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ONE

IN THE BEGINNING there was ariver. The river became a road and the road
branched out to the whole world. And because the road was once ariver it was dways

hungy.

In that land of begnnings spirits minged with the unborn. We could assume
numerous forms. M any of us were birds. We knew no boundaries. There was much
feasting, playing, and sorrowing. We feasted much because of the beautiful terrors of
eternity. We played much because we were free. And we sorrowed much because
there were aways those amongst us who had just returned from the world of the
Living. They had returned inconsolable for al the love they had left behind, dl the
suffering they hadn’t redeemed, al that they hadn’t understood, and for al that they
had bardly begun to learn before they were drawn back to the land of origns.

There was not one amongst us who looked forward to being born. We disliked the
rigours of existence, the unfulfilled longings, the enshrined injustices of theworld, the
labyrinths of love, the ignorance of parents, the fact of dying, and the amazing
indifference of the Living in the midst of the simple beauties of the universe. We
feared the heartlessness of human beings, dl of whom are born blind, few of whom
ever learnto see.



Our king was a wonderful personage who sometimes gppeared in the form of agreat
cat. He had ared beard and eyes of greenish sapphire. He had been born uncountable
times and was a legend in dl worlds, known by a hundred different names. It never
mattered into what circumstances he was born. He dways lived the most
extraordinary of lives. One could pore over the great invisible books of lifetimes and
recognise his genius through the recorded and unrecorded ages. Sometimes a man,
sometimes a woman, he wrought incomparable achievements from every life. If there
is anything common to al of his lives, the essence of his genius, it might well bethe
love of transformation, and the transformation of love into higher redlities.

With our spirit companions, the ones with whom we had a specid affinity, wewere
happy most of the time because we floated on the aguamarine air of love. We played
with the fauns, the fairies, and the beautiful beings. Tender sibyls, benign sprites, arid
the serene presences of our ancestors were dways with us, bathing us in the radiance
of their diverse rainbows. There are many reasons why babies cry when they are born,
and one of them is the sudden separation from the world of pure dreams, where al
things are made of enchantment, and where thereis no suffering

The happier we were, the closer was our birth. As we gpproached another
incarnation we made pacts that we would return to the spirit world at the first
opportunity. We made these vows in fields of intense flowers and in the sweet-tasting
moonlight of that world. Those of us who made such vows were known among the
Living as abiku, spirit-children. Not al people recognised us. We were the ones who
kept coming and going, unwilling to come to terms with life. We had the ability to
will our deaths. Our pacts were binding.

Those who broke their pacts were assailed by halucinations and haunted by their
companions. They would only find consolation when they returned to the world of the

Unborn, the place of fountains, where their loved ones would be waiting for them
silently.

Those of us who lingered in the world, seduced by the annunciation of wonderful
events, went through life with beautiful and fated eyes, carrying within us the music
of alovely and tragc mythology . Our mouths utter obscure prophecies. Our minds are
invaded by images of the future. We are the strange ones, with haf of our beings
awaysin the spirit world,

We were often recognised and our flesh marked with razor incisions. When we were
born again to the same parents the marks, lingering on our new flesh, branded our
souls in advance. Then the world would spin aweb of fate around our lives. Those of
us who died while still children tried to erase these marks, by making beauty spots or
interesting discolorations of them. If we didn’'t succeed, and were recognised, we
were greeted with howls of dread, and the weeping of mothers.



In not wantingto stay, we caused much pain to mothers. Their pain grew heavier with
each return. Their anguish became for us an added spiritud weight which quickens
the cycle of rebirth. Each new birth was agony for us too, each shock of the raw
world. Our cyclica rebdlion made us resented by other spirits and ancestors. Disliked
in the spirit world and branded amongst the Living, our unwillingness to stay affected
al kinds of balances.

With passionate ritua offerings, our parents dway s tried to induce us to live. They
aso tried to get usto reved where we had hidden the spirit tokens that bound us to the
other world. We disdained the offerings and kept our tokens a fierce secret. And we
remained indifferent to the longjoyless parturition of mothers.

We longed for an early homecoming, to play by the river, in the grasslands, and in
the magc caves. We longed to meditate on sunlight and precious stones, and to be
joyful in the eternd dew of the spirit. To be born is to come into the world weighed
down with strange gfts of the soul, with enigmas and an inextinguishable sense of
exile. So it was with me.

How many times had | come and gone through the dreaded gateway? How many
times had | been born and died young? And how often to the same parents? | had no
idea. So much of the dust of living was in me. But this time, somewhere in the
interspace between the spirit world and the Living, | chose to stay. This meant
bresking my pact and outwitting my companions. It wasn't because of the sacrifices,
the burnt offerings of oils and yams and pam-nuts, or the blandishments, the short-
lived promises of specid trestment, or even because of the grief | had caused. It
wasn't because of my horror of recognition ether. Apart from a mark on my pami|
had managed to avoid being discovered. It may simply have been that | had grown
tired of coming and going. It is terribleto forever remain in-between. It may aso have
been that | wanted to taste of thisworld, to fed it, suffer it, know it, to loveit, to meke
a vauable contribution to it, and to havethat sublime mood of eternity in meas| live
the life to come. But | sometimes think it was a face that made me want to stay. |
wanted to make happy the bruised face of the woman who would become my mother.

When the time arived for the ceremonies of birth to begn, the fieds a the
crossroads were brilliant with lovely presences and iridescent beings. Our kingled us
to the first pesk of the seven mountains. He spoketo us for alongtimein silence. His
cryptic words took flame in us. He loved speeches. With great severity, his sapphire
eyes gowing, he said to me ‘You are a mischievous one. You will cause no end of
trouble. You haveto trave many roads beforeyou find the river of your destiny. This
life of yours will be full of riddles. You will be protected and you will never be
adone’

We dl went down to the great vdley. It was an immemorid day of festivals.
Wondrous spirits danced around us to the music of gods, uttering golden chants and
lapis lazuli incantations to protect our souls across the interspaces and to prepare us
for our first contact with blood and earth. Each one of us made the passage done.
Alone, we had to survive the crossing — survive the flames and the sea the
emergence into illusions. The exile had begun.



These arethe myths of begnnings. These are stories and moods deep in those who are
seeded in rich lands, who still believein my steries.

| was born not just because | had concelved anotion to stay, but because in between
my coming and going the great cycles of time had finally tightened around my neck. |
prayed for laughter, a life without hunger. | was answered with paradoxes. It remains
an enigmahow it cameto bethat | was born smiling.

TWO

ONE OF THE reasons | didn't want to be born became clear to me after | had
come into the world. | was still very young when in a dazel saw Dad swalowed up
by aholein the road. Another time | saw M um danding from the branches of ablue
tree. | was seven years old when | dreamt that my hands were covered with theyelow
blood of a stranger. | had no idea whether these images belonged to this life, or to a
previous one, or to one that was yet to come, or even if they were merely the host of
images that invades the minds of dl children.

When | was very young | had a clear memory of my life stretching to other lives.

There were no distinctions. Sometimes | seemed to be living severd lives a once.
Onelifetimeflowed into the others and al of them flowed into my childhood.

As achild | fet | weighed my mother down. In turn | fet weighed down by the
inscrutability of life. Being born was a shock from which | never recovered. Often, by
night or day, voices spoke to me. | came to redise that they were the voices of my
Spirit companions.

‘What areyou doing here? one of them would ask.

‘Living,’ | would reply. ‘Livingfor what? ‘I don’t know.’

‘Why don’'t you know? Haven't you seen what lies ahead of you?

‘No.’
Then they showed meimages which | couldn’t understand. They showed meaprison,
awoman covered with golden boils, along road, pitiless sunlight, aflood, an

earthquake, death.

‘Come back to us,’ they said. ‘We miss you by the river. You have deserted us. If
you don’t come back we will makeyour life unbearable.’

| would start shouting, daring them to do their worst. On one of these occasions M um
came into the room and stood watching me. When | noticed her | became silent. Her



ey es were bright. She came over, hit me on the head, and said:
‘Who areyou talkingto?
‘Noone’ | replied.

She gave me a long stare. | don’'t remember how old | was a thetime. Afterwards my
spirit companions took great ddight getting me into trouble. | often found mysef
oscillating between both worlds. One day | was playing on the sand when they cdled
me from across the road with the voice of my mother. As| went towards the voice a
car dmost ran me over. Another day they enticed me with sweet songs towards a
qutter. | fel in and no one noticed and it was only by good fortune that abicyclist saw
me thrashing about in thefilthy water and saved me from drowning

| was ill afterwards and spent most of thetimein the other world tryingto reason with
my spirit companions, trying to get them to leave meaone. What | didn’t know was
that the longer they kept me there, the more certain they were making my desath. It
was only much later, when | tried to get back into my body and couldn’t, that |
redised they had managed to shut me out of my life. | cried for along time into the
silver void till our great kinginterceded for me and reopened the gates of my body.

When | woke up | found mysdf in acoffin. My parents had gven me up for dead.
They had commenced the buria proceedings when they heard my fierce weeping.
Because of my miraculous recovery they named me a second time and threw a party
which they couldn’'t afford. They named me Lazaro. But as | became the subject of
much jest, and as many were uneasy with the connection between Lazaro and
Lazarus, M um shortened my nameto Azaro.

| learnt afterwards that | had lingered between not dying and not living for two weeks.
| learnt that | exhausted the energy and finances of my parents. | aso learnt that a
herbdist had been summoned. He confessed to not being able to do anything about
my condition, but after casting his cowries, and decipheringtheir signs, he said:

‘Thisis achild who didn’t want to be born, but who will fight with death.’

He added that, if | recovered, my parents should immediately perform aceremony
that would sever my connections with the spirit world. Hewas thefirst to cal me by
that name which spreads horror amongst mothers. Hetold them that | had hidden my
specia tokens of spirit identity on this earth and till they werefound | would go on
falingill and that it was dmost certain that | would die before the age of twenty-one.

When | recovered, however, my parents had aready spent too much money on me.
They were in debt. And my father, who was rather fed up with al the trouble |
brought, had grown somewhat scepticad of the pronouncements and certitudes of
herbdists. If you listen to everythingthey say, hetold M um, you will haveto perfom
absurd sacrifices every time you step outside your door. He was aso suspicious of
their penchant for advocating costly ceremonies, the way quack doctors keep
multiplying the ramifications of ailmentsin order to make y ou spend fortunes on their
medicines.



Neither M um nor Dad could afford another ceremony. And anyway they did not
redly want to believe that | was a spirit-child. And so time passed and the ceremony
was never performed. | was happy. | didn't want it performed. | didn’t want to
entirely lose contact with that other world of light and rainbows and possibilities. |
had buried my secrets early. | buried them in moonlight, the air dive with white
moths. | buried my magic stones, my mirror, my specia promises, my golden threads,
objects of identity that connected me to the world of spirits. | buried them dl in a
secret place, which | promptly forgot.

In the early years M um was quite proud of me.
‘You areachild of miracles,” shewould say. ‘M any powers are on your side.’

For as longas my cord to other worlds remained intact, for as long as my objects were
not found, this might continueto betrue.

As a child | could read people's minds. | could foretel ther futures. Accidents
happened in places | had just Ieft. One night | was standing in the street with M um
when avoice sad:

‘Cross over.’

| tugged M um across the street and a few moments later an articulated lorry plunged
into the house we had been standingin front of and killed an entire family.

On another night | was asleep when the great king stared down a me. | woke up, ran
out of the room, and up the road. My parents came after me. They were draggng me
back when we discovered that the compound was burning. On that night our lives

changed.

The road woke up. Men and women, dl in wrappers, sleep marks on their faces,
blackened lamps in their hands, crowded outside. Therewas no dectricity in our area
The lamps, held above the heads, illuminated the strange-eyed moths, casting such a
spectrd gow over the disembodied faces that | felt | was again among spirits. One
world contains gimpses of others.

It was anight of fires. An owl flew low over the burning compound. The arr was
full of cries. Thetenants rushed back and forth with buckets of water from the nearest
wel. Gradudly, the flames died down. Whole families stayed out in the night,
huddled amongst the ragged ends of their clothes and mattresses. There was much
wailingfor lost property. No one had died.

When it was so dark that one couldn’t seethefar corners of the sky and the forest
lacked dl definition, the landlord turned up and immediately started ranting He threw
himself on the ground. Rolling and thrashing, he unleashed a violent torrent of curses
on us. He screamed that we had deliberately set his compound on fireto avoid paying
the recently increased rent.

‘How am | goingto get the money to rebuild the house? hewailed, working
himsdf into adeaf fury.



‘All of you must pay for the damages!’ he screeched.

No one pad him any attention. Our main priority was to find new accommodations
We gathered our possessions and made preparations to move.

‘Everyone must stay herel’ thelandlord said, screamingin the dark.

He hurried away and returned an hour later with three policemen. They fel on us
and flogged us with whips and cracked our skulls with batons. We fought them back.
We beat them with sticks and ropes. We tore their colonid uniforms and sent them
packing. They came back with reinforcements. Dad lured two of them down a side
street and gave them a severe thrashing. M ore came a him. He was such adervish of
fury that it took six policemen to subdue him and bundle him off to the police station.

The reinforcements meanwhile lashed out a everything in sight, unleashing
may hem in a drunken fever. When they had finished fifteen men, three children, four
women, two goas and a dog lay wounded aong the battleground of our area. That
was how theriot started.

Deep in the night it started to rain and it poured down steadily while the ghetto-
dwellers raged. The rain didn't last long but it turned the tracks into mud. It watered
our fury. Chanting ancient war-songs, brandishing pikes and machetes, gangs
materialised in the darkness. They stamped through the mud. At the main road, they
fell on cars and buses. They attacked police vehicles. They looted shops. Then
everyone began looting, burning, and overturning things. Mum, carrying me, was
driven on by the frantic crowd. Along the main road she put me down in order to
tighten her wrapper, in full preparation for the worst, when a caterwauling mass of
people came pounding towards us. They ran right between us. They separated me
from my mother.

| wandered through the violent terrain, listening to the laughter of mischievous
spirits. There was a crescent moon in the sky, darkness over the houses, broken
bottles and splintered wood on the road. | wandered barefoot. Fires sprouted over
rubbish hegps, men were dragged out of cars, thick smoke billowed from houses.
Sumbling dong, looking for Mum, | found mysdf in a dark street. There was a
solitary candle burning on a stand near an abandoned house. | heard a deep chanting
that made the street tremble. Shadows stormed past, gving off astench of sweat and
rage. Drums vibrated in the air. A cat cried out as if it had been thrown on to afire.
Then a ggantic M asquerade burst out of the road, with plumes of smoke billowing
from its head. | gave a frightened cry and hid behind a stal. The M asquerade was
terrifying and fiery, its funered roar filled the street with an ancient silence. | watched
it in horror. | watched it by its shadow of a great tree burning, as it danced in the
empty strest.

Then the darkness filled with its attendants. They were stout men with distening
faces. They held on to the luminous ropes atached to the towering figure. Dancing
wildly, it dragged them towards the rioting. When it strode past, sundering the air, |
crept out of my hiding place. Swirling with halucinations, | started back towards the



main road. Then suddenly severd women, smelling of bitter herbs, appeared out of
the darkness. They bore down on me, and swooped me up into the bristling night.

THREE

THE WOMEN BOUNDED down the streets. One had a black sack,
another wore gasses, a third wore boots. No one touched them or even seemed to
notice them. They ran through the disturbance as if they were shadows or visitors
from another realm. | didn’t utter a sound.

It was only when they stopped at acrossroad and placed shining white eggs on the
ground, that | noticed they al wore white smocks. Ther faces werevelled. Thevells
had holes through which | could barely see their eyes. After they had made their
offering a the crossroad they bounded on through the streets, past scenes of rioting,
and into the forest. They ran through pitch darkness, through silence and mists, and
into another redlity in which the ggantic M asquerade was riding a white horse. The
horse had jagged teeth and its eyes were diamond bright. There was a piercingcry in
the air. When the M asgquerade and the white horse vanished, | noticed that the forest
swarmed with unearthly beings. It was like an overcrowded marketplace. M any of
them had red lights in their eyes, wisps of saffron smoke came out of their ears, and
gentle green fires burned on their heads. Some weretdl, others were short; some were
wide, others were thin. They moved slowly. They were so numerous that they
interpenetrated one another. The women ran through these beings without any fear.

We passed gangs of men who were carrying home their loot. We passed a woman
who sat at the foot of atree, bleeding from the side of her head. The women took her
with them. | listened to her groans of agony till we stopped at the edge of ariver,
where there was a canoe waiting. Before | could do anything the women bundled me
in, clambered on, and rowed us across to anisland that wasn't far awvay. They rowed
in complete serenity as | tried to resist. When | began to rock the canoe, they pressed
me down with their rough feet and smothered me with their capacious smocks.

We arrived a the island and the woman with dasses lifted me out of the canoe, and
led me to a hut. It was redly abathroom. She made me wash. When she had dried me
with a coarse towe, she smeared me dl over with oils. Sheled meto the shrinehouse
and spread me out on amat. | tried not to sleep that night and tried not to move either,
for even in the darkness dl the statues seemed to be dive. The images seemed to
breathe, to be watching my every movement, to belisteningto my thoughts.

In themorning | found mysdf in an empty room. | got up and beforel could get to the
door, the women came in. They had powerful eyes. They were completely silent and
they stared & meimplorindy, asif it werein my power to savether lives.

With a gentleness that surprised me, they led meto alovely house and laid out many
choice dishes before me. They gathered round and watched as | ate. When | had
finished they dressed me in a spotless robe of materid so soft and white that | fet |



had been wrapped in acloud. They touched metenderly and left theroom. | went out
of the house and wandered round theisland in awhite enchantment.

The wind blew spélls over the sea. The soft white sand teemed with riddles. | went
past the shrinehouse and gazed out over the waves. On my way back | came upon the
goddess of the island. She was an image with a beautiful face and ey es of marble that
dittered in the sun. All around her feet were meta gongs, kolanuts, kaoline, feathers
of eages and peacocks, bones of animas and bones too big to belongto animals. In a
complete circle round her were white eggs on black saucers. Her mighty and
wondrous pregnancy faced the sea

At night the eyes of the goddess shone like moonstones. The sea-wind, streaming
through her raffia har, produced a haunting melody. At night | heard her piercing,
ecstatic cries. | slipped out. Her magnificent pregnancy was so startling against the
immense seathat she could have been gvingbirth to agod or to anew world.

| was aslegp in the shrinehouse, among the sentient figures, when the noise of gongs
woke me up. | looked out of the door and saw the

women, al in white, doing an enchanted dance round their goddess. | was watching
them, in the dark, when something moved behind me. Slently, from amongst the
images, acat cametowards me. It sat at my feet, gazingat me with jewelled eyes. |
stroked its fur. A voice said:

‘Areyou afool?

| spun round. Apart from the watchful statues, | saw no one. | stroked the cat again.
Thevoice sad:

‘Why hasn’t the goddess gven birth yet?
‘I don't know,’ | replied, without moving.

‘Because she hasn't found a child to gve birth to. If you're not careful you will be
born a second time tonight.’

When it occurred to me that sometimes | could understand the language of animals, |
woke from my enchantment, into the full avareness of my danger. Then | heard low
goans. In another corner of the room, hidden in the darkness, her foot twitchingin
dreams of flight, | discovered the woman who had been wounded during the riots. |
shook her awake. She opened her dazed eyes a me.

‘My son,” shesad.

‘They are goingto do somethingto me;” | said.
Shestared & meimpassively.

‘My mother will not likeit,” | added.



She began weeping. Shewouldn’t stop. Shetoo had lost ason duringthe rioting.

‘Let’s escape,’ | suggested.

She stopped weeping. She got up slowly. We crept out of the shrinehouse, towardsthe
canoe. We were rowing across the water when a stranged cry rose from the
shrinehouse and gathered volume dl over the island. The wind whipped the cries
round the raffia hair of the goddess. Waves lashed the canoe. We rowed with great
desperation over the turbulent waters. We were haf-way across when the women
abandoned their ritua and came after us.

Her face bruised, her eyes droopy in the moonlight, the wounded woman rowed like a
hero. But the effort was too much for her and as our canoe was driven ashore, she
collapsed dtogether. | tried to revive her with sat water, but she only groaned in
profound resignation.

‘My son, my son,” was dl shesad.

There was nothing | could do. The canoes furiously approached the shore. | muttered
aprayer for her and ran and didn’t stop till | had completely escaped from that cult of
silent women.

FOUR

THAT NIGHT | slept under a lorry. In the morning | wandered up and
down the streets of the city. Houses were big, vehicles thundered everywhere, and
people stared a me. | became aware of my hunger when | cameto a marketplace and
saw the bean cakes, ripe fruits and dried fishes, and smelt the fried plantain. | went
from stdl to stdl, staring a the traders. Many of them drove me away. But a a
provision stal aman with a severe face regarded me and said:

‘Areyou hungy?

| nodded. He gave me a loaf of bread. He had only four fingers, with athumb missing.
| thanked him and roamed the market till | found abarrel on which | sat down and ate.

| watched crowds of people pour into the marketplace. | watched the chaotic
movements and the wild exchanges and the load-carriers staggering under sacks. It
seemed as if the whole world was there. | saw people of al shapes and sizes,
mountainous women with faces of iroko, midgets with faces of stone, reedy women
with twins strapped to their backs, thick-set men with bulgng shoulder muscles. After
a while | fet a sort of vertigo just looking a anything that moved. Stray dogs,
chickens flapping in cages, goats with listless ey es, hurt meto look at them. | shut my
eyes and when | opened them again | saw people who waked backwards, a dwarf
who got about on two fingers, men upside-down with baskets of fish on their feet,
women who had breasts on their backs, babies strapped to their chests, and beautiful
children with threearms. | saw agrl anongst them who



had ey es at the side of her face, banges of blue copper round her neck, and who
was more lovely than forest flowers. | was so afraid that | got down from the
barrel and started to move away when the grl pointed and cried:

‘That boy can seeus!”’

They turned in my direction. | looked avay immediately and hurried away from the
swelling marketplace, towards the street.

They followed me. One of the men had red wings on his feet and a grl had fish-glls
around her neck. | could hear their nasal whisperings. They stayed closeto meto find
out if | redly could seethem. And when | refused to see them, when | concentrated on
the piles of red peppers wrinkled by the sun, they crowded me and blocked my way. |
went right through them as if they weren't there. | stared hard at the crabs clawingthe
edges of flower-patterned basins. After awhile they left meaone. That was thefirst
time | redised it wasn't just humans who came to the marketplaces of the world.
Spirits and other beings come there too. They buy and sdl, browse and investigate.
They wander amongst the fruits of the earth and sea.

| wound my way to another part of the market. | didn’t stare a the people who floaed
above the ground or those with the burden of bulbous heads and blond hair, but |
became curious about where they had come from. | took to followingthose that were
departing from the market and were heading home because they had done dl their
buying or sdling, or had gotten tired of observing the interesting man-made artefacts
of the world. | followed them across streets, narrow paths, and isolated tracks. All the
time| pretended not to see them.

When they got to a wide clearing in the forest they sad their bizarre farewels and
went ther different ways. Many of them were quite fearful to look at. M any were
quite cute. A good number of them were somewhat udy, but after awhile even their
udiness became norma. | chose to follow a baby spirit with the face of a squirrd,
who dragged a great sack. Its companions conversed amongst themselves, laughingin
throatless undertones as they went aong One had ydlow webbed feet, another the
tall of atiny crocodile, and the most interesting had the ey es of adolphin.

The clearing was the begnning of an expressway. Building companies had levelled
the trees. In places the earth was red. We passed atreethat had been felled. Red liquid
dripped from its stump as if the tree had been amurdered gant whose blood wouldn’t
stop flowing. Thebaby spirits went to the edge of the clearingwheretherewas a

geshintheearth. As | stared into the gash | heard a sharp noise, as of

something sundering, and | shut my eyesin horror, and when | opened them | found
my self somewhere ese. The spirits had disgppeared. | began shouting. My voice
reverberated in the murky air. After awhilel noticed agant turtle beside me. It lifted
up alazy head, stared a measif | had disturbed its sleep, and said:

‘I'mlost.’



‘“What does that mean?

‘I don't know wherel am.” *You arein the under-road.” “ Whereis that?
‘The stomach of theroad.’

