collapsing bungalows in which the duke had a room. No Rasaki. The duke had completely disappeared from downtown.

It wasn’t until Bisi returned, full of her mother’s vegetable stews and no longer craving dirt, that he heard from her. She’d heard from her friend at her married women’s fellowship, who’d heard from her husband, who’d heard from his colleague that Rasaki had taken money from someone to play the pools, lost the money, and this person was unlikely to ask for his money back, because this person was in big trouble with the taxmen, and Rasaki knew exactly who to approach to make sure this person ended up ruined, and this person was Makinde.

“Is it true?” Bisi asked him.

“Apparently,” Makinde said.

“In the short time I’ve been away?”

“Yes.”

“How could you?”

“I had little choice.”

“Well, I am disgusted.”

“Why?” he asked, as she would. After all, it was not his fault. She saw the vision on the dirty windscreen. She told people and they came, and stopped him from doing his work, got his name mentioned in the papers and attracted the taxmen’s attention. “This would never have happened,” he said, “but for your vision.”

“On the contrary,” she said, and honestly. “It is you who went wrong, being tempted by a man like Rasaki. We were blessed with that money. You lost it the moment you thought you could multiply it by other means.”

“How else could it have been multiplied?”

“You should have taken it to church.”

“For what?”

“To give as tithes. Your fruit would have been abundant.”

“My dear wife, when has my fruit ever been abundant?”

Bisi had to think. Becoming a father was one blessing, even though Makinde might not want to hear that. She couldn’t think of another.

“I give tithes,” she said. “My prayers are answered.”

“The miracle you prayed for on my lot, was that answered?” “No.”

“Ah, well.”

“It will be! I know it will!”

“Tell me when that happens. Me, I feel as if I’ve been fighting a will stronger than mine. A mischievous will. It wreaks havoc and I’m done fighting it.”

She had a solution to their problem meanwhile. She was entitled to support from the Married Women’s Crisis Fund. “On condition you join my church family.”

Makinde was truly exhausted. “For God’s sake...”

“It’s stipulated. You want this help or not?”

“It’s not as though I have several options.”

The following Sunday he attended the Abundant Life Tabernacle with Bisi. There Bisi told him: his presence in her church was the miracle she’d prayed for. “I’m so glad you found your way,” she said.






HAILSTONES ON ZAMFARA


On the day I die I will rise up, arms outstretched, magnificent as the mother of the Holy Prophet, then my executioners will be forced to admit, “We were wrong. We should have revered you more.”

I am not guilty. I have always preferred men as I make them up in my head; invisible men. Not the kind some women want, those silly fantasy men in foreign romance books. My men are plain—ugly, even—with facial marks, oily skins, dust in their hair. They look like men from Zamfara. They ride motorcycles, take buses and taxis to their places of work. They walk mostly. They never own cars, otherwise they would have to be rich men, the kind who become senators of the Republic of Nigeria, chairmen of federal banks and such. No, my men have spread-out feet from being barefoot as children. They have palms as brown as tobacco leaves. Under their robes their ribs are prominent. Some have had a hand cut off because they stole to eat. Allah forgives them now that they are cripples. After all, my men pray as Muslims should, five times a day, even though they perform ablution in gutters. Plus they are humble before Him, even if capable of going home to beat their wives to deafness.

Did Our Husband think I was pretending the day I stopped hearing him? Had he forgotten he caused the very condition that made him so angry? I tried to help him understand. “You call me, I can’t hear. You insult me, I can’t hear. You tell me to get out of your house. How can I leave when I can’t hear?”

“You witch!” he shouted. “I know you’re doing this on purpose!”

“It is not my fault,” I said. “My left ear is damaged from the beating you gave me. Sometimes I hear, sometimes I don’t, even if I face Mecca.”

“I divorce thee!”

“Huh?” I said.

“I divorce thee!”

“You must be asking for food again. I’m off to the market.”

Where else would I go so early that morning? The trouble with Our Husband was that his anger was like lightning. Lightning from drinking too much burukutu, wasting half the profits from his mechanic’s shop on the brew, and not being accountable for his actions afterwards. Lightning loves to show off. “Look at me. See what I do with the night? Let me turn it to day and confuse you.” I came home one day, and he would be calm. I came home the next, and he behaved as though I’d insulted his father’s lineage. Off and on, that was Our Husband, like lightning before thunder comes along and shows who is in control.