‘Does theroad have astomach?

‘Does the sea have amouth?

‘I don’t know.’

‘That’s your business.’

‘I want to go home.’

‘| don't know whereyour homeis,” theturtlesaid, ‘so | can’'t help you.’

Then it lumbered away . | lay down on thewhite earth of that land and cried my sdf to
sleep. When | woke up | found mysdlf in apit from which sand was excavated for the
building of theroad. | climbed out and fled through the forest.

Huggngwhat was left of my bread, | went down the streets. At ajunction | asked a
food-sdller for water. She gave me somein ablue cup. | ae of the bread and drank
slowly of thewater. There was aman standing near me. | noticed him because of his
smell. Hewore adirty, tatered shirt. His hair was reddish. Flies were noisy around
his ears. His private parts showed through his underpants. His legs were covered in
sores. Theflies around his face made him look as if he had four eyes. | stared a& him
out of curiosity. He made aviolent motion, scattering theflies, and | noticed that his
two eyesrolled around as if in an extraordinary effort to seethemselves. | became
aware of him staringat metoo and | finished the water, wrapped up the bread, and
hurried off. | didn’'t look back, but | became certain that he was following me. | could
hear the peculiar didogue of the flies around his ears. | could smell his insanity .

When | waked faster he quickened his steps, ranting. | went through a compound,
came out a the housefront, and found him there, waiting. He pursued me, raving in
gotesque languages. | tore across the road, through the market, and hid behind a
lorry. He dogged my shadow. | felt him as a terrible presence from whom | couldn’t

escape. In desperaion | shot across another road. The hooting of amonster hulk of a
lorry scared me and | dropped the loaf of bread and dashed over, my heart wildly
fluttering in my chest. When | was safely across | looked back and saw the man in the
middle of the road. He had snatched up my loaf of bread and was eatingit, polythene
wrapping and al. Cars screeched dl around him. | carried on running for fear that he
might suddenly remember he had been pursuing me.

After awhile | got to afamiliar street. | had broken the spell of the man’s obsession
with my shadow. In the heated air of my bewilderment, | tried to understand what wes
familiar about the area There were sweet voices of children in the air. | smelt rose
blossoms from the garbage. The gutter gave off an aroma of incense. The houses were
covered with dust. And yet in the night spaces white birds flew over trees. | kept



expecting to recognise something. And when the spaces in the street began to expand,
as if sunlight were being released from the objects, transfiguring the area into an
expanse of sacred fidds, | redlised with ashock that it was the strangeness which was
so familiar. And then, with my breath quickening, and with moonlight breaking out on
the street, | recognised the voices of the children that sangin an intense blue chorus
al around me. They were the twilight voices of my spirit companions, luring me to
the world of dreams, awvay from this world where no one cared about me, enticingme
to aworld where | would never belost.

The moonlight of their voices became too multiple and too sweet for me to bear. |
felt mysdf breaking out into another space. Everywhere | looked the spirits invaded
me with their manifestations. The smdl of flowers overpowered me. The songs
wounded me with ther relentless beauty. Seared by the agony of their melodies, |
stumbled across aroad and | suddenly saw them dl, spiritsin full bloom on afield of
rainbows, bathing in the ecstasy of an everlasting love. Something sharp torethrough
my brain. | collgpsed on the flowering tarmac, with lorries thundering around me.

FIVE

| WAS TAKEN to apolice station. Afterwards | was carried to ahospitad
where my wounds were treated. When | was discharged a police officer volunteered
to look after metill my parents had been found. He was a hulk of a man with a big
forehead and hairy nostrils. He drove meto his homein awhite car. His wife was lean
and tdl. She reminded me of the island women and had a complexion like the
evening. She made me bathe and dressed me in her son’s clothes. We ate awonderful
dish of stew flavoured with shrimps and mesat. The rice had a fant aroma of
cinnamon. The fried plantan smdt of wild herbs. The fried chicken tasted of
ddicious spdlls.

The livingroom where we ate was very spacious and comfortable. The carpets were
thick, and there were framed diplomas on the blue wals. Above a painting of Jesus
with his large visible heart, arms outstretched, was the legend:

CHRIST ISTHE UNSEEN GUEST IN EVERY HOUSE

There were pictures of the police officer, his wife, and a handsome boy who had
sad eyes. Theboy looked at mewhilel ate. After awhile | began to seewith theboy’s
eyes and the house resolved about me and | knew that he was dead and | lost my
appetiteand didn’t eat any more.

After dinner the woman showed me to my room. | was frightened to have awhole
room to mysef. When she shut the door behind her, | redised that it was her son’s



room. His toys, his school texts, and even his shoes had been neatly preserved.
Photographs of himat play hungon thewalls. That night | couldn’t sleep. Therewere
inhuman footsteps dl over the house. In the backyard a cat wailed. And later, inthe
dark, someone whose complexion was of the night came into the room and kept
touching the photographs and rattling the toys. | couldn’t see who it was, but when
they left | heard the soft tinkling of bells. It was only when dawn brokethat | got any

sleep.

| stayed in the policeman’s house for severd days. His wife's eyes were dways
large with unfinished weeping | gathered from their nocturna whisperings that their
son had died in aroad accident. She treated me wel most of the time. She made me
lovely bean cakes and vegetable dishes. After a bath she would comb my hair and ail
my face. She sang to me while she swept the sitting room or washed the clothes. |
sometimes helped her with the cleaning We dusted the centre table and the gass
cabinet with its crystd dephants and tortoises and ceramic plates. We aso polished
the big mask on the wall. She dways dressed me in her son’s finest clothes. | only
became scared of her when she started calingme by his name.

The noises in the house got worse the following night. | heard someone wandering
around as if they were imprisoned. The gass cabinet shifted. The faint bels tinkled.
Birds broke into song near my window. In the morning the police officer gave me
some pocket money. His wife spoke gently to me, served me food, and watched me
ed. In the afternoon the house was silent. The woman wasn't in. All the doors were
locked. | slept on a sofain theliving room and woke up with thefedingthat | wasn't
aone in the house. | was hungry. | felt dizzy. As| wandered about the house looking
for an open door, a curious presence entered into me. | couldn't shake it out. It
roamed around inside me and said things to me which | couldn’t understand. It wasn't
long before | felt my sdf entirdly occupied by an unhappy spirit.

| did everything | could to drive the spirit out of me. | kicked and thrashed and
screamed. | ran against the walls. After a while | saw mysdf on the floor, bleeding
from the mouth. Something rose out of me and began taking to the room. The woman
was standing over me. The spirit that had come out of mewas takingto her, but she
couldn’t hesr.

The woman carried me to my room. When | wokeup in theevening | felt very ill. |
had no idea who | was and even my thoughts seemed to belongto someone else. The
disconsolate spirit had left empty places inside me. | slept through the evening, the
night, and got up the next afternoon. | hadn’t eaten for two days. | had no appetite.
With no desireto do anything, | drifted on the white waves of exhaustion.

That night, while | lay on the bed, the door opened. The police officer, his wife, and a
herbalist came into the room. | pretended to be asleegp. The herbaist had a luminous
machete. They taked about me in whispers. After awhile they left. Beside my bed
there was a bow!| of rice and chicken, which | devoured. After | had egsten, and fet a
little better, | began to plot my escape.

| listened to dl the sounds of the house. Therewere voices everywhere. | heard the
ar whispering, the wdlls taking, the chair complaining, the floor pacing, the insects
gossiping. Darkness filled the room. Figures moved about in the darkness. | saw



yellow beings stirring, white forms floating, blue shadows flying about the ceiling.
But when | heard people taking everything around me became silent and still. |
waited. Then | stole out towards the sittingroomto listen.

SX

THERE WAS SLENCE. A hurricane lantern burned low on the dining
table, its bluish light cresting shadows everywhere. Lower down, seven figures were
seated round the centre table. A moth circled them. The eighth figure stood without
moving. Soon | made him out to be the police officer. He was in charge of the
proceedings.

The longer | looked, the clearer the murky amosphere became. There were eight
dasses on the centre table, dazzling where the bluish light touched them. | made out a
half calabash, tilting with its liquid contents. Next to the calabash was awhite saucer
with lobes of kola-nut and fingers of kaoline. And next to the saucer was the image of
alittle feathered goddess.

With a deep chanting that atered the ar in the room, the police officer made the
figures rise. The faint lights showed them up to be policemen in uniforms. They took
up the chanting in low tones. Then they stretched out their hands and linked them
across the table. When the men sat back down, the officer remained standing.

The flies buzzed. The officer waved the fetish in the air. It had emerad snakdike
eyes which dittered in the muted lights. The officer said something and the first of the
seven figures got up. He became a man with smal eyes and a thin moustache. He
sweated nervously aong the nose. Trembling slightly, he held the image. Then in a
tone of sudden vehemence, he swore an oath of adlegance. The moth circled his head.
He swore that under the terrible gaze of the goddess, and under thethreat of death, he
was honest about the money he had collected, and which he was now presenting.

The seated figures broke into a frightening chant. When they stopped, the first man,
swesting intensely in the hot room, broke off a bit of kaoline, chewed some, and
marked his forehead with the rest. In atremulous voice he sad that if he had betray ed
his oath in any way he should be run over by alorry. He made aguttura sound. He
consecrated his statement by drinking of the potion in the calaash. He brought out
the money he had collected, and placed it on thetable. Then he sat back into the semi-
darkness, and became afigure again.

The police officer counted the money with infinite patience. He grunted, stared at
the first man, gave him his share, put some under the saucer, and kept the rest. The
ritual was repeated with al the men. The moth circled them the whole time. The
second man swore his oath, presented his money briskly, and sat. Thethird man was
huge — broad, big-bdlied, with a piercing voice, and dull eyes which roved over the
room. The fourth was fat, good-humoured, and he made a joke or two, which was
received in stern silence. He completed his oath by brandishing a red knife. With



discernible reluctance, he presented his money. The fifth man was smalish and had a
gaing voice. His oath was an interminable improvisation on the theme of his
honesty. Swearing to innumerable gods, uttering the names of secret shrines, he
shouted that the deities should kill his only son if he was lying. The police officer
flinched. Thefifth man sat down.

The sixth man was thin, tal, and dignified. Hedidn't sweat. The moth didn’t circle
him as he enacted his ritua, and the lamp brightened perceptibly when he ended his
chant. When the next figure rose a noise sounded behind me, and | hid. Nothing
happened. | went back to watching the scene, fascinated that the moth had aighted on
the forehead of the seventh man. All through his oath, sweating furiously, he did
nothing to get rid of it. He swore his alegancein an intense mood. And while he was
drinking of the potion, swearing his eternd honesty, a photograph of the police
officer’s son crashed to the floor. The gass didn't break in the frame. The hurricane
lamp flickered, grew in illumination, and | watched the moth beatingits wings against
the hot dass. The other figures stared silently a the seventh man. In an unshaken
voice, he went on with his oath, while placing his money on thetable. Then suddenly,
without completing his oath, he put on his cap, and left the house.

The ceremony proceeded as if nothing odd had taken place. The men drank
heavily, taked in whispers, improvised songs, and danced vigorously. When the
meeting ended, they put on ther caps, made ther fraternd greetings, and stumbled
out of the house in drunken merriment.

| went back to my room. | waited for thelast of themto leave. And then | waited for
silence. When the silence came | crept out to the sittingroom. The police officer was
sprawled in an armchair, his shirt soaked through with sweat. There was a fleck of
foam a the corner of his mouth. A fly dighted on his lower lip, wringngits spindly
arms, drinking of his sleep.

The room stank of sweat and khaki, blood and feathers, ash and fear. The moth had
made of itself a burnt offering Blood had stained the table. Bundles of notes showed
from the shirt pocket of the police officer’s uniform. T he feathered goddess was now
on anail abovethe door, directly oppositethe picture of Christ and the legend.

The police officer snored. | tiptoed past him, opened the front door quietly, and
stepped out into the night. | began to move away when my legs brushed against
something hairy. M anaging to hold back my scream, | found mysef staring into the
luminous eyes of awhite dog The dog regarded me for a long time as though it were
in two minds whether to raise an darm. | made a friendly sign, went back into the
house and, cregping past the sleegping form of the police officer, slid into my room.

| stayed in bed and didn’t sleep. | tried to interpret al the noises of the house. | heard
voices in the wall sayingthat a victim was awaiting its sacrifice. In the morning the
police officer told his wife to keep the doors locked at al times. In the afternoon she
went out. She stayed along time. When she returned | heard her in the kitchen. After
a while she brought a plate of beans and fried plantain and left it outside my door. |
took it in but didn't eat. My hunger got so great that | becamedizzy. Throughout the



afternoon and evening | suffered the tormenting mockery of my spirit companions.
When | couldn’t bear my hunger any more | brought out the plate and was about to
eat when a bad smell wafted up from thefood. | found anewspaper, poured the food
between its pages, hid the wrapping, and left the empty plate outside the door.

That night, in the dark, with my eyes pressed tight, and with dl the fury of my
empty stomach, | summoned up the image of my mother. When | saw her very
clearly, | spoke to her, beggng her to come and save me. After | had spoken to her |
fell asleep, certain that she had heard me.

SEVEN

| HEARD SOM ETHING rattling the roof. It had started to rain. Thewind
beat against awindow. | got out of bed, crazed with hunger. | sat on the floor, huddled
in the dark, and when there was a knock | didn’t even move. The door opened and a
gant figure sad:

‘Come and eat with us.’

M esmerised by hunger, | followed the man to the diningtable. | sat down morosely
and stared at the flies singng over the food. The police officer’s wife filled my plate
with generous quantities of pounded yam, choice selections of goat mesat, and soup
rich in vegetables. The food smelt wonderful and the steam from the bowl occupied
the room with its tomato and oregano seasonings. My hunger made the world seem
bluish. For the first timel understood the atmosphere of the house, | understood why
the spirit had entered me. When | blinked | saw ghosts around the police officer and
his wife. They were dl over the room. The ghosts were tall and silent and some had
weak beards. An incubus with white wings hovered near the window. | blinked again
and saw a spirit with eight fingers and a sinde twinkling eye. Another, in a
policeman’s uniform, had an amputated foot. He ate of the food with bloodstained
hands a moment before the officer did. A ghost, existing as only apair of milk-white
legs, balanced on the head of the woman. A homunculus which looked like a yelow
plant danced on the food. | must have been staring a them in astonishment for the
officer suddenly said:

‘What areyou staringat?

| shook my head. Then | noticed that in a corner, across from wherethey ate with
such innocent relish, sitting forlorn and abandoned, was the ghost of their son. He had
lost both his arms, one side of his face was squashed, and both his eyes had burst. He
had bluish wings. He was the saddest ghost in the house.

‘Nothing,’ | said.



They looked a one another, and then a me. | couldn’t bring my sdlf to et after seeing
the ghosts play with thefood with their bloodied hands. | sat and stared at theflies.

When they had finished eating they got up from the table. The man went to the
amchair and his wife brought him a large bottle of Guinness, which he drank with
both feet on astool. His wife joined him. | listened to the ticking of the grandfather
clock in the silent house. The ghosts gathered round the man and wife and stared a
them in silent amazement. The spirit with the twinkling eye drank the froth of the
Guinness a moment before the officer did. The officer drank contentedly. When his
wife got up to fetch a soft drink for herself, the ghost with milk-white legs went with
her. When the officer went to the toilet the spirit in uniform accompanied him. And
when they were sitting peacefully the ghosts stood in front of them so closethat ther
faces amost touched. The ghosts were silent, and did nothing.

The grandfather clock chimed. | redised that the ghosts and spirits were in the
house because the officer had somehow been responsiblefor their deaths. | hurried to
my room, shut the door and lay in the dark, staring a the celling. When the clock
stopped chiming, an orange light suddenly shot through my brain and the darkness
became faintly illuminated and | saw the disconsolate ghost of the boy inacorner of
the room. After a while it got up and floated towards me and stared down with its
burst eyes and lay just above me, its wings stirringtheair. | felt oppressed. | couldn’t
breathe and couldn’t move. It was impossibleto sleep and when | managed to shut my
eyes | had the horrible feding that a heavy form was pressing down on me,
compacting itsdf into my body. | couldn’'t scream and | strugged in vain. The walls
in the house began to whisper about the seventh man and of how he had been run over
by alorry whiledirectingtraffic.

As the form pressed itsdf into me, it began to rain outside and | became cam. It
rained steadily. The wind kept rattling the corrugated roof and driving in water
through gaps in the window frame. It got cold. | turned and faced the wall. When |
redlised | could move | got up and sat on the bed. The ghost of the boy was up on the
caling, like a perpetud bluish haze. Thunder growled above the house and lightning
cracked. The rain poured down and the wind, faintly howling, banged away a the
window. Lightning struck again. It seemed intent on the house. The whole place, the
window and the room, lit up in acandent flash. After awhile | smelt smoke driftingin
from under the door.

The smoke filled the room and | began to cough and when | ran out | was bardly
able to see. The smoke was very thick and when | made it to the kitchen, coughing
and smarting in the eyes, | discovered that the place was on fire. | banged on the doors
and the officer came out, his stomach sagging, his eyes red.

‘There sfirein the kitchen,” | cried.

As we fought the fire with buckets of water, the ghosts stood around watching us.
The woman kept weeping. The man cursed. The rain intensified. The kitchen became
thoroughly wet. Rain poured in under the sitting room door and soaked the carpet.
The wind broke a window and slugs and hairy caterpillars were blown in. Little snails
gppeared on thewals. Thunder clagpped outside. Inside, the ghost of the boy wandered
around the house, wandered right through his parents, without recognizingthem, and



without being affected by their distress.

After we had successfully fought the fire and mopped the soaking floor, every one
went back to bed. | heard them tossing and whisperingal night. | didn’t sleep. In the
early hours of the morning, before dawn had broken, and when night was begnningto
change mood, there were urgent knocks on the door. The door shook and the bangng
became so wild and erratic it seemed as if the wind and thunder wanted to belet in. |
hurried out of my room, towards the door, but the man got there before me. | moved
closer. There was a woman standing in the doorway, her hair bedragded and wet, her
eyes distracted, her neck strung, her feet bare. The rain poured down on her
mercilessly. There were dead cockroaches about her feet. | saw arope round her neck,
connecting her to the sky. The rope transformed into a thread of lightning. For a
moment | thought | had known her in another life or in theworld of spirits. | pushed
past the officer. | stood on the threshold. Then, with light in my head, and hunger in
my voice, | cried:

‘M other!’

At first she didn't move. She didn’t seem to recognise me. She stared a me with
empty eyes. After a short silence she suddenly dropped dl the things she had been
carrying, and embraced me, without uttering a sound. Then she lifted me up into the
ar and held metightly to her warm, wet body .

EIGHT

| WAS AWOKEN by voices in the dark. | was on M um'’s shoulder and |
saw faces of women intherain, faces it up by lightning flash. They crowded us, arms
outstretched, eyes warm. We were surrounded on dl sides. The women touched me
and looked at me as if | were awonderful thing that had falen from the sky. They
fondled my hair, rubbed my skin, and felt my bones as if, in being lost and found, |
belonged to dl of them. | had brought with me anew hope. They too became reasons
for stayingon this earth, to sometimes taste thejoys of homecoming.

Mum put me down. My legs were weak. Everything looked strange. Our new
compound looked very odd indeed. | walked on shaky feet, staggering, and M um took
my hand and steadied me. Then she led me to a room, opened the front door and,
pointing, said:

“Your father iswaitingfor you.’

There was a man asleep on the chair. | didn’t recognise him. He had a bandage
round his head and his left arm was in adirty sling. He was unshaven and his bare
chest heaved as he snored. The room was very smdl. It was full of the mood of his
sleep, of hunger, and despair, sleepless nights and the goom of candle smoke. On the
centre table, in front of him, there was a haf-empty bottle of ogogoro, an ashtray, and
a packet of cigarettes. There was a mosquito coil on the table as wel and its acrid



smoke filled the air. The man slegping on the chair was like a gant in fairy tales. His
big feet were on the table. He slept very deeply, frightening me with the great
movements of his chest.

When lightning flashed outside, and the downpour increased, the man woke up, a
stern look in his eyes. Then his eyes changed. They became big and bloodshot.
Bewildered, he gazed around the room as if he had woken up into an adien world.
Then he saw me in the doorway. For along moment he stayed likethat, caught in an
enchantment, his arms stretched out. Jumping up suddenly and with such energy that
he sent the chair flying from undernesth him, he rushed towards me. | ran round the
table. He pursued me, but | ran the other way, kegpingthe table between us. | had no
idea why | was running away from him or why he was running after me. When |
found an opportunity | fled screaming towards the door, out of the room, but he

caught me in the passage, under the torrentid rain. Hollering, he kept throwing me up
in the air, filling me with dread. And when he held me to him firmly, so that | was

overwhelmed with his great bristling energes and his quivering heart, | burst out
cryingwithout knowingwhy.

When the rain stopped, M um stripped the dead boy’ s clothes off me and later burned
them with kerosine and herbd fluids. The clothes burned for longer than expected.
Her eyes bright with superstitions, she kept feedingtheyelow and black flames with
kerosine. When the clothes burned down to curlicues of ash she gathered theminto a
newspaper and went out in the dark towards the forest.

On her return she seized my hand, pushed meto the bathroom which had millipedes
on the walls, and made me bathe from abucket of specidly treated water. | had to use
abrown sogp which produced littlefoam. As | strugged to wash mysef, M um stayed
outside the squalid bathroom, and told me al that had happened since the night of the
riots. Theway shetold it filled me with wonder about her.

That night, when the crowds separated us, the unleashed M asquerade had pursued
women across streets because they were not supposed to see its terrifying presence.
She looked for me in every corner, under every car, had shouted my name where
houses were burning And when she went back home, hoping I might be there
waiting, shelearned that Dad too had disappeared.

‘In onenight,” shesaid, ‘I lost my only child and my husband.’

She stayed up the whole night, outside the burnt compound, with dl our possessions
scattered about the street. In the morning the tenants moved to new compounds. to
different ghettos. M um managed to distribute our property amongreations. Then she
went to dl the hospitas and police stations she could find. She walked the whole city,,
inconsolable in her loss. And when she was about to succumb to despair, in alast
effort she went to a police station in the centre of the city and was told that Dad was
there, imprisoned for taking part in the riots. She managed to see him. He had been
beaten by the police and there was an ugy cut on his forehead, bruises on his face,
and his am hung. beside him like a diseased sppendage. The next day, after much
beggng and some bribery, Dad was freed. He went to work that day and found that he



had been sacked. During that time M um had succeeded in finding a room for us to
rent. She had aso found away to pay amonth’s rent in advance. Dad cameto his new
home bad-tempered and in a violent mood. He fdl ill tha night, muttering about
insane soldiers who had killed white men in wars across the seas.

Mum was frantic over my disappearance. Her friends suggested consulting a
herbalist. At first she was doubtful; but after she had tried everythingand failed, gone
to police stations and hospitas, and been unable to find me, she rdented. She was
taken to a herbaist. There was a mound of broken gass in front of her hut. M um had
hardly stepped in when the herbdist, a fierce-looking woman with one eye tha
dittered more than the other, told her from the shadows that she knew the purpose of
M um'’ s visit.

‘Go away, she shouted in a cracked voice, ‘bring me a white cockerd, a bottle of
an, feathers of adove, and three pieces of chak. Then | will help you.’

When M um returned with the items the woman, attired in a severe black smock,
consulted her cowries. She made offerings to her goddess who sat in a corner of the
room, brooding in the dark with shining sungasses. Then shetold M umto leave. She
wanted to sleegp on her divination. M um came back the next morning and without any
preamble the herbdist told her that the fee would bevery expensive because the case
was very difficult.

“Your son is tragpped in ahouse of ghosts,” she said.

M um was so terrified that she left instantly, gathered al the money she had saved
from her trading, took some off Dad, and borrowed therest. The herbdist went on to
tell her that | was being held by aman and awoman who ether wanted to keep me as
their own child or sacrifice me for money, and that | was surrounded with such
powerful spdls that if Mum didn’t act quickly | would be lost to her for ever. Mum
pad the fee and sat in the dark, listening as the strange-eyed herbdist embarked on
the most extravagant conjurations she had ever witnessed. The herbaist wrestled with
the powers of the house, trying to bresk the spells surrounding me. After five hours,
during which M um sat rigd with fear, the woman emerged from her secret chambers
and sad:

‘I have broken al the spdls except one. That one is too powerful for me. Only
lightning can break that spell.’