He was angry that day because I was not enthusiastic about his announced betrothal, so he boxed my ears. I showed him thunder—the thunder of no secondary education; of being married to him at fourteen; motherhood three times over. To prove my endurance, I even chaperoned his new bride, a girl the same age as my eldest daughter, Fatima. I called her “Junior Wife,” and from then on called him “Our Husband.”

“It pains me,” Junior Wife said to me, the morning after her wedding night.

“It will eventually stop,” I said.

Her eyes were red with tears. She made me so angry. I had raised mine already. I did not want another child around the house.

“I want to go home,” she whined.

“You’re lazy,” I said. “You did not rise early to make Our Husband’s tea. You’re supposed to make his tea from now on.”

She wrapped her headscarf over her mouth. Under the white chiffon her jaw trembled. “You see me crying. You don’t even take pity on me.”

How could I? This was my only home.

“At least you are old,” she said. “You should be like a mother to me.”

Her kohl appeared like a bruise.

“I’m thirty-two years,” I said.

I was orphaned. Mama was long gone. Baba passed away before her, and while he was alive he had three wives. Mama had only one son. I stopped hearing from him after I left home for marriage, and to be his older sister when he was born was an ousting if ever there was one. My brother, who from age two strutted around with his arms akimbo. If you stared at him, he told Baba. If you ate before him, he told Baba. When I pulled his ears for spitting, he told Baba. Mama gave me a good whipping that one time, so that I would not forget what happened to her, after it had happened to me. I loved my brother nevertheless; his ears especially, because they stuck out. And his nose was so long he could pass for a baby elephant. Whenever I bathed him, I poured water over him, picturing him as one, playing in a fountain. That was how I loved him: for what he wasn’t, as I loved Baba. I pictured Baba as Allah. Allah, who was capable of anything. He could be furious, enough to use a horsewhip. He could be strict, enough to demand I did not look at his face. Wise. He alone knew why his daughters needed no secondary education. One day he would be caring, I hoped, and I would gobble up his affection like a delicious cup of sour milk meal, cold as I like it.

Junior Wife ran home that first week. Her parents sent her back with a bundle of kola nuts to appease Our Husband. Her father warned her, before parting, that he would do as Mallam Sanusi did, if she ever came home again. Mallam Sanusi was a legend in Zamfara. His daughter ran away from her husband’s house and Mallam Sanusi returned her. She ran away again, and Mallam Sanusi returned her. The third time she ran home, he cut off her foot so she would never come home again. Mallam Sanusi was a wicked man. Men were not that wicked, which was why Mallam Sanusi became a legend. But that idle threat from her father was enough to make Junior Wife stay put. I asked my daughters not to play with her, Fatima especially, who thought she had found a sister. I told her gently, “You’re supposed to respect her. She is your father’s new wife.” Fatima said, “Then I should marry my father’s friend, so that we can play.” I laughed. Fatima’s mouth was too sharp. “You’re going to finish secondary school before you marry,” I said. “I will suffer anything for that right.”

Junior Wife cried. She said she had always dreamed of finishing secondary school; she was particularly good at multiplication. She was always feeling sorry for herself, and if I was ever like that, I did not care to be reminded by her sad presence. Plus, she was lax with personal hygiene. Sometimes I passed her and I could smell stale urine on her. “Didn’t your mother teach you how to douche?” I once asked. That was when she began rolling her eyes at me. What, she imagined I was jealous? I was glad her father forced her to stay. From then on Our Husband left me alone at night. I told her to relax when he got on top of her, think of his manhood as a cucumber. I would be fair to her, I promised, so long as she performed her wifely duties and relieved me of mine. Then I gave her extra advice. “Get fat as fast as I did, and he will surely marry someone else.”

Our Husband was partial to bones; the bones of girls in particular. To get such bones, he could spend fifty years’ savings on a dowry; a hundred years’ savings even. In Zamfara, men split young bones on their wedding nights. By the time their brides were as old as me, their wombs were rotten.

Junior Wife came to me. “I’m pregnant.”

“That’s very good,” I said.

“I vomited all morning.”

“It’s a girl, then.”

“Why?” she asked.

“If it’s a boy you would vomit all day.”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t believe in that.”

“Ask your mother. Didn’t she teach you anything before you left?”

“It’s not a girl. I know.”