Mum sat confused. The herbalist gave her instructions. M um went home, her
heart heavy.

That night she was lamenting her condition, blaming herself for havinglost the only
child she had, a child who had chosen to live, when adistant relation paid avisit. She
had heard of Mum'’s troubles and had come to offer consolation. She brought a few
gfts and congratulated M um on finding me. Dad took it as a good omen. M um was
puzzled. Then it emerged that the relation had seen apicture of mein the newspaper
on the day after my accident. That was how M um traced meto the police station and
eventually to the officer’s house.



M um went back to the herbaist, who now gave the find set of instructions. M um
was to go to the house, to be humble, to thank the officer and his wife for keeping me,
to take them presents, and to throw the white cockerd into the room so they could
transfer their sacrifice from me to the bird. And then she was to run away from the
place as fast as her legs could carry her. But before she could do any of this lightning
had to first strike the house. M um had waited in the rain, outside the house, for three
hours. She had stood patiently, with thunder growling above her, watching as
lightning flashed in different places, over many houses and trees. And she stayed like
that, not moving an inch, till lightning struck directly over the house of ghosts wherel
was hdld captive.

NINE

AFTER | HAD bathed, after | had eaten, they made me sit in Dad’s chair
and asked me to tdl them my story. | began tdling them when the lights changed in
the room and mighty hands lifted me up and put me on the bed. | saw Dad smiling
beneath his bloodied bandage. M um shifted the char and centre table, spread out a
mat and slept on the floor. Dad sat on his wooden chair, smoked peacefully, and lit a
mosquito coil. | listened to him taking to the silent room, askingriddles that only the
dead can answer.

| slept dl night and al day. When | woke up it was evening. The room was empty.
A kerosine lamp burned steadily on the centretable. When | first opened my eyes on
the new world of home everything was different. Large shadows everywhere made
the spaces smdler. The floor was rough. Long columns of ants crawled dongsidethe
walls. There were ant-mounds near the cupboard. An earthworm stretched itself past
Dad’'s shoes. Wall-geckos and lizards scurried up and down the wals. At the far
corner of the room a washing line was slack with the weight of too many clothes.
Mum’'s objects of trade were dl over the place. Her sacks were piled around the
cupboard. Blackened pots and crockery and basins were scrambled everywhere. It
was as if Mum and Dad had moved in, dumped their possessions wherever there was
space, and had never found time to arrange anything. The more | took in the cracks in
the walls, the holes in the zinc celling, the cobwebs, the smells of earth and garri, the
cigarette and mosquito coil smoke, the more it seemed we hadn't moved at al.
Everything fdt the same. The only difference was that | wasn’t used to the sameness.

The light in the room was dull in the evening. M osquitoes and fireflies had comein. A
dying fly buzzed its last songup on the celling, anong the net of cobwebs. The lamp-
light kept fluttering, its black smoke drifted up to the celling The smell of burning
wick and kerosine smoke reassured me. | was home. And being a home was very
different from being in the comfortable house of the police officer. No spirits plagued
me. There were no ghosts in the dark spaces. The poor aso belong to one country.
Our surroundings were poor. We didn’t have a bathroom worth spesking of and the
toilet was crude. But in that room, in our new home, | was happy because | could



smell the warm presences and the tender energes of my parents everywhere.

Hangng on crooked nails on the walls, there were framed, browning photographs
of my parents. In one of the pictures M um sat sideways on a chair. She had alot of
powder on her face, and she had the coy smile of avillage maiden. Dad stood next to
her. He had on a baggy pair of trousers, a white shirt, and an askew tie. His coat was
much too small for him. He had apowerful, tigerish expression on his face. His strong
eyes and his solid jaw dared the camera. He looked the way some boxers do before
they become famous. There was another photograph in which | sat between them,
small between two guardians. There were smiles of shy sweetness on our faces. As|
stared a the photograph in that little room where the lamp produced more black
smoke than illumination, | wondered where the sweetness had gone.

| went out searching for M um and Dad. They weren't in the backyard. In the kitchen
women sa in front of a blazing wood fire, sweat dripping from ther faces, ther
fleshy arms and partly bared bressts distening | watched them as they fried bean
cakes, chicken, and fish, and as they prepared delicious-smelling stews. When they
saw me they raised their voices in bright greetings, and | fled. At the housefront Dad
was narrating his prison experiences to arowdy gathering of men. M um was across
the road, hagging with an old woman. Dad got to a point in his narration where he
thought it necessary to illustrate a particular action. He legpt up from his chair,
bristling with good humour, and began marching up and down, stamping his boots on
the earth, swingng his one good arm, danding his head, shouting war charges in
seven languages. It was meant to be an impersonation of the insane soldier who had
fought the British wars in Burma. His mind had been unhinged by the blast of
detonators, nights spent with corpses and by the superstitious incredulity of having
killed so many white men. He had become a man who knew only two things — how
to march and how to charge. He marched dl day long in prison and he charged al
night long in his sleep. The men laughed at Dad’s impersonation and Dad laughed so
explosively that the bloody patch widened on the bandage round his forehead. No one
noticed. | made a sound; Dad turned and saw me. And when he saw me he abruptly
stopped laughing. After alongmoment he started moving towards me and | ran across
the street, towards M um. Half-way across | saw abicyclist pedalingfuriously a me.
M um screamed, | fell; the bicyclist wobbled, missed my head, and cursed as he sped

away. M um rushed over, picked me up, took me back to the housefront, and gave me
to Dad to look after.

‘“Why do you keep runningaway from me, eh? Dad asked, with sadness.

| said nothing. | stared at the faces of the compound men, big faces stamped with
hardship and humour. The night slowly descended on us and the kerosine lamps came
aight, one by one, dongthe strest.

That evening Dad became the guardian gant who led me into the discoveries of our
new world. We were surrounded by a great forest. There were thick bushes and low
trees between the houses. The bushes were resonant with the trilling of birds and
crickets. Dad led us down anarrow path. We passed women with bundles of firewood
on their heads, buckling dong and taking in strange languages. We passed young



grls returning from distant streams, with buckets of water baanced on their heads.

‘Do you see dl this? Dad said, waving his good arm to indicate the forest and the
bushes.

‘Yes,” | replied.
“It’s bush now, isn't it?
‘Yes.’

‘But sooner than you think therewon’t be one tree standing. There will be no forest
left at al. And there will be wretched houses al over the place. This is where the poor
peoplewill live’

| looked around again in amazement; for | couldn’t see how the solid forest could
become so different. Dad chuckled. Then he was silent. He put his hand on my head
and, with the voice of asad gant, he sad:

‘This is where you too will live. M any things will happen to us here. If | ever have
to go away, if | ever disgppear now or in the future, remember that my spirit will

adways bethereto protect you.’

Dad's voice quivered. When he was silent again, | started crying He lifted me with
his powerful arm and carried me on the rock of his shoulder. He made no attempt to
console me. When | had stopped crying, he chuckled my steriously. We stopped a the
first padm-wine bar we came across.

He ordered a gourd of pam-wine and kept teasing the woman who served him and
who kept topping off my tiny gass. When Dad drank from his haf caabash, | drank
from my dass. It made Dad happy. He sad:

‘Learn to drink, my son. A man must be ableto hold his drink because drunkenness
IS sometimes necessary in this difficult life’

| sat beside him on the wooden bench, drinking as he drank, takingin the smells of
the bar, its odours of stade wine, peppersoup, and fish-sacks. Flies were exultant
everywhere. While talking, the clientele kept waving them off from ther faces. At a
corner of the bar, on afar bench, in the haf light of the lanterns, a man sat with his
back against the wall, his head flopped in drunkenness as he dozed. Dad ordered
another gourd of wine, his face distening with ddight. He exchanged jokes and
anecdotes with the clientele, who were all perfect strangers. Then he began a game of
draughts.

At first he played without seriousness, joking al the while. He played a game in
this spirit and won. He played another and lost. He joked less the more he lost. His
voice ggew more aggessive and he hit my head with his sharp dbows without
noticing. The two men became so obsessed with their game that they began to accuse
one another of cheating Their fists waved threateningy over the draughtboard. Their
voices became heated. The onlookers, who had placed bets on the players, were even



more passionate than those who were playing Dad, losing steadily, abused his
opponent virulently; his opponent replied with incredible vehemence. | got worried.
Dad placed an absurd bet on himsef and his opponent doubled it. Things suddenly
got very tense in the bar and Dad drank heavily, sweating He ordered two more
gourds of wine. It got so tense that when the onlookers said anything they were
pounced upon. It took long anxious moments to quell the furious exchanges. Dad
increased the bet and his head started bleeding again. His opponent, ahuge man with
a smal head, kept staringat Dad with such contempt that | wanted to bite his fingers.
Heturned to mewith his smal drunken eyes and said:

“Your father doesn’t know how to play.’

‘Shut up,’ | snapped.

Therewas astartled silence.

‘What did you say? he asked incredulously.

‘Nothing’

Dad sad:

‘Leave my son aone. Play the game. Useyour brains, not your mouth.’
His opponent, consumed with indignation, said:

“You mean to tdl methat you dlow that small boy — whose mother’s liquid hasn’t
yet dried on his head — to abuse me!’

‘Play, my friend,” Dad said coolly.

‘“We don’'t bring up children like that where I come from,” the man said, gowering
a me.

‘My friend, play your game’

The man got so angy a Dad's indifference that his concentration was entirey
thrown off baance. He kept fuming a me, swearingin many languages. Dad beat him
steadily, drinking less the closer victory seemed. And then with adevastating flourish
he won the set of games, and swept his opponent’s hard-earned money into his
pocket. His opponent, in an extremefit of bad-temper, drank down the entire contents
of his gourd of pam-wine, rained insults on us, complained bitterly about the
contemporary bad breeding of children, and staggered out into the encroaching
darkness.

It turned out that he had left without payingfor his drinks and his peppersoup. The
madame of the establishment ran after him and we heard them squabbling. Dad
finished off his gourd with perfect serenity. Hewas very pleased with himsef and his
face shone with profound satisfaction. When | had finished the winein my tiny dass,
he pad the madame' s assistant, and we |eft.



Outside a crowd had gathered. The bad-tempered loser refused to pay the madame
for the simplereason that | had told him to shut up.

‘I won't pay till you tell that boy to apologseto me’ he shouted.
‘That isnot my business,” she bellowed back. *All | want is my money!”’
‘The boy insulted mein your bar,” hereplied.

The woman stopped listening When we went past the crowd we saw that she was
draggng him about, yanking him around by the pants. He kept tryingto free himself
from her masterful grip on his trousers, a grip which encompassed his private parts.
He tried to prise her fingers apart and when that faled he took to hitting her hands,
screaming insults a everyone. Then, suddenly, to our astonishment, the woman lifted
him up by the pants and threw him to the ground. The crowd yeled. The man flailed,
got up, shouted and huffed. Then he pounced on her, lashing at her face. Dad started
towards him, but his rescue attempt was cut short. The madame grabbed the bad
loser's crotch and he screamed so loud that the crowd fel silent. Then, with a
practised grunt, she lifted him on her shoulders, turned him round once, showing his
mightiness to the sky, and dumped him savagdly on the hard earth. He stayed
unconscious for a while, his mouth open. She then proceeded to turn him upside-
down, emptying out al the money in his pockets. She took what was owed her,
stripped him of his trousers, went into the bar, came back out with afilthy gourd, and
drenched him with stae pam-wine,

He recovered instantly. When he saw the fullness of his public disgrace, he
screamed in disbdief, and fled towards the forest, his underpants dripping with the
shame of stde wine. We never saw him again. The crowd was so amazed a the
woman’'s performance that everyone stared a her with their mouths wide open. The
woman went back into her bar and cleared the tables as if nothing had happened.
Then, as we looked on, she broke the draughtboard in haf and threw it outside. When
she looked up and saw the crowd staring a her in mesmerised silence she strode
towards us. In aloud voice, hands on hips, she said:

‘Do you want to drink or do you want to look?

The crowd, awoken from the spell, broke up into numerous voices. Some went into
the bar, to drink of her myth. Others went back to ther different areas, taking with
them the embellished stories of the most sensationa dramathey had witnessed for a
long time. The woman served her new clientele with superb nonchdance. That
evening was the begnning of her fame. Everyone taked about her in low voices. Her
legend, which would sprout a thousand halucinations, had been born in our midst —
born of stories and rumours which, in time, would become some of the most
extravagant redities of our lives.



TEN

WHEN WE PARTED from the crowd that was busily generating her myth,
Dad led us through the bushpaths and into the forest. | waked in a drunken haze
beside him. We passed a tree whose lower branches were covered with yelow
dresses. A black cat followed us from adistance. It was dark in the forest till we got to
a clearing. In the middle of the clearinga solitary wooden pole had been stuck into the
earth. The pole had burst into flower. Little buds had grown out dong its length and
some of the buds had opened into the begnnings of branches. Dad said:

‘This is what you must be like. Grow wherever life puts you down.’ | stared at the
flowering pole. Then, touching my head affectionately, Dad told meto stay there and
wait for him. He went off and | listened to his footsteps recede into the forest.

A ydlow wind stirred the leaves. Branches cracked. An anima cried out. The black
cat, eyes agow, ran past me in thedirection Dad had gone. It looked back & me once.
| waited. Noises accumulated in the forest. An owl flew over my head and watched
me from a branch. | heard footsteps gpproaching and | could have sworn that they
belonged to a heavy man, but when | looked | saw an antelope. It came up to me,
stopped near the pole, and stared at me. Then it came closer and licked my feet. When
a branch cracked amongst the trees, the antelope started and ran off. | waited,
motionless. It began to drizzle. Water flowed down the invisible paths of the forest
and collected a my feet. Again, | heard convergng footsteps al around me. Then |
saw something move. The ar swelled. A woman stepped out of atree and limped
towards me. Her head hung loosely on her neck. She stared a me from her shapeless
face and she waked with her body leaning in one direction. She was deformed in a
way | couldn’t define. She had on a white robe. Her eyes were dark and small. When
she got quite close to me she stopped and started laughing. | didn’t move. Thewind
startled the branches. The water a& my feet made me shiver. The woman, laughing
rather dementedly, waked round me. Her face was twisted and her ey es shonein the
darkening lights. When she was in front of me again, she slowly stretched her hands
out towards my neck. At the same moment, the owl, uttering its nocturnd cry, flew
from the branch and swooped past, circling us twice. It made another cry and soared
upwards. A crack sounded, like a tree splitting, and | saw the owl faling, as though it
had been shot in the mid-air of a dream. It landed on the earth and strugded, wings

flapping feebly. Then it turned into a little pool of yellow water and evaporated into
theair.

The woman stopped laughing Instead of reaching for my neck with her rough
hands, she grabbed the flowering pole and began pulling it out of the earth, a satanic
expression on her face. She wrenched the pole, and she had to keep pulling because it
had developed strong roots. When she had successfully wrenched out the pole dong
with its deep roots, sheturned and dragged it behind her.

As | watched her limping avay | noticed, amongthe roots, adistening black snake
covered with earth. The snake wound its way up the pole, towards the woman’'s
hands, as she dragged it with her degper into the forest. After awhilel didn’'t see her
any more. Then | heard a sharp cry. Then silence. | did not move. It had begun to
gow very dark. A millipede climbed up my leg and | did not disturb it. | saw the
black cat again. It came towards me, slunk past, and ran off in the direction we had



orignaly come from. Not long afterwards | saw Dad emerging from the forest with a
geat sack on his shoulder. He looked exhausted, as if he had been wrestling with
demons. When he got to where | was standing he said:

‘Did you move?

‘No.’

‘Good.’

| reached down and flicked the millipede off my leg.

‘Did you see anything happen?

‘A woman came out of atree. An owl fel down and turned to air. Water gathered
a my feet.

‘Excdlent,” hesad. ‘Let’s go home’

We set off. | didn’t seetheblack cat anywhere. | asked Dad:
‘“Why did the woman tear the pole out of the earth?

‘What pole?

‘Theonethat was there’

‘Where?

‘There’

‘Therewasn’t apolethere’ he sad.

| didn’t spesk for awhile. Then | said:

‘A snake came out of its roots and bit her.’

‘That’s good. Life is full of riddles that only the dead can answer,” was Dad's
reply.

We went home in silence. We went down numerous paths. A doglimped in front and
then it stopped to stare a us. Blood dripped from the sack on Dad’ s shoulder. Blood
had widened and dried on the bandage on his forehead.

‘What did you catch? | asked.

‘A wild boar.’



‘Why areyou bleeding?

‘The trap caught the boar and it didn’t die. It was still struggingwhen | got there. |
had to kill it with my hands. It kicked my head.’

| waked behind him in silence, listeningto the forest noises and to the sound of his
breathing. The journey home seemed longer than the journey out. When we came to
the pam-wine bar the madame was nailing up her signboard. | couldn’'t read its
legend in the dark. Sheregarded us as we passed. Dad saluted her. Shedidn’t reply.

When we got to our new home the children ran out to meet us. The men came to
help Dad with the sack, but hedidn’t want any help. The women taked excitedly. Our
door was open. Folding chairs had been arranged dl around the tiny space. The centre
table was loaded with drinks. There was abow! of kola-nuts and kaoline on the floor.
There was the potent aroma of fresh stew in theair. Theroom was empty. Dad went
to the backyard and we found M um in the kitchen. She was fanning the wood fire,
tears running down her face, amighty pot on the grate. When she saw us she came out
and held Dad tight and picked meup. Dad put the sack down on the kitchen floor. He
looked at me for amoment, and said:

‘| have kept my promise’

Then he went out of the kitchen, to the room, came back with towe and soap, fetched
water from the well, and had alongbath. | stayed with M um in the kitchen, coughing
when she coughed. The water boiled in the pot. Women of the compound came and
helped her with getting the boar out of the sack. They poured boilingwater on its skin,
loosening its hair. They shaved it. Five men helped them butcher the fierce-looking
anima. They decapitated it, cut it to pieces and gutted out its monstrous intestines.
Then the women began the cooking of the wild anima that Dad had caught in the
forest.

When the mesat was cooking, on another fire a great pan was sizzlingwith ail. The
whole compound smelt of aromatic stew, peppers, onions, wild earthy herbs, and
frying bushmeat. When everyone could be seen sdivating in anticipation, M um made
me go and bathe. | wore a new set of clothes. Visitors and compound-dwellers came
one by one to our room. They took their seats. M um combed my hair and gave mea
parting Dad dso had a parting. M um bathed. In the bathroom she dressed up in her
fine clothes. She did her hair and made up her face in the passage.

Soon our little room was crowded with dl kinds of people. Many of them were
from our compound, one or two were from our previous habitation, a few of them
were totd strangers, and a lot of them were children. It was hot in the room and
everyone sweated. All the chairs were filled and al the floor space taken. A woman
struck up a song A man struck up a more vigorous song. The children looked on.
Mum came in with a plate of dligator pepper seeds, a saucer of cigarettes, and
breadfruit. And then we heard aflourish outside.

It was Dad. Hewas a the doorway with an empty bottle in one hand, aspoon inthe
other. He was besting a tune out of gass. He wore ablack French suit and had afresh
change of bandages. An eag€'s feather stuck out from the back of his head. He



looked happy and a little drunk. He came in, beating his metdlic tune on gass,
dancing and singng to the music of his own invention. The crowd laughed, cheering
in gppreciation. Everyone began to chatter. Voices rose in volume. Jokes passed
across the sweating faces. | felt astranger amidst the celebration of my homecoming.

Then to our delight a woman appeared at the door, sounding a heraldic song. M um
came in with three women, carrying a great steaming pot of stew. Behind her were
three more women, bearing basins of jollof rice, yams, beans, eba, and fried plantains.
Children brought in paper plates and plastic cutlery. The aroma of the marvelous
cooking overpowered the room. Everyone straightened. Faces were bright with
aroused gppetites. There wasn't asingethroat that didn’t betray the best hopes for a
feast of abundant cookingin which al anticipation would be fully rewarded.

ELEVEN

THE FOOD WAS brought in and covered in a corner. Everyone taked to
disguise the flood of ther sdivation. The oldest man in the compound stood up and
cdled for silence. The jokes, chatter, invented nicknames, and robust arguments
peppered the air, increasing the heat of theroom. The call for silence was repeated. It
too became a cause of much jesting. Dad had to raise his voice and threaten the crowd
with his good arm before the noise became controllable.

The old man made alibation at both posts of the door and pray ed for us and thanked
the ancestors that | had been found and asked that | never be lost again. When he
finished his prayer he launched into a long rambling speech in which he welcomed us
to the compound as new tenants, in which he aimed a few wel turned barbs a red
and imagnary enemies, and in which he released a torrent of proverbs and saws and
anecdotes that fdl like stones to the depths of our hunger. Thelonger his speech went
on, the more depressed the faces became. His proverbs made us more famished, edgy
and irritable. When the old man had satisfied his hunger for speech-making, Dad
replied to his good wishes. He expressed gratitude for our generd safety and good
hedth, and prayed for dl those present. The old man broke the kola-nut. He gave a
lobe to Dad, who chewed off abit and passed it on, pray er-laden, to M um and then to
me.

The drinks were distributed to the crowd. There were large quantities of ogogoro
and pam-wine for the men, stout for the women, soft drinks for the children. While
the drinks were being poured and handed over expectant faces sweating with thirst,
one of the men struck up asong, and awoman said:

‘The only time men start to singis when food is ready .’

The women burst out laughing and the man’s song was drowned in mockery. The
women began a lovely song of their own, in village choir voices; but Dad, ever
mischievous, picked up the empty bottle and tapped away a it with a spoon and
spoiled the rhythm of the women. Then everyone fell to singngtheir different songs



and for amoment there was no discord amongst the many voices.

Thefeast became alittlerowdy. The room was too smdl to hold the vast number of
people squashed into every available space and even the walls cresked in protest.
Clothes fdl down from nalls and lines. Dad’s boots passed from hand to hand,
precipitating many jokes, and were eventualy thrown out of the window. Theroom
was so hot that everyone sweated furiously. The heat made everyonelook older. The
children cried, intensifying the edgness and hunger. But the drink loosened tongues,
and a hundred arguments and conversations steamed the air. The women asked M um
how she had found me. M um told them things she hadn’t told me, but she kept quiet
about the herbdist. The gathering began vying with loud voices, offering variations of
similar stories they had heard about. A woman told of awizard who had hidden a
child in a green bottle. Another woman, who had been taking a noticeable interest in

Dad, told of how her sister was found floating on a stream, her head crowned in
sacrificia beads.

‘That’s aliel’” M um said suddenly, to everyone s astonishment. ‘ You never told us
you had asister . .

Dad interrupted, picking up his bottle and spoon, creatingamodest din. He got up
and sang and danced. The men sang dong with him the popular high-life tune which
mocked the eternd rivaries among women. Dad got carried away with his own song
and tried to organise everyoneinto dancing. There was no space in which to move and
Dad, fairly drunk by now, became abusiveto anyone who wasn't responsive. At first
it was a generd sort of abuse. But when he got specific with one of the men,
disruption set in. The man stormed out and a delegation had to be sent to beg him
back. He came back, but before he resumed his floor space, he made sure of his

vengeance.

‘Is it this wretched room you're so proud of? he said loudly to Dad. ‘Big man,
smal brains!’

Dad smiled sheepishly. Then M um rounded on him, asking him to be more politeto
his guests, and she got so worked up in her inexplicable rage that shetoo stormed out,
leaving the crowd somewhat confused. No one was sent out after her. Embarrassed by
the silence, Dad invited everyone to pour themselves more drinks and he proposed a
toast to his wife. But the drinks had run out, and Dad had no money left, and wedl
sat staring a our empty bottles. In the brief silence M um returned, bringng relatives
we hadn’'t seen for a long time, and the gathering cheered her return; and Dad,
inspired by the cheering, hurried out of the room (ignoring M um'’s protestations that
we should celebrate within our means), went to the shop across the street, and came
back with cartons of beer.

The feast got rowdier. The men kept cdling for more drinks. The old man, quite
drunk, began a stream of contradictory proverbs. A man with a thick beard
complained about how the smel of the food was making him lean. Amidst al the
voices, the anticipations which had topped themselves, the long patient waitingwhich
in the end satisfies its own hunger, the food was served. Plates of rice and bushmesat
passed before guttonous faces but, because the crowd was so big, and the numbers
vastly outstripped M um’s caculations, everyone had much less food than suggested



by the size of the boar. People had taked themseves into such ahunger that the food
bardy went round. Like the miracle of multiplying fishes in reverse, the food
diminished before it got to the guests. The rice was swiftly consumed, the boar
disappeared into the capacious stomachs of the ravenous gathering, the stew dried out
in the pots, and people stared a their plates in drunken puzzlement. The bearded man
gumbled that the meat he had eaten was so smdl that it had made him hungrier.
Discontentment spreaed; the smell of the food, sumptuous and throat-tickling, lingered
in the ar, reminding us of the betrayed promise of an abundant feast. Amid the
discontentment, Dad tried hard to please everyone. He made jokes, told riddles, fell
into impersonations. He danced, and made music with his bottle. M eanwhile people
ate, spat their bones on the floor, spilt ther drinks, and wiped their hands on our
curtains. Dad plied the gathering with drinks, borrowing heavily, sweeting in bizarre
exultation. The bearded man, substituting drunkenness for hunger, drank so much that
when he atempted to dramatise his first encounter with awhite woman he staggered
and fel on his chair, bresking its back. Another man ran outside, threw up in the
passage, and came back looking like a lizard. Dad, who was more than plessantly
drunk, held forth about the violence he would have unleashed if he had gone to the
police officer’s place to get me. M um found the perfect moment for revenge.

‘Why didn’t you go, eh? she said cuttingy, ‘ Because you were too drunk!’

There was another embarrassed silence. Dad, slightly cross-eyed with drunkenness,
looked round a everyone. Then he displayed his arm in the sling. And then, for no
appaent reason, dmost as if he were snatching riddles out of the air, he said:

‘“When | die, no onewill see my body .’

The silence became profound. M um burst into tears and rushed out of the room.
Two women went after her. Dad, entering a grim mood, drank intensely, and then
suddenly began to sing beautifully. For the first timel heard degp notes of sadness in
his powerful voice. Sill singng he bent over, lifted me up, and held me to him. His

eyes were a little bloodshot. He gave me his dass to drink from and after two guips |
became quite drunk myself. Dad put me down on the chair, went outside, and returned

with Mum in his ams. Mum’'s eyes were wet. Dad held her and they danced together
and the gathering, touched by the reconciliation, sang for them.

While the room quivered with jagged drumming on the table, syncopated rhythms
of voices, the bottle-music, and generd revelry, the photographer from across the road
turned up, wearing a white hat. His name was Jeremiah. He had a wiry beard, and
everyone seemed to know him. He became the instant butt of jokes. Some mocked his
bad timing a missing the tastiest boar that ever ran amok in the forests. Others urged
him to take off his white hat and get drunk as swiftly as possible. And the women
wanted to know why he hadn't brought his camera. He went back out and soon
returned with his camera and everyone abandoned the dancing and organised
themselves for a group photograph. The men fought for the most visible positions.
The old man, clamingright of seniority, posed in front of everyone. The women went
out to brighten themselves and came back to disrupt the photographer’ s arrangement.
M um picked me up and posed with Dad next to the old man. The photographer gave
many instructions as he set up his camera. Hewent back and forth, making us contort
our heads. He made Dad twist his legs, made Mum hold her neck a an awkward



ande, and made me fix a quite insane smile on my face. After much fussing, the
photographer proceeded to embark on his own set of dramatic poses. He crouched,
stood on tiptoes, knelt, climbed on a char, and even seemed to imitate an eagein
flight. He drank generously from a bottle of beer. Swaying, leaning backwards, his
ey es shining, he made us say :

‘Sheeze'’

While we played around with the word, fishing humour out of its strangeness, he took
the first picture. When the camera flashed, followed by an odd explosion, ghosts
emerged from the light and melted, stunned, at his feet. | screamed. The crowd
laughed. The photographer took five pictures in al and the ghosts kept fdling a his
feet, dazed by the flash. When he went to his studio to drop off his camera, the ghosts
followed him. When he came back they weren't with him. He joined the boisterous
merriment and got wonderfully drunk.

Not long afterwards the landlord turned up. The crowd cheered him. M um had to
rustle up some food. Dad had to buy more drinks on credit. | was fussed over and
thrown up in the ar till my ribs ached and | was prayed for dl over agan. The
photographer had to go back and get his camera.

After much prancing and mystery-making, as if he were a magcian, the
photographer lifted up his camera He was surrounded by little ghosts and spirits.
They had climbed on one another to take acloser ook at the instrument. They were so
fascinated by the camerathat they climbed on him and hung on his arms and stood on
his head. He was very drunk and he cheerfully took three pictures of the landlord with
his flywhisk. When he had finished he couldn’t be bothered to go dl theway back to
his studio so he hung the cameraon anail. The spirits and the children gathered round
it, pointing and takingin amazed voices.

The men who were drunk began a furious argument. Some of the women took their
children to bed. The men were in the full flow of their loud voices when the curtain
parted, a hush descended, and the madame from the bar stepped in. Thelandlord, on
seeing her, made a frightened sound. Everyone stared a her in drunken silence. The
spirits left the camera and surrounded the woman. They stayed a adistance. The
woman smiled and waved a benevolent greeting to al of us. Dad got up, welcomed
her warmly, found her a seat, and proceeded to tel everyone about the fantastic
begnnings of her myth. Everyone knew the story dready and they stared a her as at
an august, if unpredictable, guest. M um rustled up somefood for her. Dad sent off for
more drinks on credit, but it wasn't necessary for she had brought five gourds of
pam-wine to help ceebrate my homecoming. When the ogogoro Dad sent for arrived
she took the bottle, stood up abruptly, sending waves of silence everywhere by the
sheer force of her legend and her bulk. She held my hand and said:

‘Isthis the boy we are celebrating?
‘Yes,” the crowd said.

‘Is this the boy who was lost and found?



‘Yes!’
Then she turned. With her bigeyes gazing at me steadily, she said:

‘The road will never swadlow you. The river of your destiny will dways overcome
evil. May you understand your fate. Suffering will never destroy you, but will make
you stronger. Success will never confuseyou or scatter your spirit, but will makeyou
fly higher into the good sunlight. Your life will dways surpriseyou.’

Her prayer was so wonderful that everyone was silent afterwards. They stared at he
in amazement. Then Dad, recovering from the shock of the words, said:

‘AMENY

The gathering repeated it. The woman, still standing, made a libation, a short
communa prayer, then she drank haf the bottle of ogogoro in a singe, sustained
qulp, her great breasts quiveringin the hot room. When she had finished she sat down,
her fleshy face coming out in sweet. The spirits encompassed her, talking about her in
astonished voices.

She didn't stay very long And when, too soon for everyone's liking (for they
wanted to decode her my stery), she got up and said she had to return to her bar, we dl
tried to persuade her to stay. But she was beyond persuading. Dad thanked her for
coming. Mum thanked her for the prayers and the wine. As she went to the door,
swayinglikeagreat ship, she stopped, looked hard a me, and said:

“You have astrange son. | like him.” Then to me she added:
‘Come and visit me one of these day's, en?
‘I will,” | said.

When she left the room the spirits went with her. That night we found out her name
Shewas known as M adame K oto.

TWELVE

AFTER ALL THE revdry, thefeast ended with men aslegp on their chairs,
children sprawled on the floor, bottles everywhere and bones on the window-sill. The
photographer snored with his nose close to Dad’s rescued boots, and the landlord
drooled with flies around his ears. | was sitting against a wall, weaving in and out of
sleep, surrounded by the confusion of human bodies, when | heard those swest voices
singng agan. My spirit companions, their voices seductive beyond endurance, sang
to me, asking me to honour my pact, to not be deceived by the forgetful celebrations
of men, and to return to the land where feasting knows no end. They urged me on
with ther angdic voices and | found mysdf floating over the bodies of drunken men,



and out into the night. | waked on the wings of beautiful songs, down the street,
without the faintest notion of where the voices were leading me. | floated down the
bushpaths and came to awell that was covered with abroad plank. On the plank, there
was a big stone. | tried to movethe stone, but couldn’t. | floated round and round our
aea My feet ached. | stopped and saw my toes bleeding | did not panic. | fet no
pain. Soon | was a the edge of the great forest whose darkness is agod. | was about
to enter the darkness when | saw the black cat, its ey es gowing like luminous stones.
Then footsteps converged on me. | turned, and ran into the massive figure of M adame
Koto.

She caught me, lifted me up to her heavy breasts, and took me back home in
silence. M um had been looking for me everywhere. When she saw us she rushed over,
carried me across the men asleep in ther chairs, the children dozing against the wdlls,
and laid me on the bed. M adame Koto lit a stick of incense, shut the window, and
went outside with M um.

| heard M adame Koto telling her how she had found me. | listened to the men snoring.
| heard M um thanking M adame Koto. My spirit companions were weeping. | slept
and woke up when | heard a noise a the door. Someone came in with alamp. | saw
the lamp, and its illumination, but | didn’t see who was bearing it across the room.
There was darkness behind the lamp. Darkness put the lamp on the table. The curtain
fluttered. | lay still and waited. Nothing happened for a while. When | woke up, the
lamp was gone. In its place there was a candle on a saucer. | saw Dad moving from
one sleeping figure to another, waking them up, urgng them to go home. The men
were so drunk that they didn’t want to move. The children had to be carried out in
their sleeping positions. When Dad came round to the photographer and touched him
on the shoulder the poor man jumped up and sad:

‘Where' s theriot? Where's my camera?

Dad laughed. The photogapher shook his head, groped for his camera among
Dad's shoes, couldn’t find it, and cried out. He eventudly found the camerain the
empty pot of stew, amongst the bones of the boar. He snatched it out, cleaned it with
his shirt, and staggered off to his studio.

When the landlord was woken up he jerked his head, looked around suspiciously,
and said:

‘Where' s my rent?

Then he climbed into bed and put his arm round me, as if | were awoman. Dad
dragged him out into the passage and left him to his devices. In the room the bearded
man woke up and wondered if the feast had begun y et and asked why he hadn’t been
served any boar’s meat. One of the children started crying. When Dad came back into
the room the bearded man asked for some beer. Dad drove him out. It was only after
they had gone that we saw the debris of the feast. Our clothes were scattered
everywhere. Two chairs were broken. Glasses had been shattered on the floor and it
was awonder that no one had cut themseves. Someone had vomited half out of the
window and haf in. The place stank of the children who had wet themsdlves in their

sleep.



M osquitoes whined. Dad lit a coil. Mum swept the floor, arranged the clothes,
cleared out the plates, cutlery, and bones. Then she disinfected theroom. Dad sat on
his chair, drinking and smoking quietly. M um spread out the mat. Then she blew out
the candle and went to sleep.

Dad sat donein the dark. Every now and again he said:
‘“We have kept our promise’

The only points of light were the mosquito coil, its smoke spiralingto the ceiling,
and his cigarette. In away | came to think of Dad as a cigarette smoked done in the
dark.

| watched him that night as if he were a fabled being. Sometimes he got up and
paced the room, perfectly avoiding M um’s sleeping form, his cigarette vanishing and
regppearing. | watched him go back and forth. As | watched him, the darkness
expanded. | saw Dad’s cigarette a one end of the room and heard him pacing a the
other end. It seemed he had become separate from his action. Then | saw multiples of
him smoking at different corners of the room. | shut my eyes. When | opened them it
was morning and Dad was in his chair, aslegp. | turned over. | heard him creaking his
joints. When | turned round again, M um was up, the mat was gone, the room was
clean, the mosquito coil was just an duminium stand and a spira of ash on the centre
table, and Dad was no longer asleep in his chalir.

THIRTEEN

| LEARNT THAT Dad had gone out early to look for ajob. Mum was
exhausted from the search, the feast, dl the waking, the worrying and the cooking
That morning she brought out her little table of provisions to the housefront. She sat
on a stool, with me beside her, and dispiritedly crooned out her wares. The dust blew
into our eyes. The sun was merciless on our flesh. Wedidn’'t sdl asingeitem.

In the afternoon, the people that Dad had borrowed from to buy drinks came to
collect their money. They threatened to seize M um’'s goods. They hung around till
evening. Mum begged them to wait for Dad to get back, but they wouldn't listen.
What annoyed M um the most was the fact that the creditors were people from our
compound, who were at the feast, who had gotten drunk on our wine and had thrown
up on our window-sill. The loudest amongst them was actudly responsible for
breaking the back of the chair and destroyingtwo dasses. Another of our creditors, as
we learned later, was M adame Koto. She was the only onewho did not cometo drag
for her money. But the others hung around M um'’s stall and spoiled her prospects of
business.

By the evening M um had begun to cough. Her eyes were inflamed from al the dust
and whenever she stood up she staggered. When she went to the backy ard she weaved
about a little as if her fallureto attract customers and shake off the creditors had made



her drunk. Then | noticed, when she returned, that her eyes had gone strange. Every
once in a while, after crooning despairingy to the indifferent potential customers of
the world, her eyes would roll round in their sockets. As the evening wore on, when
the winds changed, and a chill insinuated itsdf into the passing of the sun, Mum
began to quiver on her stool, her teeth chattering. She went on stubbornly trying to
sdl her provisions, quivering under the bad wind, her face taut, her nose swesting, her
eyes alittle distracted. The other compound women who noticed the changetold her
to rest, but she didn’t move. We sat there, with our wares on the table, in the dark,
covered in dust. When Mum findly packed up her table, the evening had deepened,
and the wind had begun to whistle in thetall trees. Trembling, determined, and silent,
she washed dl our clothes in the backyard. She cleaned the room, made afresh pot of
stew, and pounded yam for Dad’s dinner. And then, battered by exhaustion, she went
to sleep. But the creditors alowed her no rest. In arenewed effort, they kept turning
up outside our room, whispering aout the money we owed them, exaggerating the
amounts to each new gossip-monger, and knocking on our door. When M um reached
the limit of her tolerance she shouted at them. They vowed loudly never to sdl
anythingon credit again. They went on demandingtheir money till night fell.

We began to worry about Dad. It got darker and darker, the night birds began their
songs, and still he hadn't returned. When we had exhausted ourselves with worry,
when M um was aslegp on the bed, and | was dozing on the floor, Dad stamped into
the room, bringing angry shadows with him. His bad temper stank from his acoholic
breath. Helit acandle, saw M um asleep on the bed, and burst into rage.

‘I have been everywhere in the world, looking for a job to feed us, and you are
asleep? Wicked woman that you arel’

Dad fumed and shouted for thirty minutes, without listening, without using his eyes
M um got out of bed, trembling violently, and went to the kitchen.

‘Mumisnot well," | said.
‘There s nothingwrong with her, she' s just wicked, that’s dl.’
‘She's not well,” | said again.

He didn’'t hear me. M um camein with histray of food. The plates clattered because
of her trembling, which shetried to control. Dad, in his fury, didn’t look up & her. He
ate noisily and with a mighty appetite. Hedidn't even gve me pieces of fish or invite
me to join him as he often did. After he had finished eating every singe morsel on the
plates, his mood camed, and he told us about how he had waked the entire city,
under the blistering heat-waves, looking for a job, and had found none. During the
silence which followed, Mum told him about the creditors, and Dad found fresh
reasons to be angy. He threatened that he was going to beat them up for harassing
Mum. He said he would scatter their teeth dl over the forest. He said he would besat
them so thoroughly that they would become old men overnight.

‘| will feed their brains to thewind!’ he shouted.

Mum expended a great ded of energy trying to dissuade him from such violent



measures. But a demon of anger had got into Dad and he fumed and cursed all
through the night. He smoked cigarette after cigarette, creaking his joints, striding up
and down, filling the room with his restless temper. He grumbled about how much he
had helped people and how they had dways let him down, about al the creditors who
came to our feast, polished off our boar’s meat and beer, and turned round to harass
Mum at the first opportunity. He complained bitterly about how peopleate off him
and then stabbed him in the back. | had heard these complaints dl my life. His cigar-
ette burned angrily as he dredged up afresh variation. M um would wake up suddenly.
His blistering tirade was amed a everything | fel asleep with Dad cursing the
treachery of theworld way into my dreams.

When | woke up, Mum was sweating and quivering on the bed. Dad had bought
malaria medicines and bitter roots which were marinated in yellow alcohol. Mum's
teeth chattered, her eyes were a odd anges, and Dad sat beside her, his bad arm
folded, the blood dried on his bandaged head. He applied warm compresses to her
face and forehead. | got up and greeted M um, but she could barely speak. She held me
tightly to her hot body and | began to tremble mysdf. She held me so tightly that my
teeth chattered as well and soon | felt my sdlf beinginvaded by her fever. My eyebdls
became hot. Dad, noticing what was happening to me, snatched me from Mum's
frightened embrace, and made me drink of the bitter dongoy aro, as aprecaution. Then
he ordered me to go and bathe. | cleaned my teeth and bathed and when | got back,
Dad had prepared some food. We sat and ate together from the same bowl, while
M um heaved in her illness on the bed.

We had finished eating, and Dad was preparing to go out, when the creditors came
one after the other, as if they had planned it. They knocked on the door, camein, sad
something vaguely nice about me, expressed their profuse sympathies for Mum,
praying that she should recover soon. They asked if Dad’s wounds had improved,
didn’t wait for areply, and then they left. Minutes later, with theair of peoplewho
had forgotten something of less than vita importance, they came back again, one after
the other, and reminded Dad of how much he owed them, how they didn’t usudly
lend money or gve credits, and how this was aspecia case, and how hard things were

at the shop, and so on. They ended by expressing their sympathies again to M um, and
eft.

Their sly and hypocriticd manner got Dad very enraged. He paced the room,
boiling in fury. Then, suddenly, unable to contain himself any longer, he stormed out
of the room. | followed him. He went to the backyard and we saw al the creditors
huddled together, taking in low business tones as though they were about to form a
limited liability company. Dad went amongst them, scattering the meeting. They tried
to run to ther different rooms but Dad called them back, each by his particular name,
and he insulted them for fifteen incandescent minutes. They bore his insults in silence.
When he had finished with them, turning with his unique dismissive flourish and
storming back to our room, every one was aware that we had just made ourselves three
new enemies in the compound. As Dad left, the creditors regrouped and taked more
intensely than before. They were like demented conspirators.



When | got back to the room, Dad had dressed up in his black French suit. He
offered libations to his ancestors, and prayed for M um'’s recovery. Then hewore his
only pair of boots, which gave the room a poignant smell of lesther, old socks, and
footsweat. As he went out of the door M um woke up from her sleep, screaming. She
wouldn’t stop and Dad held her and gave her more dongoy aro and she twisted around
on the bed and then, just as suddenly, she became still, with tears running down her
face and collecting in her ears. Dad stay ed with her awhile and watched her tossingin
her sleep. When her sleegp had become alittle more regular, Dad told me not to leave
her side, and to take care of her, that he had to go and find some money, and would be
back soon. He went out with his head hunglow, asif for thefirst time acknowledgng
the blows from above.

| sat on Dad’s chair and watched over Mum. | watched her sleeping face till my
eyes began to throb. Then suddenly Mum got up, her upper body stiff, her eyes
unfocused, and she began to speak in an unfamiliar language. She stood up and went
around the room, clearing things, straightening the table, folding the clothes, brushing
Dad’'s shoes, fidgeting amongst the pots and basins, spesking in this unnatura
language dl thewhile.

‘Mother!” | cried.

She neither heard nor saw me. She picked up blackened pots and pans with dented
bottoms and went out of the room. | followed her, tuggngat her, till onelayer of her
wrapper came off in my hands. She went to the kitchen. Still muttering in a new-
found tongue, her eyes blank, she started a fire in the grate and began to cook an
imagnary pot of stew. She did everything mechanicdly, her body actingwithout her
mind, as if she were in a dream. When the firewood blazed she placed an empty pot
on the grate and sat on a stool and stared a the pot till it started to gve off an acrid
smdll of burning meta.

‘Mum!’ | cried again.

She turned towards me, looked right through me, got up, went out of the kitchen,
and collapsed beside the well. | screamed and women rushed to us and carried her to
our room. She lay on the bed, breathing heavily, and the women stood around, casting
deep shadows, hands to ther bressts, heads low, standing in silence, as if in the
presence of acorpse.

| sat on Dad’s chair and watched over her. Women left and returned with confusing
medications in geen jars and dark bottles, and they administered conflicting
treatments, and made her drink strange potions, drugs, oils, and distillates. M um slept,
breathing hoarsely, and the women left. | watched over her till my stomach ached and
my eyeids became heavy. Then | woke up with a start. Mum’s breathing had
changed. | listened. | watched. Then | noticed that her breathing had become amost
inaudible. The room changed, voices sang in my head, a lizard clambered on to the
bed and ran over Mum’s arm, and then everything seemed to stop. For a moment it
seemed my own breathing had ceased dtogether. | drew a breath and a spider fdll
from the celling. | drew another and | fell off the chair. | got up and sat again and then
it became clear that it was M um who had stopped breathing. Flies play ed around her
mouth. She didn’t stir. Then as | watched, as | listened, asharp pain went through my



ears, colours and masks appeared in my eyes, and then as | held my breath | saw a
blue mist rising from Mum’'s form. | heard achild crying Thelizard scuttled past my
feet. | woke Mum up and still she didn't stir. | caled her and she didn’t move. The
blue mist grew thicker over her like steam from a boiling cauldron of water, and it
collected and became more defined, and | grew redly scared when the mist changed
colours rapidly, becoming green, then ydlow, turning red, bursting into a golden
dow, and back to blue again. When | was sure | wasn’t imagining the mist, when it
turned reddish silver, radiant in the darkness of the room, | couldn’t bear it any longer.
When she didn't move, didn’'t breathe, | ran dl theway to M adame Koto's bar to tell
her that my mother was dying.

The bar was shut. At the backyard M adame Koto, wearing blue wrappers and ared
blouse and afilthy head-tie, was struggingwith a huge chicken.

‘Madame Koto!’ | caled.

She dared a me, striking me dumb, and the chicken flew out of her hands. She
pursued it into the bushes, grabbed it firmly, gave me a sour look, and said:

“Your father owes me money.’

Then she forgot about my presence atogether. The chicken fought in her hands and
she grabbed its thickly feathered neck. Twisting her mouth, she held the chicken's
body down with her foot, and sliced its throat with jagged motions of her long knife.
The chicken’s blood burst out from the gash, staining the air, splattering my face,
deepening the red of her blouse. The blood poured into ahole she had dugin the earth
and the chicken fought, its comb rising and faling, its mouth opening and shuttingin
its find spasms, and when it died its eyes were open. They stared a me. Then
M adame Koto washed the knife, sweat dribbling down her face and breasts. She
regarded me with bigeyes as if shewere goingto swalow me. | was crying.

‘Because of achicken? she said, sucking her teeth.

She reached for a kettle of boiling water. | held on to her blouse, pulling her, my
mouth wet, unable to spesk. She pushed meaway and | fell backwards on the ground
and | stayed there, kickingtheair, and eventudly | sad:

‘My mother isdying.’

‘How do you know? she asked, eyeing me.

‘Smokeis coming from her.’

‘Smoke?

‘Red smoke,” | said.

She got up immediately, washed her hands, and started to hurry towards our
compound. But a the barfront she stopped and said:



‘Go and boil somewater. I’m coming.’

| was confused. She went to her room, came out with a handful of herbs, stamped
around the bushes, tearing off leaves from plants. Then she fetched a coarse sponge,
dark green soap, ablack metal container, looked round, saw me, and said:

‘Go! Boil water! I'm coming.’

| rushed home, started a firein the kitchen, and boiled water in the pan that M um had
burnt. M adame Koto arrived soon afterwards. She washed and boiled the leaves. We
went to theroom. M um was still on the bed. The mist above her had amost vanished.
M adame Koto tried to put leaves in her mouth, but they merely stayed on her lips.
Then she poured a distillate in a cup, added black oils and ogogoro, held M um’s head
up and tried to get her to drink. M um choked and M adame K oto caled her name with
such violence it sounded like a whip. She went on whipping M um with her name,
cdling back her spirit, in avery peculiar birdlike voice.