I had not thought of that. I was so happy Our Husband left me alone at night I was lulled into a stupid state. I was even singing while I cooked. A boy? What would happen to the rest of Fatima’s secondary education? I was staring at Junior Wife’s face. She had such a haughty expression. Pregnancy had made her stronger, as if she’d found a new companion I could not separate her from.

She actually refused to bed Our Husband. “I have my limits,” she said. “You were naive when this happened to you. You didn’t know how to trick him. I’ve told him that if he touches me, his son will be miscarried instantly.”

He was dumb enough to swallow that fib? Ah, yes, of course, he knew how to find a young girl’s passage, but he didn’t care what was going on in her passage.

“I should cook you a meal,” I said. “To celebrate.”

I wanted my hands to be busy. I did not want to hear about the possibility of a son.

“Many thanks,” Junior Wife said, “but I only eat what I myself have cooked from now on. My mother taught me that, at least.”

What a cheek for her to assume I would be so malicious as to poison her.

As she grew bigger, the changes began in Zamfara. The state government was building Sharia courts, appointing Alkalis to preside over them. A contractor laid the foundation for a court in our town center. The earth cracked during the dry season, sandstorms came and went, hailstones followed and dented the finished aluminum roof of the court. I thought it was a divine sign. That was the first time I heard that the Quran forbade women and men from traveling in the same buses, girls and boys from attending the same schools. Fatima and other final-year girls were transferred to an afternoon session. The boys had the morning sessions. By the afternoons, most teachers were tired and went home anyway, because the girl students were not many. Fatima’s school marks remained high throughout. She even won a trip to a television station, after writing an essay about Heaven. She came back with her eyes so big: “Mama, I met Miriam Maliki. She reads the news on television. She says I could train with the station after I leave school.”

I looked at my beautiful daughter, jumping up and down. Would anyone care what knowledge she had in her head? And if she ever were on television, how would I see her? “We don’t own a television,” I said, to be the first to disappoint her.

But she would not stop talking about her Miriam Maliki. Oh, Miriam Maliki had such a pretty smile. Oh, Miriam Maliki wore gold bangles and covered her hair to read the news, because her husband’s family disapproved of her exposing herself. And oh, Miriam Maliki had been on Hajj to Mecca.

I thought, what a dimwit of a woman. To care about work when she came from a home with money. She could afford a trip to Mecca? And back? That was typical of the rich; nothing better to worry about. I thought I would tell her off, this Miriam Maliki, if ever I saw her. She had let women like me down.

Then before the end of school term Fatima’s favorite teacher, her English teacher, was fined for braiding her hair with extensions. Allah—I don’t tell a lie. The Alkali presiding over the poor woman’s case warned her that she would spend time in jail if she didn’t stop being fashionable. Hair perms were not allowed anymore. Hair dye was not allowed, except dark brown and black. We heard of a thief in another town who had his hand cut off by a surgeon at the general hospital. The nurses there buried the hand instead of throwing it away. Our Husband came home complaining that people who drank burukutu were being flogged publicly. We got word of the student in another school far from Fatima’s. She too was to be flogged, because she was pregnant. Thirteen years old, and she said a madman had raped her. Unfortunately, the Alkali told her, as she was a woman, her testimony was not so important.

Our Husband came to my room at night. His breath reeked of burukutu. He fell over me and I gasped in the dark. “Spread,”he said, fumbling between my thighs.

“I have no juices.”

“I’ll use my spit,” he said.

I struggled under him. “Please, I’m not supposed to lie with you. It’s not my turn today. I’m not supposed to.”

That was the night Junior Wife gave birth to a baby boy. Our Husband named him Abu. He announced that Abu was going to university and the rest of us would have to make sacrifices. I wandered around the whole day after Abu’s naming ceremony, thinking of Fatima. I went to the tailor’s to order a dress for her. I passed the Quranic lessons where young boys chanted verses. I stopped for cattle rearers. I smelled fresh blood in the abattoir. It made me sick. I heaved by the wood carvers’ sheds and there he was. He had the facial marks of a peasant, my invisible man.

“What happened to your hand?” I asked.

“It got cut off,” he said.

“What did you do to get it cut off?”

“I stole.”

“Did you ask for penance?”

“This is my penance.” He waved his stump at me. His extra skin was folded neatly at his wrist like a belly button. He was smiling.

“How do you carve?” I asked.

“With my one arm.”

“How do you pray?”

“With my one arm.”

“How do you love?”