After along time M um opened her eyes and stared at M adame Koto. Then a me.
She stared at us utterly without comprehension. Her eyes stayed open, unmoving,
blank. Grief threw me to the floor and | thrashed about and wailed because | thought
Mum had died. Then, from a great distance, | heard M um spesk, and | fell silent. Ina
very feeblevoice, shesad:

‘| saw my son in theland of desth. Azaro?
‘Yes?

‘What wereyou doingthere?

‘I'm here, Mum,’ | sad.

She stared beyond me. M adame K oto gave her more of the herba mixture to drink.
Then she made her drink some peppersoup, and got her to sit up straight. Then she
told meto talk to M um, to keep takingto her; and as | spoketo M um about whatever
came to mind the mist above her changed colour and slowly disappeared.

‘Thesmokeis going’ | cried.

M adame K oto opened the door and the window. Light and air filled the room and
Mum fel asleep in her sitting position, her head flopped forward. We stretched her
out. | listened to her rough breathing. After a while M adame Koto said we should let
her rest. She went back to her bar and to the chicken she was about to cook for food. |
stayed outside our room, and kept listening. | watched the children playing as |
listened.

When M um caled my name three times | hurried in and sat on the bed. Her face
was covered in sweat. The room smdt of illness. There was a little foam on her lips
and sweat on her forehead. Her lips quivered. She could scarcely spesk.

‘My son,” she sad, ‘I saw you waking on your head. You were waking away



fromme. | pursued you but you ran very fast. And you were laughinga me, my son.’
‘I’'mnot laughingat you, Mum.’

‘When | caught you,” she continued, ‘1 saw you had no eyes and no mouth, and you
had little legs on your head. There was a white rope round you and it went up to the
sky. | pulled the rope and it pulled me. | couldn’t cut it. And then the rope jumped
from your feet to my neck. The rope pulled meup to the sky and | passed the moon
and ared cloud shut my eyes.’

‘Mum, your eyes are not shut.’

‘It was because of you that the white rope jumped to my neck. What were you
doing waking upside-down?

‘I don't know.’

‘How did you get littlelegs on your head?

‘l don’'t know, M um.’

‘Go and fetch me somewater, my son. | amthirsty.’

| ran out and fetched water in a clean cup and when | got back she was fast asleep.
Her breathing was much gentler.

Early in the evening the compound women cameto see how M um was doing. She sat
up and received them. They prayed for her recovery. They left and M adame Koto
came with a bowl of food and another of peppersoup. M um didn't want to eat, she
was so weak, but we pressed her. | washed the plates and took them back to M adame
Koto's bar. Then afterwards the creditors came to ask for Dad under the pretext that

they had come to wish Mum wel. When Mum saw them she got very upset and
shouted at them, accusing them of poisoning her.

| came in and saw M um staggering and throwing things a them. Shewas very lean,
and she swayed, and threw shoes a the creditors. | joined in the attack. They
retreated. When they were outside they cursed us and encouraged their children to
throw things a us and one of them threw a stone which hit M um on the head and she
collagpsed & my feet and a tragc wall rose collectively from the women of the
compound. The creditors fled. The women carried M um into the room. She came to
asthey crossed thethreshold. Her ey es were hard and when she lay on the bed she had
a strange little smile on her mouth as if she finaly understood something that had
aways euded her.

The smile stayed on her mouth dl evening. | listened to theflies. The sounds of the
evening intensified. The flies played on Mum’'s smile and she made no attempt to
wave them away. | waved them off and M um looked a me expressionlessly. | sat on
the bed and watched the night creep into the room through the open window.



It was quite late when asound at the door woke us up. | was curled up in acorner of
the bed and M um'’s eyes were wide open. | looked up a the door and saw Dad
standingthere like atal ghost, his eyes bright, his slinggone. He was like agant who
was lost. He didn't move for alongmoment. Then helit acandle, shut the window
and the door, and when he sat down athick cloud of white dust billowed out from the
seat of his trousers. His hair was white. His ey eashes were white. His hair was
dishevelled. He had a bewildered expression on his face that frightened me. He stank
of cement, dried fish, garri, and white dust. He sat silently for alongtime, without
moving. When he did move his joints creaked. His bad arm hungloosdly by his side.
His bandage had gone and the wound was covered in white dust. Then suddenly, out
of the silence of the slow burning candle, he said:

‘How’s your mother?
‘She nearly died today. M adame Koto helped us.’

He breathed deeply and shut his eyes. He was silent and still for awhile and |
thought he had fdlen aslegp. M um'’s ey es were open and devoid of expression.

‘Isthere any food?
‘No.’

Dad was silent again. Then, wearing his bathroom slippers, taking his towe and
sogp, he went to bathe. He came back clean and handsome, with all the white dust and
the cement smells gone. But his eyes were heavy and he still looked bewildered and
he still frightened me. He rubbed himsef with oil, combed his hair, and lit amosquito
coil. We moved the centre table and spread the mat. The room stank of his boots and
his clothes. He sat on the chair and | lay on the mat, a pillow benesth my head. He
smoked into the night.

‘So what happened today ? he asked after awhile.

| wanted to tel him about the creditors and M um, but | felt a certain weariness
about him which made the night heavy, and so | said:

‘Mum nearly died.’

He released a long sigh. Then he got up, looked down a M um, placed his pam on
her forehead, and shut her eyes. He went back to the chair and smoked some more and
| could measure the sadness of his thoughts by the way he dragged on the cigarette
and theway he sighed while exhaing.

| watched the bright point of his cigarette in the dark and it eventudly lulled meinto
M adame Koto's bar. Dad was there. The bar had moved deep into the forest and dl
her customers were animals and birds. | sat on abench which was redly the back of a
goat and | drank off the back of abull. A massive chicken without feathers strodeinto
the bar, sat next to me, and ordered pam-wine and peppersoup. M adame Koto didn’t
want to servethe chicken, but Dad said:



‘Serve him!’

M adame Koto went out and fetched a great broom and she chased the chicken
round the bar, lashing its head. Dad laughed. The chicken laughed. M adame Koto
tripped, fdl, and got up. She whacked the chicken on the head, and missed. The
chicken ran out of the bar, destroying the door frame, and laughed deep into the
forest. 1 looked round and saw Dad asleep on the char, his head bent forward,
snoring. | woke him up and he legpt with astart and fell off the chair. When he got up
he said a leopard with dass teeth had been pursuing him in his dreams. Helay down
beside me on the mat. With his smdl in my nostrils, he made me worried and
unhappy. He was restless beside me and his bones kept creaking. He kept sighing and
muttering words to his ancestors and | found mysef agan in M adame Koto's bar
deep in the forest. Dad wasn't there. The customers this timeweredl invisibleand |
saw the ar drinking pam-wine. Madame Koto sat on a char made of chicken
feathers. Dad began to snore. He snored so hard that the long wooden broom in the
corner began to sweep the bar, spreading white dust everywhere. M adame Koto
commanded the broom to he still but Dad went on snoring and the broom took on a
will of its own and atacked the cobwebs and swept the tables and when it attempted
to sweep M adame Koto out of her own establishment shelost her temper. Then | saw
her fighting with the long broom. The broom hit her on the head. | laughed. Dad
stopped snoring. She grabbed the broom, threw it over her shoulder, and smashed it
on the floor, bresking its neck. The handle of the broom began to bleed. With blood
on her face, M adame Koto turned to me, who was dreaming her, and sad:

“You laughed & me? You're next!’

She started towards me with ademonic expression, and | cried out. Dad put his arm
round me and said:

‘Goto slegp, my son. Nothingwill harm you.’

After along silence, as if answering an important question which the night and his
parents and his hopes had put to him, he said:

‘I have been carrying the world on my head today .’

Soon afterwards hefell asleep. He slept likeagant.

FOURTEEN

DAD WAS PRAYING over Mum’'s body. There was a herbdist in the
room. He looked very fierce and wise and stank of old leaves. He chewed on a root
and his teeth were brown. He sprinkled the room with liquid from a half -caabash.
There were candles on both sides of Mum's body. She lay on the mat, breathing

gently. Her eydids shone with antimony. The corpse of a bat lay by her face. Razor
incisions had been made on her shoulders and | watched the blood turn black as the



herbalist smeared the cut with ash. The herbdist made her sit up and drink from a
bow! of bitter liquid. M um contorted her face. The herbdist began whipping the air,
driving out unwanted spirits with his charmed flywhisk. The air crackled with ther
cries. When he had sedled our spaces with gnomic spédlls, he made M um sit up again.
Under our intense gaze, he bit M um’s shoulder and pulled out along needle and three
cowries from her flesh. He went outside and buried them in the earth.

When he had finished with his treetment M um fel aslegp, looking more peaceful
than before. The herbdist and Dad hagged about money. Dad’s voice was strained
and he kept pleadingfor the charges to be alittlelower. The herbalist wouldn’t budge.
Dad sad it was dl he had. The herbdist wouldn’t relent. Dad sighed, paid, and they
sat talking. | hated the herbalist for taking so much money off Dad, and | cursed him.
They taked asif they werefriends and | hated him even more for pretending to be our
friend. When he got up to leave he seemed to notice me for the first time. He stared
hard a me and gave me a pound, which | gave to Dad. | took back my curse, and he
left. | sat on Dad’s legs and we watched M um slegping soundly on the bed.

Latein the afternoon Dad said he was thirsty . Wewent to the bar. M adame Koto’'s
establishment was empty except for theflies. | heard her singngin the backyard. Dad
caled her but shedidn't hear. We both caled her, bangingon thetable, and still she
couldn’'t hear us. Wewere bangngaway a thetable, caling her name, when the front
door swung open and ablack wind came in and circled us and disgppeared into an
earthenware pot of water.

‘Did you seethat, Dad? | asked.

‘What?

‘The black wind.’

(NO.I

M adame Koto camein, her hair amess, her hands covered in anima gore.

‘So it’syou two. I’'m coming.’

She went back out and minutes later was back, her hands clean, her hair in place.

‘What do you want to drink?

Dad ordered the usua pam-wine and bushmeat peppersoup. When the wine was
served theflies thickened around us. A wall-gecko watched us as we drank.

‘Look at that wall-gecko, Dad.’
‘Don’t mind it,” he said without looking. ‘It’s our friend, watching over us.’

The peppersoup was hotter than usua and | kept blowingto cool itsfire.



‘Drink some water,” M adame Koto said.

‘No, | don't want water.” *Why not?

‘The black wind went into it.” ‘What wind?

‘Don’t mind him,” Dad said. She ey ed me suspiciously .

“You have astrange son,” she said, and sat across from us at thetable.

‘And agood wife, Dad added. ‘| heard what you did. Thank you.” Sheignored
Dad's gratitude. With her big ey es fixed on me, she sad:

‘About this money you'reowingme. .

‘Me? | sad. ‘Not you. Your father.” *Yes?

‘I"'m not like the other people.” ‘What other people?
‘The peopleyou owe and who . .”

She stopped, looked ax Dad, and then a me.

‘I will forget the money if you let your son come and sit in my bar now and again.’
Dad looked a me.

‘Why? he asked.

‘Because he has good luck.’

‘What good luck? He has given us nothing but trouble.’
‘That’ s because heis your son.’

‘| can't agree. Heis goingto school.’

‘I don't want to go to school,” | sad.

‘Shut up.’

M adame K oto stared at Dad, her eyes brighter.

‘I will pay for himto go to school.’

‘I can pay for my own son,” Dad replied proudly.

‘All right. 1 will forget the money. Just let him come and sit here for ten minutes
every threedaysor so. That’'s al.’



‘Do you want to turn him into adrunkard?
‘His father is not adrunkard.’

Dad looked at me. He looked a me with new eyes. Thewall-gecko hadn’t moved.
It watched us the whole time.

‘I will discuss it with his mother.’

‘Good.’

‘But these people | owe money, what about them?
‘What about them?

“You were going to tell me something.’

‘Didn’'t your son tel you?

‘What?

‘That they threw stones at your wife?
‘“Who?Who threw stones?

M adame K oto got up and fetched some more pam-wine.
‘I can't tell you.’

Dad turned to me, and he looked so fierce that before he asked me anything| told
him who the people were and what had happened. He downed haf a gass of pam-
wine in one qulp, rubbed the spillings al over his swesating face, and stormed out of
the bar without paying.

By the time we got to our compound Dad had managed to whip himsdf up into a
fantastic rage. We ran into one of the creditors who was just coming out of thetoilet.
Dad went straight up to him and without saying a singe word he feinted with aright
jab a the fdlow’s face and punched him in the stomach. The creditor bent over,
gunting, and Dad, gabbed him round the waist and threw him, back first, on the
ground. When Dad straightened, dusting his hands, he saw another creditor, whose
son had stoned M um on the head. The second creditor had withessed the efficiency of
Dad's fury and had started to run. Dad chased after him, caught him, tripped him,
helped him up, lifted the poor fellow on his shoulders, showed him to the sky, and
tossed him on to apatch of mud.

The first creditor, who had quickly recovered from his fall, came running towards
us swingng high a burning firewood. Dad was ddighted. He ducked the arc of the
firewood, smashed the fdlow in the stomach again and confused him with repeated



left jabs to his face. Then with acry that amazed every one he floored the creditor with
aright cross.

The second creditor, covered in mud, came a Dad, swearing in three languages.
Dad practised his right jabs on his nose till he began to bleed and then polished him
off with aleft hook. People had gathered. The second creditor was amotionless heap
on the floor and the wives and relations of the falen man crowded Dad. He kept
hitting a the men, lashing out with both hands in wild swings, intent on entirely
separating their heads from their bodies. The men were scared and in ther fear they
waked into Dad’s swingng punches. He knocked out three of them with his bad arm
aone. The crowd was mesmerised by his prowess.

‘Boxer! Boxer!” they chanted.

The wives of the creditors pounced on Dad and scratched his face and went for his
crotch and | heard him cry out. He managed to push them away. Then he ran. The
women and children pursued Dad, who fled both from their rage and from his own
fear of hurting them. When they couldn’t catch Dad they turned their anger on me and
| fled screaming to M adame Koto's place and hid behind the earthenware pot. The
women and relatives shouted outside. They were too afrad of Madame Koto's
reputation to come in and disrupt her establishment. She heard their noises from the
backyard and | saw her securing her wrapper tightly round her waist, in complete
readiness for battle, as she strode towards them, shouting:

‘Yes, what do you peoplewant? WINE OR WAR?

The pack of them scattered at M adame Koto's terrifying advance. When they had
retreated completely, | came out from behind the earthenware pot. M adame Koto
smiled a me. Then she poured me atumbler of pam-wine. I drank with theflies and,
later, Dad, dodgng among the shadows of the bushes, came and joined me on the
bench.

We drank till it was evening. When | got to my third tumbler of wine | noticed that
the wall-gecko was still staring a us. It had a red stripe on its head. It never nodded
and its eyes were like tiny beads of sapphire. When anyone ese looked at the wall-
gecko, it ran on.

‘What areyou lookingat? Dad asked.

‘Nothing,’ | said.

When it got dark Dad sent me to the compound to see if M um was still asleep. |
was reluctant to go. He gave me a good piece of bushmeat and filled my little tumbler
with wineand | drank it al down and he said:

‘Bethetrue son of your father.’

| smiled drunkenly and went out of the bar. The bushpaths were quiet. Then | heard

a cock crowing and the lively insects and the night birds clearing their voices for their
chorus of nightsongs. | swayed and the world turned and everything became silent



again. | passed a tree with a blue cloth danging from abranch and | was about to take
the cloth when adog barked a me. | wasn’'t scared. | felt, for somereason, that | knew
the dog from somewhere. When the dog saw that | wasn't afraid it backed avay and
trotted off into the forest and | followed its stiffened tail. Then | remembered M um
and continued with my journey to the compound. It was a perfectly straghtforward
path from M adame Koto’s bar to our house but the dog had confused me and dl the
paths had fractured. | followed one path and it led meinto the forest. | followed it
back and | arrived a a place | had never seen in my life before. All the houses were
ggantic, the trees were smdl, the sky low, the air golden.

| tried to get out of this place, but | didn’t know how. | took the path back to the foret
but it led me deegper into that land. | stopped and it was quiet and | didn’t even hear
the flies buzzing or the insects thrilling or birds twittering The heat was different.
Then | noticed that nothing in that strange place cast a shadow. The light of the red
sun went right through everything. There was no wind. The ar was still and cool.
When | began walking again | didn't hear my own footsteps. After awhile | wasn’t
afraid. In a way everything became familiar to me and | went on aong the fractured
paths. | walked for along time. Then | saw a man coming towards me. He had white
stripes on his face. His eyes were green. But when | looked a him properly something
about him changed and | saw that his legs were unnaturdly hairy and that his face was
upside down on his neck. The features of his face were al scrambled up. His eyes
were on his cheeks, his mouth was on his forehead, his chin was full of hair and his
head was bald except for his beard, and | couldn’t make out his ears. | had to bend my
head and twist my thinkingto make sense of his features. | couldn’t understand how |
had perceived him as normd thefirst timel saw him. Hewent past me without saying
aword. Theeyes a the back of his head watched me cautiously .

| took another path to avoid him, but further down | saw him gpproaching. | went
on trying to get away from him. It seemed we were caught in an invisible labyrinth.
Each time | encountered him he seemed more intent on me. When | came to a gove
of blue trees, | hid behind one of them. Inside the tree | heard loud and passionate
voices as if from an important meeting. | took a path and to my shock | saw my self
gpproaching. | stopped and the other person who was me said:

‘What are you doing here?

‘Me?

‘Yes.

‘What about you?

‘What about me?

‘What areyou doing here? ‘Why do you ask?

‘Because | want to know.” ‘I am on amessage.’

‘“What message?



‘Toyou.” ‘Tome? ‘Yes’

‘What is the message?

‘| was sent totdl youto go home’ ‘That’swhat | antryingto do.’
‘Areyou sure?

‘Yes, of course. Anyway, who sent you?

‘“Who do you think?

‘I don’'t know.” ‘Our king.’

‘What king?

‘Thegeat king’ ‘Whereis he?

‘What sort of questionisthat?

There was a pause. | looked hard at the riddle who stood before me. He stared hard
a metoo.

“You look likeme,” | said.

‘It’s you who looks like me,” hereplied.

Then as asuspicion of who he was began to dawn on me, he said:
‘Takethat path there and you will bedl right.’

| looked where he was pointing and | saw the dog | had followed earlier. When |
looked back a the other person who was me, he had gone. | followed the dog We
went down the path for some time. There were blue strips of cloth on thetrees. The
path narrowed, became tiny, and | felt | was walkingon awall. | had been kesping my
gyes on the path, making sure | didn't deviate from it, and | didn’t notice when we
broke out of theforest. When | looked up | saw M adame K oto, resplendent in yelow,
dressed as if for aparty.

‘Where have y ou been?
‘I don't know,’ | said.

She shook her head in mild exasperation and carried on to her destination. When
sheleft | couldn’t find the dog anywhere, and | went on home.

It had grown very dark. | got to our compound, hurried to our room, and found no
onein. Mum wasn’t on the bed. The room was neat. The corners smelt of disinfectant.
| left the room and wandered down the passages. No one seemed to be around. Then
in the last room | heard al the concentrated noises of the compound, crowded into a



singe place. There was alot of shouting. Dad’ s voice kept rising above the din. When
| looked into the room through a crack in the door, | saw the whole compound there,
gathered in a boisterous meeting There were no drinks on the table. On one side of
the room there were the creditors and their reations. Thetwo that Dad had beaten up
were shouting a the back. One of them had a machete, the other a club. Between
them and the centre table were the men and women of the compound. On the other
side of the room were M um and Dad and lots of children and the photographer, who
was busy taking pictures. The landlord was the arbitrator. Every timethe flash went
the landlord stiffened into a pose. Dad was quiet and M um looked well. One of the
creditors sad:

‘If you're so strongwhy not become aboxer!’
‘I will,” Dad replied.
The other creditor sad:

‘Why don’'t you join the army, use your muscles, and get killed. It’s only herethat
you are strong/’

The landlord held up his hand to command silence. The flash went. He stiffened. The
creditors shouted about their money and their wounds. They sounded like children.
Dad smiled. The landlord, amid flashes, gave his verdict. He fined Dad ten pounds, a
hefty fine indeed. The creditors were jubilant. The landlord said Dad should pay his
debts and the fine in one week or move out of the compound. Then, with the jubilant
voices claming the ar, he went on to additionaly fine Dad a bottle of ogogoro for the
purposes of communal reconciliation. Dad said he had no money and tha he would
have to buy it on credit. The women of the compound laughed. The camera flashed.
The landlord, in a moment of unusua magnanimity, offered to buy the ogogoro of
reconciliation. The compound people cheered his wisdom. | snesked away from the
door, went to the housefront, and play ed with the other children on the sand.

Not long afterwards | heard the compound voices emerge into the passage. | went
to the backyard, washed my face and feet, and went to theroom. M um was bustling
around as if she hadn’t been ill. Her face was alittle flushed and her ey es were bright.
Recovery had charged her spirit and regenerated her face. Dad sat on a chair,
smoking. He looked happy. Food was spread out on the table. Thewound on Dad’'s
head had hedled, his bad hand no longer danged.

‘“Where have you been? he asked.

M um rushed to me and held meto her and | breathed in her body smells. It felt as if
| had been away for days, asif | had wandered off into a phase of forgetfulness.

‘My son!” M um cried, her eyes unusudly brilliant.
Dad put out his cigarette and said:

“You missed the compound meeting. They fined me. | got tired of waitingfor you,
so | came home. Your mother is well now. The gods have answered our prayers.’



| held on to M um. Dad continued:

‘St down and eat. From tomorrow, up till the timeyou begn school, you will go to
M adameKoto's bar. You will stay thereafew minutes every day, eh.’

| nodded. | washed my hands. We atetogether and Dad kept plying mewith choice
bits of crayfish and chicken, while M um carefully took out the bones from the spiky
freshfish and fed me juicy morsds. The room was bright with ther radiance. | fet
strange. | had missed the important moment which had transformed the lights in our
world.

We finished eating and | took the plates to the backyard and washed them. On my
way back | passed one of the creditors that Dad had beaten up. His face was bruised,
ferocious, and cowardly. When he went past he gave me a secretive knock on the
head. When | got to our room my eyes were watering. M um and Dad were sitting
together on the bed. M um looked a me and said:

‘Look, our son is cryingwith happiness.’

| smiled and the pain eased. | cleared the centre table, spread the mat, and stretched
out. Dad went to his chair. The candle burned low and M um lit another one. | watched
the mystery of theflame. M um arranged her provisions in abasin.

‘I’'m going to start trading again,” she said.

Dad smiled.

‘My wifeis aserious businesswoman,” he said.

Then helooked a me.

‘People think | will make a good boxer. A man across the street saw me when |
beat up the creditors. He said he would introduce me to some trainers and managers.
A good trainer. Free of charge’

He laughed. He punched the air and rocked backwards.

‘I will beagreat boxer. People say thereis money in boxing’

He hit out at the air again. He began to punch the candle flame, puttingit out with
each perfect execution, and relightingit.

‘I fight fire and become fire. Anyone who fights mefights the sun.’
He laughed again. | kept on watchingthe mystery of the flame. M um made aweary

sound. | looked and saw she wasn't happy about Dad becoming a boxer. She was
counting her small change. She said:



‘“Your father used to box and wrestle in the village. They used to cal him Black
Tyger. He beat up dl the young men. One day, before a fight, he punched abig hole
inthewadll of his father's enemy .’

Dad laughed out loud. M um continued.

‘The enemy put acurse on him. Then people went around sayingthat if your father
fought again, he would be beaten. They said he would go mad for one week. Your
father stopped fighting. The villagers gave his title to someone ese. But his
supporters kept coming to get him to fight and win back his title as champion of the
village. They dl bet heavily on him. At first your father refused and then out of pride
he accepted. The man, a smal man, threw your father in the last round. Your father
lost.’

‘But | didn’t go mad for oneweek. That was al villagetak.’
‘But you cameto thecity.’
‘Yes, | cametothecity.’

They both fel silent. It seemed, dmost, as if they had cometo hell. M um finished
counting her small change and sat on the bed. Dad sighed.

‘| haven’'t seen my father infiveyears,’ he sad.

Suddenly ara began chewing awvay a something beneath the cupboard. A big fly
started up, as if it had just awoken from a long sleep, and buzzed about the room. A
moth rose from Dad’s boots and circled the candle flame in a descending spird. Dad
lit acigarette and smoked meditatively. The noise of the rat increased and other rats
joined in the chewing. M um’s face twitched. Dad said:

‘“Your grandfather is completey blind now. He is the head-priest of our shrine,
Priest of the God of Roads. Anyone who wants aspecid sacrifice for their journeys,
undertakings, births, funeras, whatever, goes to him. All human beings trave the
sameroad.’

He paused. Then continued:

‘| was supposed to succeed him as priest but the elders of the village said: ‘ Your
son is a fighter. How can a fighter be the Priest of Roads? The god has chosen a
successor outside your family. But who knows the future?’ Your grandfather was
very disgppointed about this. He is blind now and he wears dark gasses and wanders
through the village and the world without any walking stick or any help. Our old
people are very powerful in spirit. They havedl kinds of powers.’

His voice was very sad.

‘We areforgetting these powers. Now, dl the power that people haveis sdfishness,
money, and politics.’



The rats went on eating. The moth came too close to the candle flame, singed its
wings, and fel into the wax. The smoke from its burnt wings was dense and didn’t
rise high and the moth writhed in the wax and caught fire. | blew out the two flames,
took the moth from the wax, and lit the candle again. Dad said:

‘The only power poor people haveis their hunger.’
M um sad:
‘Thoserats!’

She stretched her limbs on the bed. Dad finished with his cigarette. | got out my
pillow and cover-cloth. Dad blew out the candle and | listened to the rats eating and
the fly buzzing in the darkness. Dad got into bed. The springs cresked. Therats went
on chewingand Dad, in the darkness, said:

‘Azaro, rats can be our friends. They can sometimes tell what is happeningin the
world. They are our spies. Listen to them, Azaro, and tomorrow tell mewhat therats
aresaying’

| listened to the rats. One of them had teeth of yelow diamonds. They didn’t seem
to be saying anything and soon | heard the bed-springs cresking in their particular
rhythm of other nights. The movement of the bed overcame the noise of the rats. |
slept and woke up and heard M um sighing differently and the bed shook and humped
shapes wandered about in the darkness and | slept again.

I woke suddenly and the bed still moved and soon | didn't notice the musica
creaking of the springs for | could hear beneath those sounds the shrill intensity of the
rats. Just before | fell aslegp again | stopped hearing the bed dtogether because |
suddenly redlised that if | tried hard enough | could understand the language of rats.
They were saying, as they atether way through M um'’s sack of garri, that theworldis
tougher than fire or sted. | didn’t understand what they meant and | dozed off trying
to get them to explain it to me. But they couldn’t understand me because, unlike us,
they speak only one language.

BOOK TWO

ONE

THE WORLD IS full of riddles that only the dead can answer. When |
began to go to M adame Koto's place | understood why the spirits were curious about
her. | went to her bar in the afternoons after school. She was often in the backy ard.



She was often diggng the earth, planting a secret, or taking one out. One day | hid
and watched her and saw her plant round white stones in the earth. | did not know
their significance or even if they had any.

Sometimes when | came in from school she would bein the bushes in the backyard
and as soon as she heard me she would shout:

‘St down! St down and attract customers! Draw them herel’

| would sit and swot flies. The pam-wine everywhere made the flies so plentiful
that sometimes when | inhded | was sure| breathed themin as well. | would sit inthe
empty bar, near the earthenware pot, and would watch passers-by through the curtain
strips. At first when | sat there done no one came to drink and it seemed as if | was
bringng more bad luck than good.

In the afternoons the bar was empty. One or two people who had no jobs would
come in and hagge over the price of a gass of pam-wine. The moment someone
cameinto the bar M adame K oto treated them respectfully. What she hated was people
standing outside uncertain. She preferred them to go away rather than come in. She
was very decided in this respect.

Women sometimes came by in the afternoons. They were mostly hawkers of sun-
bleached goods. They taked about their children or their husbands or about the
forthcoming eections and about the thugs and violence, the people of different parties
killed in skirmishes deep in the country. The women dways came with bundles on
their heads. They often looked both sad and robust, or spirited and lean. M any of them
were hawkers on their way to the market or just stoppingto get some shade and some
respite from the dusty ghetto paths. They tadked in high-pitched voices and
congregated round M adame Koto in the backyard as she sat on a stool preparing the
evening s peppersoup.

When the women came by they adway's teased me, saying

‘There s the boy who would marry my daughter. Look a him, he's beingtrained in
theway's of women.’

They dl had children strapped to their backs. The ways of women: | learned alot
about what was happening in the country through them. | learned about the tak of
Independence, about how the white men treated us, about politica parties and triba
divisions. | would sit in the bar, on a bench, with my feet never touching the floor,
and would listen to ther stories of lurid sexua scandas as sleep touched my eyes
with the noon-day hest. It was dways hot and the flies and wall-geckos, the gnats and
midges, were dway s active.

The women would talk for awhile. M adame Koto would buy a thing or two from
them, and they would set out on the hot roads, touching me or smiling as they went.

Sometimes M adame Koto would vanish dtogether and leave me in the empty bar.
Customers would comein and | would stare a them and they a me.



‘Any pam-wine?

‘Yes.’

‘Serveus, then.’

| wouldn’t move.

“You don’t want to serveus? | wouldn't spesk.

‘Whereis your madame?

‘I don’t know.’

They would wander off to the backy ard and come back and sit for awhile.

‘What is your name?

I wouldn’t tell them. They would leave disgusted and | wouldn’t see them again for
a long time afteewards. When M adame Koto returned and | told her about the
customers she spoke harshly to me.

‘Why didn’'t you come and cal me?

‘Where?

‘Inmy room.’

‘Where?

‘Come’

She showed it to me. That was when | redlised she had aroom in the compound. Her
room was near the toilet. She never let me in, and the door was dway's locked. | dso
learnt that in the afternoons she often went to the market to buy ingredients for her
evening s cooking, finding the right herbs for her flavoured peppersoup. Sometimes
she bought ground tobacco and rolled it around in her mouth al afternoon long.

One afternoon | was sitting in my customary position when the earthenware pot
began torattle. | put my hands on it and it stopped. | took my hands off and it rattled.
| went to the backyard, looking around for some sort of explanation. When | came
back | saw, standing in the doorway, three of the strangest-looking men. They were
unusudly tal and very black. Ther eyes were dmond-shaped, they had smal noses,
their arms were quite short, and the smiles on their faces never dtered. They spoke
among themselves in nasa voices that sounded as if they had no chests. | couldn’'t
understand what they said. They refused to move from the doorway. They looked
around the bar, inspecting it, studying the place, each facing aseparate direction, as if
their different heads connected a centra intelligence.

Their eyes were degp and dull and confusing. | could not be sure a any gven



moment if they were looking a& me or a the celing | indicated the benches. They
shook their heads simultaneously. They just stood there, completely blocking out the
light from the door. | looked a ther short ams, limp at their sides, and my head
nearly fdl off in fright when | discovered that al of them without exception had six
fingers on each hand. Then | noticed that they were barefoot and their toes were
inturned like those of certain animas. They radiated a potent and frightening dignity .
| got down from the bench and ran to M adame Koto’s room and shouted that she had
three strange customers. She bustled out towards the bar, tightening her wrapper
round her, spitting out the ground tobacco in her mouth. When | got there she was
outside. | looked around. The flies and wal-geckos had gone. A black cat peeped a
me from the backy ard door. | went after it and it legpt over the wall of the compound.
| went to the barfront and couldn’t find M adame Koto. | went into the bar and she wes
wipingthetabletops with awet rag, saying:

‘| didn’t see anybody. Cal me only when customers arrive, you hear?
| didn’'t nod or say anything.

After Mum recovered from her iliness she became sadder and leaner and more
sober. Each morning when she woke up from sleep she went around the room as if
something had knocked her out the night before and she could not place what it had
been. Dad took to going to bed late and waking early. When | got up in the mornings
he had gone off to look for jobs. M um would potter about the room, muttering to
herself about rats and poverty.

On some mornings | woke to the commotion of M um thrashing the cupboard with a
broom. She lashed a the cupboard, whipped underneath it, flogged her basins of
provisions and sacks of garri as if they had personaly offended her. Sometimes
cockchafers scattered everywhere under her lashing and they clambered on to my face
and | would jump up. Mum, oblivious, wreaking vengeance, would carry on lashing
them. She would sweep ther corpses on to apan, dump the broom, go out to dispose
of the cockchafers, and we would settle down to est. She dway's gave me some breed
to take to school and she dways waked me as far as the junction and then carried on,
basin balanced on her head, through the streets, crooning out her provisions.

For awhile Dad disgppeared from my life. | woke up and he wouldn’t be there. |
went to sleep and he wouldn’t have returned. He worked very hard and when | saw
him on Sunday s he seemed to be in agony. His back aways hurt and in the evenings
me and Mum had to wak on him to ease the pan. His back was very strong and
ridged and | could never balance on it. When M um trod on him his spine cresked and
we took to rubbing him with a foul-smelling ointment we got from an itinerant
herbaist. Dad worked hard carrying heavy loads at the garage and marketplaces and
he earned very littlemoney. Out of what he earned he paid the creditors, who cameto
our room every evening to remind us that they were still dive. And out of what was
left we could bardly manage to pay the rent and eat. After some days of not seeing
Dad | asked M um what had happened to him.

‘He s working for our food,” she said.

It was night. Children played in the passage. Inside, we had no light because we



couldn’'t afford a candle. M um moved about in the darkness in uncomplaining silence.
She kicked something and cursed and sat down and | lit a match and saw blood
pouring out of the bigtoe of her right foot.

‘Theright foot is supposed to be lucky,” she sad.

The blood dripped to the floor and | sad:

‘Shdl | boil water?

She sad nothing The match burnt down to my fingers. Her blood became the
colour of the darkness. | couldn’t hear her breath, couldn’t see her. And before | could
light another match she got up and limped to the backyard. When she came back she
had washed the cut and | asked her what she had put on it.

‘Poverty,” shesaid.

I lit another match and studied the toe.

‘Don’t wastethe matches,” she said sharply.

The cut still bled through the black stuff she had covered it with.

‘Ash,” shesad.

The light went out. We didn't move. The rats began to chew and the cockchafers
began to stir in the cupboard.

‘Timefor you to sleep,” she sad.

| didn’t move. | wanted to stay awaketill Dad returned. It grew late and dark. After
awhile! heard M um say:

‘I’'m goingto warm the food.’

We hadn’t eaten since the morning. We had been goingto sleep on empty stomachs
for days.

‘I’m comingwith you.’
‘Go to sleep or aghost will grab you.’
‘Letit try.

She moved in the dark and | heard her a the door. Light came in and M um went
out. | sa in the darkness, listening. | tried to get up but something held me down. |
tried to move but the darkness had become a resistant force. | lowered myséf to the
floor and crawled around on my hands and knees. Something crawled up my arm. |
made to get up, frightened, and hit my head against the sharp edge of the centre table
and | stayed like that till the darkness stopped dancing. Then | searched for Dad's



chair and sat down. | could see the outline of things. | stayed there till M um came
back in.

‘“You'restill up?

‘Yes!

‘Gotoslegp.’

‘I'mhungry .’

Shewsas silent. Then after awhile she sad:
‘Wait for your father. Wewill al share his food.’

| thanked her. She found me in the darkness and held my head to her and | heard
her crying gently and then she said, in alighter voice:

‘Let metel you the story about the stomach.’
‘Tel meastory,’ | sad, expectantly.

She went back to the bed. | couldn’t see her. The rats ate and the cockchafers
fretted. She began.

‘Powerful peopleeat very little’ shesad.

‘Why ?

‘Because they are powerful. There was once a great medicine man in my village
who would fly to the moon at night and then would walk across the mighty ocean to
visit spiritsin the country of white people. .

‘“Why?

‘Because he went to attend an important meeting concerning the future of the whole
world. And to be ableto atend the meeting he must do something great. So heflew to
the moon and to many planets. After he had donethat he went to the country of white
people and beforethey dlowed himin they asked him one question.’

‘What?

‘They sad: “Mr Medicine M an from the village of Otu, what did you eat before
you went to the moon?”’

‘And what did he say?
‘A cricket.

‘Only acricket?



‘Yes, asmadl roasted cricket.’

Weweresilent for awhile. | pondered the story with my feet not touchingthe floor.
‘Isthat thestory of the stomach?

‘No,” M um said in the darkness.

Wewere silent again. Then M um began, saying

‘Onceupon atime. .

| sat back in Dad's chair and folded up my feet.

there was a man without a stomach. Every year he used to worship a ageat
shrine. One day he met a stomach without a body. The stomach said: “| have been
looking for you. What are you doing without me?” And then the stomach jumped on
the man and became part of him. The man carried on with his journey to the shrine.
But before he got there he became very hungry. The stomach said: “ Feed me.” “1 will
not,” said the man. “When | didn’t have you | travelled far, was never hungry, was
aways happy and contented, and | was strong. You can ether leave me now or be
quiet.” ..

Somewhere around that point in the story | fel through the back of the chair and |
flew on the back of acricket and | was the man without a stomach, heading for afesst
on the moon.

And then | found my eyes open and there was a candle lit on the table. Dad was
standing above me, swaying. He looked both crushed and stunned.

‘MYy brain has been pressed down, my son,” he said.

| quickly got down from his chair. He paced up and down the room, holding his
head. And then he sat down heavily and was still.

‘I found the candle & the market,” he said, and fell asleep.

M um laid out his food and woke him up. He blinked.

‘I have been carrying the most terrible loads in my dreams,’” he groaned.

“You should egt,” M um said.

We had gathered round the table. Dad didn’t move. His face was lit by the candle.
All the tendons on his neck showed up thick and tense. His face gistened, and veins
throbbed on his temples. He surprised us by suddenly speaking:

‘They have begun to spoil everything with politics, he said in a ghostly and

exhausted voice. ‘Now they want to know who you will votefor beforethey let you
cary ther load.’



He paused. His ey es were bloodshot.

‘If you want to votefor the party that supports the poor, they gveyou the heavies
load. | am not much better than adonkey .’

‘Eat, you'retired,, M um sad.

Dad shut his eyes and began mumbling something which | took to beaprayer. He
didn’t open his eyes for along time. And it was only when he began to snorethat we
knew he had fdlen asleep again. M um didn’t want to disturb him a second time so we
ate hdf the food and saved therest for him to eat in the morning. We ate more quietly
than therats did.

Before | woke up in the morning Dad had goneand dl | had of him were the smells of
his boots, of mud, of cigarettes, the mosquito coil, and his sweat. The mood of the
room was infected with his exhaustion.

We had cut down our food. That morningwe had pap and bread. M um went off to
the market, went hawking her boxes of matches, sweets, cigarettes and odds and ends
down the roads on a quite empty stomach. She looked much leaner and her blouse
hung from her and the straps fell over her shoulders as if she had shrunk in her
clothes.

As | walked behind her to thejunction wherewe parted | felt very unhappy about
the thinness of her voice amongst the noises of the ghetto. As she went off on her
arduous journeys she seemed so frall that the slightest wind threatened to blow her
away into the molten sky. Before she went she gave me apiece of bread, and told me
to behave mysdf at school. | followed her ashort way . She was barefoot. It pained me
to see her stumble on the rubbish and stones of the paths. It seemed very harsh not to
be able to go hawking with her, not to be ableto protect her feet, and help her sdl off
al her provisions. | followed her and then she turned, saw me, and waved me on to
school. | slowed down, turned back, and watched her disgppear into the expanding
ghetto.

TWO

WHEN | WENT TO M adame Koto’s bar after school, the place was empty.
| was hungry. Stting near the earthenware pot, | kept tellingmysdf that | didn’t have
astomach. | slept and woke up. Flies had comeinto thebar. | went to M adame Koto's
room to ask for food and was about to knock when | heard her chanting. | heard the
ringng of a bell. | was about to go back to the bar when two women of the compound
saw me and said:

‘What areyou doing?



| said nothing They held me and | shouted. M adame Koto came out. She had
antimony on one side of her face, kaoline on the other, and her mouth was full of the
juice of ground tobacco. The women looked at her, then a one another, and hurried
on.

‘“Why didn’'t you knock? she asked, her mouth dripping with the tobacco.
“You were busy .’

‘Gotothebar.’

‘I'mhungy .’

‘“How can you be hungry with that small stomach?

Then she went back to her room. The bdls started up. | went to the bar and theflies
played around my nose. It got very humid and | couldn’t breathe and my hunger got
unbearable. | went out of the bar and wandered alongthe paths. It was excruciatingy
hot. Trees shimmered in the sun. The shadows were dense. Insects sizzled amongthe
bushes. A lizard hdf crossed my way and then it stopped, turned towards me, and
nodded. A bdl rang. Its janding noise scared me and | jumped out of the path, into
the bushes, and a huge man with a wide mouth rode past on alittle bicycle. He gave
an insane laugh as he shot past. | stayed in the bushes and only came running out
when | fet my legs burning with stings. | had trodden on an army of ants. | got them
off meand was about to return to the bar when | noticed that the poor lizard was dead
in the middle of the path. The bicycle had ridden over it and it had died with its head
caught in an exaggerated nod. The ants marched towards it and | picked up thelizard
by thetall and took it with metowards the bar, intent on gvingit agood burid.

Outside the bar there was aman standing barefoot in the heat. He had on only apair
of sad-looking underpants. His hair was rough and covered in ared liquid and bits of
rubbish. He had a big sore on his back and a small one on his ear. Flies swarmed
around him and he kept twitching. Every now and then he brokeinto atitter. | tried to
go round him but he kept cutting off my path.

‘MadameKoto!’ | cdled.

The man came towards me. He had one ey e higher than the other. His mouth looked
like a festering wound. He twitched, stamped, laughed, and suddenly ran into the bar.
| went after him, carrying the dead lizard as if it wereaprotective fetish. | found him
crouched behind the earthenware pot. He snarled a me.

‘M adame Koto!" | caled again.

The madman tittered, baring his red teeth, and then he rushed a me. | threw the
dead lizard in his face. He laughed, screamed, and fell on the benches, tittering in
demented ddight. He got up, waked in every direction, oblivious of objects,
knocking over the long wooden tables and the benches. He came after me. | ran in
circles. He scuttled round the floor like a monstrous quickened crab. With the
exhilarated animation of a child, he discovered the dead lizard and began playing with



it. He sat on an upturned table, his eyes making contradictory journeys round their
sockets. Then he began to eat thelizard.

‘MADAMEKOTO! | screamed, with the full volume of my horror.

She came rushing in, holding a new broom. She saw the confusion in her bar, saw
the madman eating the lizard, twitching and tittering, and she pounced on him, hitting
him with the head of the long broom, as if he were a cow or a goat. The madman
didn't move. He ate with aweird serenity. M adame K oto knocked the lizard from his
hands. Then, tying her wrapper tighter round her waist, she went for his neck with her
big hands.

He turned his head towards me, his ey es bulgng. White foam frothed from the sides
of his mouth. Then, with asudden burst of energy, and acry uttered at white heat, he
tossed M adame Koto off him, stood up straight like an avakened beast, and charged
a everything. Hefought and clawed the air, uttering his weird cry.

Then he changed. He brought out his ggantic prick, and pissed in every direction.
M adame Koto hit his prick with her broom. He pissed on her. She rushed out and
came back with a burning firewood. She burned his feet and he did a gdloping dance
and jumped around and tore out of the bar and ran titteringtowards the forest.

M adame Koto looked around her wrecked bar. She looked a the burning firewood
in her hand and then she stared a me.

‘What sort of child areyou? she asked.
| began to pick up the benches.

‘Maybe you bring only bad luck,” she said. ‘Since you have been coming my old
customers have gone and there are no new ones.’

‘I'mhungy,’ | sad.

‘Attract customers, draw them here, and then you will have food, she said, going
to the backy ard.

Later she took the benches and tables outside and scrubbed them with a specia
sogp. She swept the bar and washed the place with a concentrated disinfectant. She
brought the tables and benches back in when the sun had dried them and then went to
have the bath she dway s had before the evening s customers arrived.

When she finished bathing she cameto the bar with abow! of peppersoup and yam.
She slammed it down and said:

‘Sinceyou’re so hungry you better finishiit.’

| thanked her and she went back out. | washed a spoon and settled down to eat. The
soup was very hot and | drank alot of water. Theyam was soft and sweet. Therewae
pieces of meat and offd in the soup and | had dmost eaten them dl before | redised



that one of the pieces was actualy a chicken’s head. The pepper burned in my brain
and | was convinced that the chicken's head was eyeing me. M adame Koto came in
carying a fetish distening with pam oil. She dragged a bench under the front door,
climbed on it, and hung the fetish on a nail abovethe door. | noticed for thefirst time
that she had alittle beard.

‘| don't like chicken's head,’ | told her.

‘Eat it. It"s good for your brain. It makes you clever, and if you eat the eyesyou
will be ableto seein thedark.’

| didn't eat it. She came down, dragged the bench back to its position, and stood in
front of me.

‘Eat it!’ shesad.

‘I’'m not hungry any more.’

M adame Koto regarded me. She had rubbed pungent oils on her skin. She looked
radiant and powerful. The oils smdt badly and | think they were one of the reasons
why the spirits wereinterested in her.

‘Soyouwon't eat it?

I knew she would become angy and would never gve me food in futureif | didn’t
eat it; so, reluctantly, and hating every moment of it, | did. | cracked the chicken's
head with my teeth. | brokeits beak. | swalowed down its red comb. | scraped off the
thin layer of flesh on its crown.

‘What about the eyes?

| sucked out the ey es and chewed them and spat them out on the floor.

‘Pick them up?”’

| picked up the eyes, cleared the table, and went to wash the plates. When | got
back she had set down a dass of her best pam-winefor me. | sat in acorner, near the
earthenware pot, and drank peacefully.

‘That’s how to beaman,” she sad.

The pam-wine got to mefairly quickly and | dozed sitting upright. | woke up when
somerowdy customers camein. They smelt of raw meat and animal blood.

‘PaAm-wineg!’ one of them shouted.

Flies congregated round the new customers. M adame Koto brought them a great
gourd of wine. They drank the lot very quickly and the evening s hesat increased their
smells. They got rowdier. They argued furiously amongst themselves about poalitics.
M adame Koto tried to cdm them down but they ignored her dtogether. They argued



with passionate ferocity in an incomprehensible language and the fiercer they got the
more they stank. One of them whipped out aknife, The other two fell on him. In the
confusion they scattered the table and benches, broke the gourd and dasses, and
managed to disarm the man. When they had put the knife away one of them cried:

‘M ore pam-wine!’
M adame K oto went out and fetched her broom. They saw the violence on her face.

‘No more pam-wine!’ she said. ‘And pay for what you've broken.” They pad
without any complaints and went out arguing as vigorously as they had been doing.

| went back to my corner and finished my dass of pam-wine. M adame Koto poured
me some more. The aromaof her rich-scented peppersoup floated in from the

backy ard. The eveningwore on and customers drifted in. Odd customers. A man
came in who was solidly drunk aready. He kept cursing and swearing.

‘Look at that toad,” he said about me. ‘Look at that fat woman with abeard,” he
sad about M adame K oto.

Then he rushed outside, came back, and asked for agourd of pam-wine. When he
was served he drank quietly, occasionaly perkingup to abuse everything. He abused
thelizards, flies, the bench, and the ceiling. Then hefdl quiet again and drank
peacefully.

Another customer camein who was so totaly cross-eyed that | began to fed cross-
ey ed mysdf from staringat him.

‘What areyou lookingat? he demanded angrily .

‘Your eyes,” | sad.

‘Why ?Haven't you got eyes of your own?

‘Yes, but | can’t seethem.’

He came over and knocked me on the head. | kicked him on the shin-bone. He
knocked me again, harder, and | rushed out and grabbed M adame K oto’ s broom and
came back in and hit him on the head with it. He cried out. He backed off. | hit him
again. The drunken man began to curse. He abused cross-ey ed people, abused
brooms, swore at children, and became quiet. M adame K oto came in and seized the

broom from me. | sat down.