It could have been that I found my partial hearing in his missing hand. You know how people find others in life to compensate, especially in difficult times? Why else would I ask? He pointed to his temple. “Love is here.”

“I’m a married woman,” I said, in case he suspected me of flirting.

“You have a rather sad face,” he said.

He laughed and it scared me. If a man laughed in Zamfara these days, a woman could be in trouble. I drew closer to my invisible man and he smelled of wood dust and cracked earth. The mixture cured my nausea instantly.

“Let me see your carvings.”

I took the one with the biggest head and traced her broad nostrils, then behind her neck. Then her lips. I was thinking of Miriam Maliki.

“I like you,” I heard my invisible man murmur.

“What do you like about me?”

“Your breasts. I would like to suck them hard.”

“Let me feel,” I said, meaning his carving.

In his shed, among the carvings and wood dust. We were standing.

“When did you become a bad woman?” he asked as I unzipped his trousers.

“Today, I am not so well,” I said.

He was like a rod of warm iron. He said he didn’t mean to insult me, he just wanted to know. Women in Zamfara could consent and then act as if they were raped. I let him suck my nipples. I felt fear for Fatima’s education like a tremor between my legs. He said I reminded him of his first cousin, one he almost married. He said this was not an abomination. In his village, people married within their families, but most of them were deformed people, so he refused, because he never thought he would be one himself. He stole a transistor radio. It belonged to another cousin who died, but a half-brother claimed it. It was a property dispute. He just wanted to listen to the news, he said. The whole world could be explained by listening to the news. “You see what is happening in Zamfara? It has nothing to do with Sharia law... You are exciting me... It has nothing to do with Islam. It has nothing to do with the Quran. It doesn’t even have anything to do with Arabs... who come here to preach against infidels... You’re making me excited! Slow down!”

It was a property dispute, he said. All the madness and the sadness in the world, from war to starvation, came down to property disputes.

“Except my ear,” I said, fastening my brassiere. My hands were wet.

“That, too,” he said, zipping up his trousers. “Your husband believes he owns you.”

“Not his drinking,” I said. “That is no property dispute.”

“That, too. He drinks to appease himself. If a rich man drinks, who flogs him? Ah, you are like sweet mango to taste. I could lick you all over.”

“I feel sick,” I said.

Truly, to think Our Husband and I were part of the same sorry group. Who forced his hand in marriage twice? Who led him to his beloved burukutu? I pulled my panties up.

“You are going?” my invisible man asked.

His nose was as broad as his carving’s, and his eyes were a shade of light brown.

“It seems unreasonable,” I said, “to cut off a hand for stealing a transistor radio. For the sin of drinking, they really should cut a throat.”

He frowned at that. “You are quite a harsh woman.”

I was pregnant by the end of that month. I had not been as sick as I normally was. I was sicker; sick all day. It made me thin. I was worrying about Fatima’s schooling. I was running around for Junior Wife’s newborn, Abu. She was refusing to touch him. She said he might as well have been born a stone. She cursed her parents who gave her to Our Husband in exchange for a dowry. She said marriage was like slavery.

“But you’re a miserable one,” I told her. Everyone was quick to compare themselves to slaves. What slave had the power to tell Our Husband to let her sleep separately? I had to fake typhoid so that he would not come to me at night. My temperatures were easy; I was making his morning teas again. My nausea was convenient.

Junior Wife told me one evening, “You’re hiding something from me. You seem one way while you are the other. You say one thing and mean the other. Our husband says you do this to drive people to madness.”

Her eyes were red, not from crying but from lack of sleep.

“Have you fed your son?” I asked.

“See?” she said. “You’re doing it again.”

“Your son needs to be fed,” I said, sharply. Doing what?

“My son is like you,” she said. “A snake hidden in the grass. He does not cry so that I will worry about him. That is why I no longer sleep at night.”

“He’s an innocent child.”

“No, he isn’t. His big head almost killed me.”

She turned her face away from me. I moved my hand to check her head for fever. She slapped it. “Don’t touch!”

By the end of the week she was rocking herself. Her hair was falling out, her breath stank, she’d stopped douching. Her baby was shrieking now, and it was I who was acting like his mother. I, who was carrying him and attending to his mess.

Our Husband was furious. “This household is cursed from top to bottom. One really has to be sure where one picks his brides. Everything is falling apart since she arrived. If she doesn’t take heed, I will send her back to that father of hers, so that he can do as Mallam Sanusi did and cut off her foot.”