‘Serve me pdm-wine,” the cross-eyed man said. ‘And warn that boy of yours. He
has been insultingmy eyes.’

‘What’s wrong with your eyes? M adame Koto asked, staringintensely a him.

Hedidn't reply and he sat down into amoody silence. After he had been served, he
drank agreat quantity in one go, looked a me, found me staring at him, and then he



turned away, tryingto hide his ey es from me.
‘Serve me peppersoup!’ he shouted.
M adame K oto served him and he devoured the meat and drank the soup very fast.
‘Tell that boy not to starea me,’ he said.
‘Why ?

He drank some more pam-wine and peered over his shoulder a me. Hiseyes
interested me. One of them was green. Looking a the green ey e had a strange effect
on me.

‘I will gveyou money if you look somewhere ese,’ he sad.
‘How much?

Trying to hide his face, he came over and emptied dl his spare change on thetable. |
pocketed it and watched him go back to his seat. He kept checking up on me. | had
taken my eyes off him but it was hard to look anywhere else after the experience of
seeing him. His eyes, in ther strangeness, were magnetic. | kept my eyes off him and
looked around the bar and noticed green patches on the floor. | couldn’t understand
where they came from. | drank some more pam-wine. The darming redisation that
the green patches were the stains of the madman’s piss was begnningto dawn on me
when the lights changed in the bar and the drunken man cursed and from the floor
there rose a host of green spirits. They rose up and they grew till their heads touched
the celling and then they shrank till they were no taller than the average chicken. They
were dl cross-eyed. They milled around the areas of the madman’s piss and they
stamped and made swarming noises. Everywhere | looked | saw cross-eyed spirits. |
cried out and the drunken man abused the moon and M adame K oto came and took me
outside and gave me somewater and aligator pepper to chew on.

“You should go home now,” she said.

| was silent.

‘Have somefresh air. Then go.’

| stayed outside a while. The moon was out inthesky. It was big, clear, and white.
It was white, then it became silver, and | saw things movingon its faceand | couldn’t
stop staring because it was so beautiful and so low in the dark blue sky. | watched it
for along time and sweet voices stirred in my ears and M adame Koto came out and
sad:

‘What areyou doing?

Shelooked up, saw the moon, and said:

‘Why areyou looking a the moon? Haven't y ou seen amoon before?



‘Not likethis one’
‘Comein, takeyour things, and go home. It’s getting late’

| pulled mysdf away from the moon and went back into the bar with her. The bar
was full of the oddest people. There was a man in the corner who said loudly that he
had just come back from Hitler’s war. No one believed him.

‘Hitler died years ago,” someone said.
‘I killed him,” said the loud man.
‘How?

‘| used a specid juju. | blew pepper into his eyes and his moustache stood up and |
killed him with this knife.’

He whisked out a knife, brandished it, and no one seemed concerned. In another
corner a man kept tossing his head. Another man snorted. There was a younger man
next to the drunk. He had a bright scar down his face. The drunk cursed and stopped
and cursed again. The green cross-eyed spirits minged with the clientele and one of
the spirits climbed the wall like a new kind of lizard and studied M adame Koto's
fetish.

It was avery odd night. The bar saw its most unusua congregetion of theweird, the
drunk, the mad, the wounded, and the wonderful. M adame Koto weaved her way
through them al with the greatest serenity. She seemed fully protected and entirely
fearless. | think she made alot of money that night because as | was leaving she did
something rare. She smiled a me. She was happy and graceful amidst dl the bustle.
She gave me a piece of uncooked yam and | took the expanding paths back home to
M um.

THREE

OUR ROOM WAS crowded. M um was back early. She looked sun-eaten
and tired. Stting disdainfully on Dad’'s char, with his feet on the table, was the
landlord. Sitting on the bed, standing round the room, were the creditors and ther
reations. They looked angry and helpless. Everyone was silent when | came in. |
went over to M um. She put her arms round me and said:

‘You dl haveto be patient.’
‘How can we be patient? said one of the creditors. The others nodded vigorously .

‘Patience will kill us. We haveto eat and trade.’



‘True’

‘But we have paid most of the money,” M um said. ‘But not al.’
‘And not in oneweek,” added the landlord.

‘Patience doesn’t kill.’

‘Nonsense,’ said a creditor. ‘Peatience is killing my son. You think | will pay the
native doctor patience?

The landlord laughed and brought out a kola-nut from his voluminous robe. He ate
it done. | watched his lips turn reddish. M um was silent and as the landlord munched
away on his kola-nut therats started chewing.

| looked round a the creditors as if ther presence had robbed me of food. | said
nothing.

‘Look at his big stomach,” the landlord said of me, chuckling.
‘Leave my son done.’
‘All wewant is our money,” one of the creditors said, staringat me.

‘I don't have your money,’ | said. ‘This boy isworsethan his father.” M um stood
up suddenly.

‘If you have cometo insult us leave our room,” she said.
She shut the door and the window. It became dark in the room and M um refused to
light the candle. Every now and again thelandlord lit amatch and looked at everyone.
The rats ate louder and M um launched into a song of lamentation. The creditors didn’t
move. T he landlord went on chewing.

When M um stopped singng the silence became degper. We remained in the silence
and the goom till there was aknock on the door.

“Whoisit?

‘The photographer.’

‘What do you want?

‘The photographs are ready .’
‘So what?

‘Don’t you want to seethem?

The landlord got up and opened the door. He stayed in the doorway, looking at the



pictures with the help of the photographer’s torch. Then he cameinto theroom. The
photographer trailed behind him, acameraon his shoulder.

‘They aregood,’ thelandlord said, passing the torch and the pictures round.

The creditors became animated and talked about images of the celebration, how so-
and-so looked drunk, how that person’s eyes were shut like a rogue's. Then the
landlord said, as the photographs came back to him:

‘Why is M adame Koto's facelikethat?

M adame Koto's face was smudged. She looked like a washed-out monster, a cross
between amisbegotten anima and awood carving.

‘She'sawitch,” oneof the creditors sad.

‘Sheé'snot,’ | sad.

‘Shut up,” said M um.

When | looked closer a the pictures we dl seemed strange. The pictures were
gained, there were dots over our faces, smudges everywhere. Dad looked as if he had
a patch over one eye, Mum was blurred in both ey es, the children were like squirrels,
and | resembled a rabbit. We al looked like celebrating refugees. We were cramped,
and hungy, and our smiles were fixed. The room gppeared to be constructed out of
garbage and together we seemed a people who had never known happiness. Those of
us that smiled had our faces contorted into grimaces, like people who had been
defeated but who smile when acamerais trained on them.

The photographer was very pleased with the results and quoted prices for copies. One
of the creditors said he would get his copy when Dad paid up. Thelandlord said:

‘I look likeachief.” *Thief,” | sad.
M um knocked me on the head.
“Your son looks likeagoat,” thelandlord said. The creditors laughed. M um said:

‘We want to sleep now. Everyone should leave” ‘Is that how you tak to your
landlord?

‘Okay, everyone should stay,” Mum said. ‘Azaro, prepareyour bed.’

| got up in the dark, moved the centre table, and unrolled my mat. | lay down. The
creditors’ feet were dl around my head. The landlord went on chewing. After abrief
silence one of the creditors said:

‘All right, if | can’t gt my money now, I’m goingto seize something.’

He got up from the bed, lifted the centre table, and went to the door.



‘Goodnight, landlord,” he said, and |&ft.

Mum didn't move. Another creditor, asking the landlord to light a match for him,
took Dad’s boots. Thethird one sad:

‘I won't take anything but | will keep comingback.” The photographer said:

‘I will cometomorrow.’” Thelandlord sad:

‘Tdl your husband | want to see him.’

Then they dl left. Mum got out of bed and warmed some food for Dad. When she
finished she counted the money she had madethat day. She put some aside for buying
provisions and some towards the rent. The candle was low and as it burned towards
the end its poor illumination showed up M um'’s bony face, her hardening eyes, and
the veins on her neck.

‘| saw amad boy today. They tied himto achar and his mother was crying’

‘“What happened to him?

‘How should | know? We were quiet.

‘How is M adame Koto? ‘She'sfine’

‘Does she ask about me?

‘No.’

‘What does she do dl thetime?

‘She stays in her room. Today she had alot of strange customers. She put up ajuju
on thewadl. A madman cameinto the bar and ate alizard and pissed everywhere’

‘If it’s likethat you must stop goingthere’

‘| don’t want to.’

‘“Why not?

‘| don't want to.’

‘How was school?

‘I don't like school.’

“You must like school. If your father had gone to school we wouldn’'t be suffering
so much. Learn dl you can learn. This is anew age. Independence is coming. Only

those who go to school can eat good food. Otherwise, you will end up carryingloads
likeyour father.



Weweresilent again.
“You must be careful of M adame Koto.’
‘“Why?

‘People have been saying things about her. We don’t know where she comes from.
And that juju of hers, who madeit?

‘I don’t know.’

‘Don’t touchit.’

‘I won't touch it. But what do they say about her?
“You'reasmall boy. You won’t understand.’

‘Tel me’

‘Gotosleep.’

‘Did shekill someone?

‘Gotosleep.’

We fdl silent and Mum put away her basin of provisions and her money. She
hadn’t made much and the sourness of her face told me she was wondering whether
walking the streets of theworld, day after boiling day, crooning out her provisions till
her voice was hoarse, was worth the little she earned at the end of it dl. She sighed
and | knew that in spite of everything she would carry on hawking Her sigh was full
of despair, but at the bottom of her lungs, a the depth of her breath’s expulsion, there
was aso hope, waiting like sleep at the end of even the most torrid day .

As | drifted in the corridors of sleep, | heard a great loud voice singng from the
gateway of the compound. The voice was rough and drunken. Another voice cried:

‘Black Tyger!’

Dad kicked open the door and staggered into the room like a dreaded
announcement. M um jumped up and hurriedly lit a reserve candle. Her brightened
face was tinged with uncertainty. Dad stood in the doorway like adrunken gant. His
shoulders were hunched. He held a bottle of ogogoro in one hand. Both of his trouser
legs were covered in mud up to the knees. He had on only one shoe. The room stank
of drunkenness and mud. His neck creaked. Twisting his mouth, blinking as if redity
were blinding him, he said, very loudly:

‘| an goingto jointhearmy!’



And then he collapsed into a hegp on the floor. We rushed over to help him up. He
revived quickly, saw us strugging over him, and shoved us away . | was sent flyingto
the corner where his shoes used to be. M um tumbled on to the bed. He staggered up,
weaved, snatched up his bottle of ogogoro, took adeep drink, and said:

‘How is my family?

‘Wearewdl,” replied M um.

‘Good. Now | have some money. We can pay off the bastard creditors. We can pay
off everybody. And then | will shoot them.’

He made an exaggerated imitation of amachine-gun.

‘Aren't you hungry? asked M um.

‘I fdl into mud,” said Dad. ‘I was coming down the road, drinking, singng, and
then theroad said to me: “Watch yoursef.” So | abused theroad. Then it turned into a
river, and | swam. It changed into fire and | swested. It transformed into atiger, and |
killed it with one blow. And then it shrunk into abigrat and | shouted at it and it ran,

like the creditors. And then it dissolved into mud, and | lost my shoe. If | had money |
would beagreat man.’

We stared a him in fear and confusion. He weaved a bit, stretched his back, and
staggered towards his chair. He did not sit down but stood regarding the chair asiif it
were an enemy.

‘You're looking a me, char,” he sad. ‘You don't want me to sit on you, eh,
because| fell in mud, isn’'t that correct?

The chair said nothing.

‘I’'m talking to you, chair. Areyou better than my bed?| talk to you and you move.
What do you think you are, en?

The chair pondered the question for too long, so Dad kicked it — with his shoeless
foot. He cried out, and looked at the chair again.

‘St on the bed,” M um sad.

Dad looked a her venomously. Then he turned back to the chair.
‘Be Stll"’ hesaid, with great authority .

The chair was still.

‘That’s better. Now I’m goingto sit on you, whether I'm covered in mud or evenin
gold, you hear? And if you move, | will beat you up.’

He paused.



‘They don’'t call me Black Tyger for nothing.’

Then he sat down heavily and the chair cresked so loudly that for a moment |
thought it would disintegrate under his drunkenness. The chair wobbled and for some
reason Dad wobbled with it and then he got up and grabbed it and flungit against the
window. The chair clattered on the floor and the window flew open. M osquitoes and
midges invaded us and lizards scurried up the wals and rats scattered from
underneath the cupboard and ran confused about the room. Dad went wild, grabbing
a the chair, and lashing at therats. He pursued them everywhere and banged his head
against the cupboard. A rat fled towards the door and he chased it, dumping the chair,
stamping, making machine-gun noises.

He stayed outside for awhile and M um picked up the chair and put it upright inits
customary position. After a long while, Dad came back in with someone else's
wrapper round his waist. He had bathed, and water dripped from his hair and he
looked like a deranged boxer. His trousers were over his shoulder. Dad came in
quietly, his eyes bright, and he looked at us furtively as though we might be angry
with him. He drank some water and attempted to shut the window, but it wouldn’t
shut. He tried again. He raised afist against it and sat slowly into the chair. He got up
suddenly, ducking his head, throwing combination punches. Then he strugded into a
pair of khaki trousers. His chest was bare and he was sweating already and his body

gistened.

Dad looked very powerful. His shoulders were big and moulded like rock-shapes.
His neck was thick. | had never noticed that his jaws were so square and his forehead
so large. His nose was bigger than | remembered and he had abristly growth of beard.
His muscles rippled impressively . His transformation surprised me.

He was very restless and he kept moving, kept throwingleft and right hooks in the
ar. He was oblivious of us. We watched him intently. He looked rough and wild.

Eventualy he sat down again and shut his eyes. Then he jerked his head up, and
looked around.

The candle-light made his face fierce. To the ceiling he said:

‘| carried loads today till I thought my neck and my back and my soul would break.
Then | threw down theload and sad:

“Never again!” But | earned nothing, and | have a family to feed, and | carried the
load and said: “ There must be another way of earning money,” and | thought, “ I will
join the army,” and then later | saw Aku, our relative, and | borrowed some money
from him.

Hewas silent again and he shut his eyes.

‘How is Aku? ‘Fine’

*‘And his wife? ‘Wdl.’

‘Did you seetheir children?



‘No.’

Then Dad raised his feet, to rest them as usud on the centretable. His feet hungin
theair.

‘What happened to thetable? he asked, opening his eyes, his feet still intheair. ‘It
was herewhen | camein.’

He dropped his feet and began to look for the centre table. He looked around the
room, under the bed, behind the cupboard. He went outside and came back in again.
Wewere silent.

‘Whereis thetable?

We said nothing. He dared a me and then & M um as if we had been playingtricks
on him.

‘Where is it? Did it wak away? Did you people hide it? Did you sdl it to buy
food? Was it stolen? What happened to it, eh?

He got agtated. His muscles rippled restlessly on his chest, his jaws worked
furiously. Our silence angered him even further and M um was forced to tell him what
had happened. Then Dad truly went wild. He growled like an enraged lion, drew
himsdf up to his fullest titanic height, stormed out of the room, and began ragng

down the passage so loudly that it seemed as though thunder had descended amongst
us.

He woke up the whole compound with his fury. He banged on the doors of the
creditors and strode up and down the passage demanding back his property that the
creditors had stolen from him. The children woke up and began crying. Lights came
on in the rooms and one by one people appeared a ther doors with startled
expressions on ther faces. Some of the men had machetes and one man had a dane
gun. The women went around say ing:

‘What has happened?

Their husbands cdled them back harshly. Dad went on ragng, accusing the
creditors of robbing him of his entire property. One of them came out and said:

‘| didn’t take anything. | said | would wait for you to get back.’
‘“Who stole my furniture, then?

Thecreditor stuttered and said:

‘| didn’t take anything’

Dad counted out some money, gave it to him, and went on mounting his towering
campagn against the other two.



‘They are hiding now behind their wives’” wrappers and yet in broad daylight they
THREATENED my WIFE and SON and STOLE ALL MY THINGS They are
RATSCOWARDSTHIEVESAND ROGUES Let them come out and DENY it!’

When the compound people understood what was going on they went back to ther
rooms. The lights went out one by one. Only the two eldest tenants came out to try
and settle matters. Dad didn’t listen to them and went on shouting. One or two men,
hidden in the darkness of their rooms, said:

‘It"s Black Tyger. HE sdrunk.’

‘Yes, I'm drunk,” Dad sad loudly. ‘But it doesn't stop me cursing the armed
robbers.’

He went on to demand that the creditors return his furniture to his room
immediately or he would bregk down their doors and burn down the house.

‘He s mad,” someone said.

‘Yes, I'm mad! | am amad Tyger and | will burn everything down if those armed
robbers don’t return my things NOW!"

The two eders made another attempt at conciliation. Then they tried to hold him
down. Dad tossed them off and went on raging like a dangerous animdl.

Somewhere in the compound a husband and wife began quarrdlling. After awhilea
door opened and one of the creditors came out timidly, carryingthe centre table. With
his head hung low, he crept to our room and Dad’s voice raged over him in utter
scorn. The creditor dropped the centre table outside our door and was cregping back
to his room when Dad blocked his way and sad:

‘Isthat whereyou found it, eh, you thief!’

‘I’'mnot athief. You owe me money .’

‘Isthat whereyou found it?

The creditor turned back and picked up the table. | was about to open the door for
him but Dad shouted:

‘Don’t open the door for that COWARD!’

So the creditor dropped the table, opened the door, went in with the table, and came
out again.

‘“What about my money? he asked in alow voice, as he passed Dad.
Therewas abrief silence. Then Dad threw his money on thefloor.

‘There' s your money, coward.’



The creditor looked from the money on the floor to Dad who towered over him.
Then he bent down and picked up the money.

‘Money will kill you,” Dad said. ‘You drank of my beer, ae of my food, and
because of asmdl amount of money you behavelikearat?

The creditor scurried off to his room and locked his door. The noise of him
quarrdling with his wife continued. After some time ther lights went out.

Dad stood sheepishly in the middle of the passage, alittle diminished for lack of
confrontation. He was returning to our room when the other creditor came creeping
out with the pair of boots.

“You too!” Dad cried, resuming his charged state. * So you stole my boots!’

The third creditor ran to our room, dropped the boots, and came out. Dad stood in
front of him, feet solidly planted. There was silence. The cocks crowed. Then Dad
threw his money on thefloor, and thethird creditor picked it up without any fuss and
hurried back to his room and locked his door.

Dad stood, feet planted solidly on the floor, waiting for further provocation. He had
started moving when awoman from the room of thethird creditor sad:

‘If you're so powerful, why don’'t you join thearmy!’

‘If I jointhearmy,’ said Dad, whirling round, ‘your husband will be thefirst person
| will shoot.’

| trembled.

No one ese ventured to say anything Dad waited for someoneto speak. Thewind
swept harder through the passage. The mosquitoes fell on him. The silence deepened
and the darkness became indistinguishable from the different rooms. A child started
crying. Someone smacked it and it cried even louder. Other babies woke and cried
and then one by one the crying ceased and the compound fell aslegp. Dad came back
in.

He sat on his chair. His boots stood in their proper place except that the third creditor
had mischievously displayed his socks so that the holes were visible. The centre table
was slightly out of place and | put it inits proper position. Dad rested his feet on the
table. Then helit acigarette.

M um had been sitting on the bed, her face stony, her eyes deep, her hands on her
head as though she were witnessing the begnnings of atragedy.

Dad’s feet stank and | noticed that his one shoe was fdling apart.
‘No food? heasked, in agentle voice.

M um passed his food. Dad washed his hands, beckoned us to join him, and ate. |



didn't fed hungy any more and neither did M um. Dad ate done. He had awonderful
appetite and when he finished there were only cracked bones left on the plates. Then
my hunger returned and | regretted not eating with him.

M um cleared the plates. | cleared the table and spread out my mat. Dad lit another
cigarette and a mosquito coil and sat still. He went on smoking and it was only when |
was faling asleep that | noticed one of the chair’s feet was broken. Dad slept on the
three-legged chair and | watched his jaw lower and his face rdax. He was awvoken by
his sudden fall. | showed no sign of having noticed. He got up, grumbling. He blew
out the candle and climbed into bed beside M um.

The next morning no one spoke to us in the compound. Dad went off to work early
and suffered nothing of the whisperings that followed us everywhere or the silence
that greeted us when we went to the backyard. M um boreit dl very well. She said her
greetings to people when she passed them and her face remained impassive when they
didn’t reply. She bore it dl as if she were used to that treetment dl her life. It was
harder on me though. The children stared a me with sour faces and madeit clear they
didn’t want my company. The compound people became united in ther dislike of us.

We were eating some pap and bread in the room when M um said:

‘From today | will start at the market. One woman dlowed me to rent her stall. |
will not go hawking very much any more.’

| was pleased a the news. M um fondled my hair.

‘Now, go to school and afterwards stay & M adame Koto's placetill | comefor you,
eh?

‘Yes, M other.’

‘I will be locking the door and taking the key so that no one will be able to do
anything strangeto us when we are away .’

| nodded. But as we prepared to leave the room there was a knock on our door.
M um opened it and found the landlord standing outside.

‘Tdl your husband’, he said, without the slightest formality, ‘that if he repeats what
he did last night | will throw him out. | don't care if he is cdled Black Cricket. |
mysdf am alion. If necessary | will send my boysto beat him up. If he gves me any
more trouble, if he borrows money from anybody in this compound again, if he

threatens to burn down my house, he better go and find himsef another landlord, you
hear?

Mumdidn’t say anything. Her face was stony. Thelandlord went down the passage
and we saw him go into the room of the second creditor. He emerged shortly
afterwards with two of the creditors. The landlord, surrounded by the women and
children of the compound, relieved himsdf of alengthy speech about the difficulty of



building houses, about tenants more terrible than Dad that he had destroyed, and
about how powerful hewas.

‘If anybody gves me any trouble’ he said, waving a fetish around, ‘I will show
them that trouble is my secret name. Tyger or no Tyger, thisismy compound. | did
not stea the money to build it!’

And then he bustled out of the compound, with the women and children trailing
behind him.

Mum waited in the room for some time before she hurried out, with her tray of
provisions on her head. | went out with her. She locked the door and without waiting
to escort me to the junction, she shot off in the opposite direction to the one the
landlord had taken. She did not cdl out her wares and | watched her as she
disappeared from view.

Without any pocket money, or any slice of bread, | lingered. | did not fed like going
to school. | was late dready and knew | would be publicly punished, whipped in front
of everyone, and madeto kned out in the sun. | went to the housefront instead. The
compound women came out with chairs and plaited their hair and gossiped. It was
fromthemthat | first heard the rumours about M adame K oto. The women talked quite
crisply about our association with her. They taked and kept eyeing me madiciously .
They said of M adame Koto that she had buried three husbands and seven children and
that shewas awitch who ate her babies when they were still in her womb. They said
shewas thered reason why the children in theareadidn’t grow, why they were
awaysill, why the men never got promotions, and why the women in the area
suffered miscarriages. They said shewas abewitcher of husbands and a seducer of
young boys and a poisoner of children. They said she had a charmed beard and that
she plucked one hair out every day and dropped it into the pam-wine she sold and
into the peppersoup she made so that the men would spend al their money in her bar
and not care about ther starving families. They said she made men go insane at night
and that she belonged to a secret society that flies about in the air when the moon is
out. | got tired of hearingwhat they had to say and | decided that being punished at
school was infinitely better.

FOUR

WHEN | GOT to M adameKoto’s bar early that eveningthe place was shut.
| knocked but no one opened. | waited for a while. A man with one legand apair of
crutches made from flowering branches came up to me.

‘Is it shut? Has she closed down? he asked.

‘| don't know.’



‘Shame,” hereplied.

He had sand on his hair. His face was twisted as though he had witnessed great evil.
The stump of his amputated leg was covered with afilthy cloth. He looked up at the
signboard, spat, and hobbled away. | went to the backyard. There was afire blazing
Madame Koto's cauldron of peppersoup bubbled away. Its steam looked like
tormented genies. Further on, hidden by the bushes, was M adame Koto's massive
form. At first | thought she was doing something quite private, so | looked away. But
when | looked again she had straightened and was inspecting the white beads which

she dug into the ground a night and unearthed in the day. She emerged from the
bushes with a cutlass in one hand, the white beads in the other.