Threats. He was trying to outshriek his own son.

“What will happen to the baby?”

“He will stay here. My son will not be deserted. If his own mother won’t care for him, I will accept the next best mother.”

“Who?”

“Who else? You, of course. And he will attend university. And he will become a doctor. And he will be rich. Then he can be president of Nigeria—”

“Bismillah,” I said. “I’m sure he will, since he resembles you.”

“Oh, shut up.”

To him, that was an invitation to come to my bed again. Not because we’d exchanged pleasantries, mind you. He said that since I was up to my usual tricky ways, my typhoid must have cleared. This time I was prepared for his entry.

“I’m pregnant,” I said.

“How?”

“By the grace of Allah, as usual, and it is a boy, and if you lie with me, your son will instantly be miscarried.”

“Spread your legs,” he said.

He was rubbing spit inside me. I was writhing not from pain, but from the thought of burukutu in my passage.

“I’m—” I said.

He collapsed on top of me.

“Will you shut up? Now see what you’ve done. Only you are capable of doing this to me. Never, ever, has this happened...”

His manhood was like water on my belly. His chest hairs were in my nostrils.

“I can’t breathe,” I said.

Junior Wife had strayed into the room without a knock. She stood there with her hair looking like a mongrel’s; her eyes were redder than ever.

“Something terrible has come to pass,” she said in a soft voice.

“What?”

It was I who asked. A mother knows. She senses danger. She senses it in silence, a silence that is connected to her womb.

“Have I married a couple of witches or what?” Our Husband asked, staggering out of my bed. “Why do you barge in like this?”

“Unfortunately, he is dead,” Junior Wife said.

“Who?”

“Abu.”

I heard the ceiling collapse. You know how coincidences happen? A whole section of the ceiling just caved in behind me. It made such a noise I was sure it had pounded the floor to pieces. I turned to check. The ceiling was intact. It was Our Husband lying on the floor. He had fallen down in grief.

I could have pitied him the way he mourned. He embalmed the body. He wrapped the body in white cloth. He dug a hole and placed it gently in. He covered the hole up. He even ordered a tombstone. One morning I heard him weeping like a woman, “Abu, Abu.” I asked, “Would you like some tea?” His eyes widened as if he’d seen a witch. He ran away from me.

That same week he sent Junior Wife packing, back to her parents. He said she should be prepared for her foot to be cut off, after the way she neglected his son. Neglected? But he was always dumb for her sad face. I was happy to see that murderer out of the house. To kill her own child; there was no excuse, not even motherly madness. I told Fatima when she started lamenting how two losses in one week were impossible to bear, “Save your upsets. Save them for times that are worth it. They will come.”

Our Husband was drinking burukutu like water now. He’d stopped going to work at his shop. He would leave home early in the mornings to do the work of drunkards. Meanwhile, his mechanics were pilfering from him. I was thinking, how did they dare in this new climate? The situation was so tense that Christians and Muslims were coming to blows on the streets, burning each other’s houses, taking daggers to each other’s throats. One Christian in the marketplace, a Muslim ripped a cross pendant from his neck. It wasn’t even real gold. They fought until the Muslim died, and then a group of Muslims retaliated with bows and arrows on a Christian settlement. These were the stories we were hearing, and Our Husband’s mechanics were pilfering? That was some poverty. I would rather beg knowing I had two hands to show for myself.

We did not hear a word from Junior Wife who had returned to her father’s house. We never even asked, so we did not know her father finally begged her forgiveness for abandoning her. He said he did it to make her strong, so that she would not be homesick and run away. She told him of the threat Our Husband made. Her father said, “Come on, I’m not as wicked as Mallam Sanusi.” She told him also of Our Husband’s drinking, and her father exclaimed, “He drinks? You never said!”

That was it. They came for Our Husband while he was doing the work of drunkards. They dragged him out of the shack. They took him to court. The Alkali presiding over his case ordered fifty strokes. I did not know any of this until his friends brought him home, whimpering like a baby. They could find no trousers soft enough to cover his buttocks, so he was naked except for a dirty shirt. Fatima cried the most, of my daughters, as we lay him face down on his bed.

“There must be a reasonable explanation for this,” I said.

He cursed Junior Wife and her father, and told me what happened.

“I am so forlorn!” he wailed, louder than a muezzin. “Heaven awaits me! I’ve always been humble. Leave me to die. Let my sores fester...”

“I’ve heard alcohol helps,” I said.

He wept silently now, into his mattress, gibbering something about me never changing my tricky ways and his friends coming back to save him. I used warm water and a boiled towel to cleanse his skin. The job took a long time. His buttocks looked like shredded cloth and he had urinated on himself. Shit was hanging out of him. I took Vaseline and slid it over each of the fifty welts while he sobbed on. He cursed the day this and that. He really was like a baby with all that complaining, and as I reached his anus with the Vaseline he farted.

“Hm,” I said, holding my nose. “Men really should douche.”

“You can’t even say sorry!” he shrieked.

I was laughing. Not because of what he said, or what I saw, but because of what I’d said: “Men really should douche.” It came out of my mouth like a bullet, without me thinking. I laughed so hard tears poured from my eyes and burned them. This house of ours, what else could go wrong?

“You evil woman,” Our Husband said. “You will pay for this. You think it’s funny? You will pay. Just wait. I will get better, and I will do something that will make you want to die.” I stopped immediately and held my chest. “Fatima?”

His voice became shaky. He’d reached the stage of uncontrollable lips with his crying. “W-what did Fatima ever do to me? It was you. Y-you and this horrible behavior of yours since you lost your hearing. P-punishing me, punishing me, for what was m-merely an accident. Did you think I made you h-half deaf on purpose? C-curse you...”

I nodded. So long as it was me.

The day Our Husband was able to walk straight he went immediately back to court and told them he had an accusation to make. The Alkali, knowing his face, asked him to make it concise. Our Husband declared that it was his wife. She was pregnant, by another man. She had committed adultery and that was why he’d been drinking burukutu: his wife was a very loose woman.

They came for me in the afternoon. What was I doing at the time? Dyeing my hair. My real hairs were so white for a woman who had turned thirty-three years. They told me of Our Husband’s accusation in court. They took me into custody. “Who will look after my children?” I asked. One of them answered, “Why are you bothering to ask?” I said, “I shall be away several days.” He said, “Your pregnant belly is evidence, if ever I saw any. I warrant you will be away longer than that.”

That was when I met Miriam Maliki. She came to visit me in custody. I’ll never forget the way she commanded the guards, “Let her out of there. She’s pregnant and she’s no danger to anyone.” The doors miraculously opened for me. Allah. In all my life, I’d not seen such a delicate woman with power. She was as tiny as Fatima. Her head was covered with a black scarf and her eyes were big and sparkly. I saw her thin wrists and fingers without knuckles. I thought, this one, she hasn’t suffered a second in her life.

“I’m Miriam Maliki. Have you heard of me?”

“My daughter said she met you.”

“Your daughter?”

“Fatima.”

“Fat?”

“Ima.”

“What?”

“That is her name. Fatima. You said you would train her, and she would be on the news. She was jumping up and down, and she even said—”

She nodded. “Listen, it’s you I’m worried about. Do you know I heard your story and immediately came out here? I could not believe what they were telling me. You were taken from your home? Like a mere criminal? To this mud dungeon with nothing but a bucket? And your own husband accused you? What did you tell them when they came for you?”

“Who will look after my daughters?”

“Did you tell them you were innocent?”

“Did they ask?”

For the first time she seemed to see my face. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I am so angry about this. Forgive me. I heard your trial is tomorrow. I’m disgusted by the prospects of such a case in Zamfara. I will be there at your side.”

“My side?”

“Do not be afraid. Look at me. I know you’re innocent. You will not be put to death.”

“Death?” I said. “For what?”

She said, “Don’t you know? Don’t you know how these courts intend to punish married women who have committed adultery?”

How, I asked.

“Death by stoning,” she said. “Have you not heard? You are the first.”

Indeed she was with me during my trial. Not by my side, but she was sitting with others who were allowed in the court. If she had been by my side, I might have been able to answer the questions better.

“Why didn’t you tell your husband earlier that you were pregnant?”

“I just didn’t.”

“How do you lie with a man who doesn’t exist?”

“I just did.”

Miriam came to spend time with me after my sentencing. She said all her life she never imagined this would happen in a place she lived, that a woman would be stoned to death for adultery. She said I was maligned, or raped. I told her imagination was a dangerous exploit.

“You’re brave,” she said. “You’re like a mountain.”

“See me as I am instead.”

“The court was unfair to you.”

“You can’t fault Islam.”

Her voice rose. “It has nothing to do with Islam!”

“A property dispute?” I asked.

She began to pace. “The state cannot sanction such courts. The federal government won’t allow it. You know what this is really about? People wanting to break our country apart. Not about declaring Zamfara an Islamic state. Not even about the Islamic fundamentalism that people say is sweeping the world.” People said that?

“I’ve fought for the rights of women...”

What about children? What about men who had one hand cut off?

“I’m against underage marriages. The psychological effects alone are bad enough. Some women develop cancer of the cervix...”

My mother died of a rotten womb.

“And God only knows why, when Muslim men want to get closer to Him, they look for Muslim women to pick on.”

“I’m going to die,” I said.

She took my hand. “I will make sure. I will so make sure people hear of you. Others have taken an interest, not just me. Elsewhere in the country they are writing about you in newspapers, calling this a barbaric injustice. Foreign papers are hearing about your case as we speak. Once they carry your story, there will be activists involved. They will petition our president. Very soon, our little court in Zamfara will be the focus of the world. A world that is worried about the spread of Islamic fundamentalism. You understand? It is very likely that your life will be saved because of this. Have hope. You are a symbol.”

Fatima came to visit while Miriam was still with me. She brought me sour milk meal and mangoes. She hardly spoke when Miriam said to her, “I remember your lovely face.” And the way Fatima could not meet her eyes, I knew my daughter had found a love on which to base all others. She would love women, and her love would be unrequited. She told me her sisters were doing well, considering. She told me Our Husband was fasting and growing a beard for religious purposes.

I told her, “Tell your father Allah has his reward.” Was he allowing her to continue her secondary education nevertheless?

She said he was.

“Make sure you get your education,” I said. “Make sure it’s in your hands, then you can frame it and hang it on the wall, and when you go to your husband’s house, carry it with you.”

“I don’t think that’s what education is,” she said, “something to hang on a wall.”

“Listen,” I said, “I know what I’m saying. What is in your head might not save you. Hang your education on the wall of your husband’s house, so that whatever happens you can say to yourself, ‘This is my education,’ and no one can take it away from you.”

She left only after I ordered her. She wanted to stay, but I did not like her seeing me in custody. “Did you include me in your essay of Heaven?” I asked. She said no. I said, “Therefore don’t worry about me going there.”

“Are you being sarcastic most times?” Miriam asked, after Fatima left.

“Me?” I answered.

“I notice,” she said. “The way you talk. You say one thing and mean the other. I don’t mean to be rude, but it’s like I hardly know you.”

She hardly didn’t.

“Sometimes, I wonder if, forgive me, you are crazy.”

I was thinking of Junior Wife. Could I be, if I saw madness in others?

She rubbed her pretty lips. “You and I, I feel for you so strongly, as though you matter more than my mother. Can I be bold? There is nothing to lose. I want to show you something.”

She unwrapped her scarf from her head. Underneath was a rainbow. Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo—stripes all over. Her hidden hair.

“It’s prettier in the sky,” I said.

“My husband says it’s ugly. He says I’ve lost my head. He calls it my lost head, but he says it as a joke, mind you. I have two girls by him, you know. He loves them as boys. You will call me lucky to have such a man, but really, he should love them as girls. He also thinks he was my first. I married him when I was twenty-three, after I graduated from university. He was not my first. I lied that I was stretched by riding horses. I hope I’m not overwhelming you.”

“A little.” The rich again. Why would she tell me now I was about to die? Would she tell me if I were not about to die?

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

I was looking at her gold bangles.

“Does your husband have a lot of money?” I asked.

“No. We are what you call comfortable. A lot? Not at all. Do you consider me spoiled?”

I thought hard about that. In our country, Sharia was a poor person’s law.

“Yes,” I said.

“Are you scared to die?”

“Yes.”

She drew closer. “You’re carrying a child. That will give you time. They will not stone you until your child is born.”

“It’s a nothing,” I said. “It is nothingness within me.”

“Why didn’t you answer the questions you were asked in court?”

“I just didn’t.”

“What really happened to make you pregnant?”

“What difference would it have made?”

I didn’t have to think a moment about this. Sometimes I was confused, often afraid. To answer correctly was to give in most days. But so what if my reason was one or the other? I had a lover; a man who became invisible in court. There was no evidence against him, the Alkali said. I needed three independent witnesses to prove his guilt. Our Husband’s testimony, anyway, was greater than mine.
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