‘What areyou staringat? she asked gruffly, hiding the beads.

‘Nothing’

She hurried away to her room.

When | saw her next she was wearing the white beads round her neck. She cameto
the fire and threw some ingredients into the cauldron. The soup made acurious hiss,
amost of protestation. It bubbled turbulently within the cauldron. Then it foamed and
spilled over, nearly puttingout the fire. M adame Koto said to the soup:

‘Bequiet!’

The fire blazed. And to my astonishment the soup became cam, as if it had never
been boiling.

‘Thebar isshut,’” | sad.
‘Yes!

‘What happened?

Shedidn’'t say anything. The soup was turbulent again. It swelled into green foam,
its bubbles alittle monstrous and gutinous, and when they burst apowerful fragrance
cameover theair.

‘What did you put in the soup?

‘Demons,” shesad, dancingat me.

‘To attract customers?

Shedanced a me again, her ey es bright with curiosity .

‘What gaveyou that idea?

‘No one’



‘So why did you ask?

‘| just asked.’

‘Don’t ask too many questions, you hear? | nodded.

‘Areyou hungy? | was, but | sad:

‘No.’

She smiled in amanner that didn’t make her less fearsome and said:
‘Look after the soup. I’'m coming.’

But shewent. She shuffled towards her room and as soon as she had gonethe
cauldron hissed and the soup overflowed.

‘Bequiet,” | sad.

The soup gathered into atremendous wave of foam and rushed over the sides.
Before |l could do anythingit completely put out thefire, poured over the wood, and
became little green rivulets on the sand.

‘M adame Koto! Thefirehas goneout!’ | caled.

She came over, looked at thefire, saw the soup streaking the sand like batik dyeing,
and said:

‘What didyou dotoit?
‘Nothing’

She bent over and got the fire going again, blowing at the embers. | stared at the
soft folds of flesh on her neck. She stood up.

‘Don’t touch it,” she said, and was about to return to her room when we heard
commotion from the barfront.

Two men, onefat, with abandaged neck, the other stout, leaning on ablue walking
stick, were bangng away at the bar door.

‘M adame, aren’'t you open? We want some pam-wine and y our famous
peppersoup.’

‘Not yet open,” shesad. ‘Come back later.’

They looked disappointed and they grumbled about how some people were not
serious about business. But they left.

‘Troublemakers,” she said, and went off to have her usud bath before the evening



customers began to arrive.

| watched over the soup. | got very hot from the heat of the fire and theinferna sun. |
got bored with the soup. It boiled away quite unremarkably. It no longer bubbled and
seemed to have gven up its demons. Occasionaly an impatient customer turned up
and rattled the door and | had to go and tel them that the bar hadn’t opened yet. They
al seemed parched and their tongues hung out as they regarded me. After awhile,
when | felt sure the soup could take care of itsdf, | wandered down the paths to ease
my own restlessness.

Seadily, over days and months, the paths had been widening. Bushes were being
burnt, tal grasses cleared, tree stumps uprooted. The area was changng. Places that
were thick with bush and low trees were now becoming open spaces of soft river-
sand. In the distance | could hear the sounds of dredging, of engnes, of road builders,
forest clearers, and workmen chanting as they strained their muscles. Each day the
area seemed different. Houses appeared where parts of the forest had been. Places
where children used to play and hide were now full of sandpiles and rutted with house
foundations. There were signboards on trees. The world was changing and | went on
wandering as if everythingwould dway s be the same.

It took longer to get far into the forest. It seemed that the trees, feding that they
were losing the argument with human beings, had simply waked deeper into the
forest. The deeper in | went, the more | noticed the difference. The grounds were
covered in white sand. Piles of brick and cement were everywhere. Further on, by the
paths, there were patches of dried excrement. The smell compounded the dry ness of
the arr. | stood under a withering bamboo tree and a cat appeared in front of me. It
looked up, and went into the forest. | followed it till we got to a clearing covered in
leaves and rubber seeds. It was very cool and it smelt like the body of agreat mother.
Insects sizzled and birds piped dl around. An antelope ran past with her little ones. |
lay down and slept. | hadn’'t been sleeping long when | heard my name ringng
through the trees. | remembered M adame Koto and ran back to the bar. When | got to
the backyard the fire was smouldering, the cauldron had been removed from the grate
and was on the floor. M adame K oto came out of her room and | said:

‘I thought you were bathing.’

‘Bathing? How can I? Where have y ou been?
‘Playing’

‘Where?

‘Alongthe paths. | thought you were. .’
‘...bathing. Come!’

| followed her. She opened the back door of the bar. The light flooded in. Lizards
scattered from the tables. A slick gecko inched up the wal. The bar was a mess. It



was dmost unrecognisable. There was vomit on the floor; benches were scattered and
upturned; tables were in unusua positions; fish and chicken bones were al over the
floor; spilt pam-wine stank, covered in flies; and columns of ants had formed aong
the wdls. The place looked wrecked. It had the ar of a ransacked and deserted
marketplace.

‘“What happened?
‘Troublesome customers,” was al she said.

We set to work clearingthe place. | swept the floor and brushed out dl the ants. We
moved the tables. She poured sand on the vomit and swept it out to the front. We
rearranged the benches. | sprinkled water on the floor and swept again. The areas of
the madman’s piss were still greenish. The cross-ey ed spirits had gone. As we moved
the tables M adame Koto farted. | was startled by the sudden voluminous noise. Her
face showed no sign that | had noticed. She sprinkled disinfectant over the vomit-
stains and then she opened the front door for air to come through. Then shewent to
have her bath.

The wind didn’t redly come through the bar. It was stuffy and smelt of M adame
Koto's fart. | went outside for a while and when | came back in the smell had cleared.
| sat in my corner while M adame Koto strugged with the gourds and caabashes
outside. Some of her women friends came to see her on their way back from hawking.

‘My daughter’s husband!” they said to me as they passed through the bar, with
basins on their heads.

In the backyard they taked about politics, about the thugs of politicians and how
businessmen and chiefs sprayed money at parties and celebrations. M adame Koto fed

them and they prayed for her prosperity and they left, their voices low and sweet as
they chatted avay down the street.

As the evening wore on the bar stayed empty. No one came; | slept; and | was woken
up by alizard that had dropped from the wall. | got up and saw a man sitting a a
table. He had a swollen eye and his lower lip was unnaturdly thick. He spoke in a
heavy, slow voice, as if he found words too bulky to roll over his biglip.

‘Isthat how you treat customers? he asked.

| called for M adame Koto. She camein and the man said:

‘Have my friends comeyet?

‘What friends?

‘My friends.’

‘No one has comeyet. You want some pam-wine?



‘I will only drink when my friends arrive. They havedl the money .’
‘I will serveyou,” said M adame Koto, ‘and when they comeyou can pay me’
‘I will wait,” insisted the man.

M adame K oto went out. The man sat perfectly still. Then he shut his good eye. His
bloated eye stayed open. Soon he was aslegp and began to snore. | had been looking at
him intently for a while when | became aware that the bar was filling up. | looked
round and saw no one except the man. But the bar was full of drunken and
argumentative voices, laughter, vitriolic abuses, and the unrestrained merriment of
hard-drinking men. | went and told M adame K oto about it.

‘Rubbish!” she said, following me.
When we got into the bar the voices had materiaised and the place was quite full.
‘Plenty of people,’ shesad, eyeingme.

| was surprised; but when | sat down my surprise turned to bewilderment. The
people in the bar were stranger than any | had seen before. The group that sat round
the man with the bloated eye looked dike. Their eyes were dl swollen and their lips
were big and bruised. At first | thought they weredl boxers. Then | noticed that two
of them had only one hand each and the orignal man had only three fingers. He wore
rings on al the fingers. They taked loudly but their voices were disproportionatey
more powerful than the movements of their mouths.

Across from them sat two men, dressed identicaly in agbada of fish-printed
materia. They both wore skullcaps and very dark dasses. | was convinced that they
were both blind; but they taked and gesticulated as though they had perfect sight. On
another table there was a man who sat done. He had no thumbs and his head,
amazingy contorted like certain tubers of yam, was atogether bald. He wore a
wristwatch that ticked loudly and when heyawned | saw that he had no teeth a al, in
spite of looking quite y oung.

There was a woman next to him, whose skin was more indigo than dark-brown. She
kept adjusting her shoulders and did not smile or spesk.

M adame K oto came round to serve them.

‘Thesearemy friends,” the origna man with the bloated ey e said.

‘“Where do you al comefrom? M adame Koto asked.

‘Here. This country, this city. Herewelive, herewedie’

Just as he finished speaking, two abino men came in. They were freckled, their
eyes were green, and they were quite beautiful. Ther eyes kept shutting and opening,

wobbling from sideto side, as if they couldn’t stand thelight. Therest of the company
cheered them as they camein. They smiled and took their seats opposite the toothless



young man.

‘What do you want to drink?

‘Pam-wine, naturdly, and your famous peppersoup,” said the origna man.

M adame Koto went out to serve them. While she was out a very tal man and
woman came in. Their legs were very long. The rest of their bodies were quite short.
They had smal heads and ey es that were so tiny that it was only when they came near
me that | could perceive ther pin-point brightness. They came over, stood perfectly
straight for a moment, and then, like bizarre actors, they leant over to me, keeping
their legs and top haves straight, and said, in voices that could only have come from
children:

‘“Wewant some peppersoup, please’

| ran out and told M adame K oto.

‘Leavemeaone, I'm coming!’ she said.

| went back in. Thetal couple had seated themselves at my table. They sat straight
and their knees were awkward underneath the table and | noticed that they had the
longest necks | had yet seen on any human being.

‘Areyou politicians? | asked.

‘What? asked the man, in his child’s voice.

‘Politicians.’

‘What isthat?

“You'renot politicians,” | said, closingthe conversation.

They kept dancing & me and | found their faces very disconcerting. | tried to sit
there without noticing them when the woman brought out afeather from her wrapper
and offered it to me.

‘No, thank you,” | said.

She smiled and put it back. M adame Koto came in with the gourds of palm-wine and
voices erupted in weird jubilation. | fetched gasses and cups and distributed them
round. When | gave the cups to the men with dark gasses they grabbed my hand and
sad:

‘What’s your name? ‘Why?

‘Welikeyou. Wewant to takeyou with us.’

‘Where?



‘Wherever.’
‘No.’
‘Yes.

| tried to wrench my hand free but their grips were very strong and their bony
fingers bit into my flesh.

(Noll
‘Yes!

| pulled again but my flesh bruised and began to bleed. | screamed, but the voicesin
the room were so loud they cut off my screaming. | kicked, missed, and hurt my toes
on the foot of the table. Then | scratched one of them in the face, and snatched off his
dasses. Both of his eyes were totdly white. They could have been made of milk.
They were white and blank and unmoving, as if they had been stuck there,
malformed, in the empty sockets.

| opened my mouth to shout, but the man laughed so powerfully and his mouth was
so black that | froze in my attempt. | couldn’t move. | felt transfixed, as if | were
suffering a living rigor mortis. Then a searing pain went up my spine, ended in my
brain, and | woke up to find mysdf in my usua corner, with the tdl, smal-eyed
couple staring a& me. Everyone ese was drinking. Steaming bowls of peppersoup
werein front of dl the customers. They drank steadily and talked in curious voices.

The two abino men kept twistingand jerking as if their bodies were uncomfortable.
They were silent. The toothless man was aso silent. They dl kept looking a me.
M ore customers came into the bar. There was a man with ahead like that of acamd,
awoman with aterrible hip deformation, another man with white hair, and amidget.
The woman had a large sack on her back, which she gave to the abinos. The abinos
unfurled the sack, shook it out, sending dust clouds into the air. They ganced a me
furtively, and hid the sack under the table.

Thefour people who had comein looked for places to sit and then crowded my table.
| had to get up for them. | fetched alittle stool and sat near the earthenware pot and
watched the bar become overcrowded.

Amidst al this M adame K oto was radiant with her necklace of white beads. As the
evening progressed she got darker, more dignified, while the clientele got rowdier.
She was untouched by it al, even when the men teased her. The origna man with the
big ey e, which got more bloated as he drank, as if his eye were astomach dl to itsdf,
sad:

‘M adame, come and sit onmy lap.’

‘Let’s seeif you can carry your winefirst, beforeyou carry me,’ shereplied, with
great dignity.



‘This madameis too proud,” said another man in theidentica group.
‘Proud and strong,’” she said.

‘Come and sit with me, let’s talk about marriage,” said the man whose head was
like atuber of yam.

‘Marry yoursdf.’

‘So you don’t think I am man enough? asked the originad man, waving his three
fingers for morewine,

‘No,” shesad.

The bar rocked with the oddest sounds of ironic laughter. The men with dark
dasses laughed very hard and banged away a thetable.

‘M aybethat boy is her husband,” said one of them, taking off his gasses and
polishing them.

His white eyes didn't move. They were so birdlike, so ghostly, that | couldn’t tell
what or wherethey werelooking at.

‘That’s my son,” she sad.

‘Isthat so?

‘Yes!

‘Will you séll himto us?

The bar suddenly became very quiet. M adame Koto stared at the two men with
dark dasses. All the other customers watched her carefully. Then sheturned to me, a
curious geam in her eyes.

‘Why ?

‘So we can take him with us!’

‘Towhere?

‘Many places.’

‘For how much?

‘As much as you want.’

“You have plenty of money?

‘Too much.’



The silence in the bar was incredible. Then the midget laughed. He laughed like a
goat. Thetal man with small eyes laughed as well. He sounded like ahyena

‘Nameyour price, M adame.’

M adame K oto looked at the customers as if seeingthem for thefirst time.
‘Any more pam-wine for any body ?

‘Pam-wine!’ they cried in unison.

‘And peppersoup!’

And they dl burst out laughing and resumed ther vociferous conversations as if
nothing had happened.

M adame K oto served them and they drank and ate and kept asking for more. They
drank a great ded and didn’'t get drunk. They sat, dl of them, drinking and talking as
if the wine were water. It was only thetwo men in dark gasses who got drunk. They
kept polishing their gasses. One of them even brought out an eye and polished it and
blew on it and dipped it into his pam-wine and pushed it back into his red ey e-socket.
Then he put his gasses back on. They chewed and swallowed their chicken bones.
They ate and drank so much that M adame Koto began to despair. She had run out of
wine and food and the night hadn’t even properly set in. As she bustled up and down,
starting a new fire, making hurried arrangements for more pam-wine, the midget
came up to me. Smilingvery expansively, he said:

‘Takethis. You might need it.’

It was alittle pen-knife. | put it in my pocket and forgot al about it. Then he went
to the backyard. | heard him urinating in the bushes. He came back, smiling, and left
without aword, and without paying. | told M adame K oto about it and she said:

“What midget?

| went back to thebar. | sat down. Thetall man said:

‘Comewith me’

‘To where?

‘I will take you round the world. On foot. | make al my journeys on foot. Like a
came.’

‘No.’
‘If you don’t comewith mel will takeyou by force.’

‘Youcan't.



He smiled. The woman smiled as well. | decided they were more drunk than | had
thought and ignored them.

The bar was so full of peoplethat there were no seats left. Some of them sat on the
floor. I was nudged off my stool. The sméls in the bar became terrible and strange,
the smdls of corpses and rain and oregano, of mangoes and rotting meet, of incense
and goats’ hair. And then, suddenly, | found | could no longer understand what
anybody was saying They dl spokeasif they had known one another for alongtime.
They spoke in dien languages and occasiondly pointed a8 M adame Koto's fetish. It
seemed to amuse them. Then they ganced a me, made calculations with their fingers,
laughed, drank, became solemn, and looked a me again.

M adame Koto came in and announced that her supply of food and wine was
finished. She demanded that they pay up and leave her bar. A geat chorus of
disappointment rose from the clientele.

‘Pay and go,” M adame Koto said. ‘Pay up and go. | am closing up for the night.’

No one paid her much atention. Her temper rising, she stormed out of the bar. The
voices grew rowdier, wilder. Previously | had heard the voices before the people had
materialised. Now, | heard the voices but, as | looked round, the customers were
vanishing. | shut my eyes in disbdlief. When | opened them the bar was completdly
empty, and completely noisy, except for the two abinos and a beautiful woman whom
| hadn’t noticed before. On the far table were the two pairs of dark gasses. The
origind man with the bloated eye, the group that looked like him, thetal couple, the
two white-eyed men, were dl gone. The bar was silent and everything was still and

the wind whistled faintly on the celing, as if a hurricane had passed and hadn’t been
noticed.

‘Whereis everyone? | asked the dbinos.

The beautiful woman smiled a me. The abinos twisted, shrugged, stood up, and
spread out the sack. The woman distracted me with her smile. And then the abinos
sprang a me and covered me with the sack. | strugged and fought, but they expertly
bundled me in and tied up the sack asif | werean animal. And as | resisted; kicking, |
heard the noises of the world, the voices of dl the different people who had been in
the bar. They taked in their inhuman languages in leisurely animation, as if they were
merely setting out on a pilgimage to a distant land. Overcome with fear, unable to
move, surrounded by darkness and the death-smells of the sack, | cried:

‘Politicians! Politicians are taking me away!’

My voice was very faint, as if | were shouting in a dream. Even if | had cried out
with the voice of thunder, no one would have heard me.

They took me down many roads, rough-handling me in the sack. They swung me
round, they changed me from one shoulder to another, and the sack kept tightening
about me. | heard the noises of lorries and cars, the tumultuous sounds of a
marketplace. All the time | fought and strugged like a trapped animd. The more |
strained for freedom, the more they tightened the sack, till I had no room to strugde.



My feet were around my head and my neck was twisted to breaking point. | couldn’t
breathe and | fought the panic that washed over mein waves. The blankness of death
cameupon me. | shut my eyes. It was no different when | opened them. At one point|
fell into a strange sleep in which the figure of a king resplendent in gold appeared to
me and vanished. My spirit companions began singng in my ears, rgoicing in my
captivity and in the fact that | would soon be joiningthem. | could not shut out their
singng and I’m not sure which was worse: being bundled away by unknown people
to an unknown destination or hearing my spirit companions orchestrate my passage
through torment with their sweet and excruciating voices.

When | had fought and my energy was exhausted and | couldn’t do anything, |
caled to our great king, and | sad:

‘] do not want to die’

| had hardly finished when the figure of the king appeared to me agan and
dissolved into the face of the midget. By now | had ceased to hear any sounds outside,
except for the rushing of waves, the hissing of water, and the keening of birds.
Suddenly, | remembered the pen-knife the midget had gven me and began another
strugdeto find it. | searched my pockets. | searched the sack, and couldn’t find it. My
fear became unbearable. Then a quietness came over me. | gave up. | accepted my
destiny.

Water poured into the sack. | became convinced that | was being taken to an
underwater kingdom, wherethey say certain spiritsreside. As| tried to keep thewate
out of my mouth, | felt something metdlic like afrozen fish bangng against my head.
It was the pen-knife. | wasted no time in cutting my way out. The sack materid was
very tough but the water had softened it alittle and it took sometimeto cut my way
out and when | did the outside world was black like the bottom of awel. | fel out
into the water with asplash.

‘The boy has escgped!” avoice cried.

It was very dark, the river could have been the night, and the water was bitingly cold.
| stayed under without moving. And then very gently | swam back to the shore, serene
inmy eement.

| strugded through the bulrushes and the tiger-lilies of the marsh, over twisted
mangrove roots and flickering edls, and when | gained the soft silt-sand | went on

running till I got to a main road. It was very dark; | was hungy, wet, lost; and | heard
voices dl around me, the twittering, vicious voices of my spirit companions wailing
in disgppointment. | ran till the road became ariver of voices, every tree, car, and face
taking a me, cats crossing my path, people with odd night faces staring & me
knowingy. At crossroads people dared and seemed to float towards me menacingly . |
fled dl through the night.

The road was endless. One road led to a thousand others, which in turn fed into
paths, which fed into dirt tracks, which became streets, which ended in avenues and
cul-de-sacs. All around, a new world was being erected amidst the old. Skyscrapers
stood high and inscrutable beside huts and zinc abodes. Bridges were being built;



flyovers, haf-finished, were like passageways into the air, or like future visions of a
time when cars would be able to fly. Roads, hdf-constructed, were crowded with
heavy machinery. Here and there nightwatchmen slept under the stars with dull lamps
as ther only earthly illumination. The moon was round and big and it seemed bright
with theface of an avesome king. | was comforted by its presence. | waked on with a
terrible hunger for a destination, for Mum'’s face, and Dad’s smélls. | walked past the
kerosine lamps of the somnolent street-traders.

‘Small boy, where are you going at this time? they often asked me.

But | replied to no one. | wandered till my bare feet brokeinto blisters. And then,
as | waked about in the darkness of beinglost, | saw a disembodied light ahead of
me, a tiny moon the shape of a man's head. | followed the light. And it led me on
longer journeys. And when | got to an area | vaguely recognised, my feet gaveup on
me and | collgpsed a the roadside. | crawled to the nearest tree and curled mysdf up
between its great roots which were above the ground and | fell asleep under the safety
of the waning moon. The mosquitoes tormented me. The ants bit into my flesh and
their stings persisted. But | slept through it dl, and dreamt about a panther.

When | awvoke the moon was still in the sky, like a ghost unwilling to disappear
under the force of daylight. It was dawvn. A few people were standing over me, with
puzzlement on their faces.

‘He s not dead!’ one of them cried.

| got up quickly; they cametowards mewith arms outstretched; | fled from them. |
ran through the quickening dawn, with the sun riding the sky. The air heated, the sand
warmed underfoot; and women of the new African churches, who wore white smocks
and rang bdlls, cried out to the sleepingworld to awake and repent. | passed prophets
emergng from the forest with dew and leaves in their hair, cobwebs meshing their
beards, ther eyes demented with visions. | passed sorcerers with machetes that
crackled with flames in the morning light, making sacrifices a dawn of red cocks,
who poured gnomic chants on the untrodden roads. | dso passed workers who had
woken early and with slegpy faces made their way's through the mist, pierced by the
sun, to the garages and bus-stops.

My feet werefresh on the paths. Dew wet my ankles. Hunger dried my lips. News-
vendors roused the dawn with their horns, announcing to the awakening world the
scandals of the latest politica violence. The industrious women of the city, who
carried basins of peppered aromatic foods on ther heads, tempted the appetite of the
world with their sweet voices. The worms of the road ae into the soles of my fest.

| came to another familiar place; the passionate chants of the muezzin roused the
M uslim world to prayer. | had turned a corner, and had gone up apath that became a
track, when three men in blue smocks rushed a me. | tore into the bushes, ran
amongst the trees, and cried out into the echoing forest. Birds scattered from branches
and pods fel from the treetops. | shook off the men, but I went on running, for the
world seemed populated with people intent on me for one obscure reason or another.

While running through the forest paths | stepped on an enamd plate of secrifices to



the road. The plate was rich with the offerings of fried yams, fish, stewed snails, pam
oil, rice and kola-nuts. Shell fragments and little pins stuck in the soles of my feet. |
started to bleed. | was so hungry that | atewhat | could of the offerings to the road and
afterwards my stomach swelled and visions of road-spirits, hungy and annoyed,
weaved in my brain. | went on bleeding and ablack cat with golden eyes followed the
tral of my blood. My head boiled with hdlucinations. | waked on broken gass, on
the hot sand of bushpaths, on hot new tarmac.

The roads seemed to me then to have a crud and infinite imagnation. All the roads
multiplied, reproducing themsdves, subdividing themseves, turning in on
themselves, like snakes, tails in their mouths, twisting themselves into labyrinths. The
road was the worst hdlucination of them all, leading towards home and then away
from it, without end, with too many signs, and no directions. The road became my
torment, my amless pilgrimage, and | found mysdf merely waking to discover
where dl theroads lead to, where they end.

And then | came to aplace where| thought the roads terminated. An iroko tree had
been feled across it. Thetree was mighty, its trunk gnarled and rough like the faces of
ancient warriors. It looked like a great soul dead a the road’s end. Beyond, the road
sheered into a deep pit. Across, on the other side, were sand-carryinglorries. Strange
sounds lisped in the tree trunk, voices echoed in its hollows. | sat on abranch of the
tree to ease my feet. And then, while the road-spirits raged in me, | saw atwo-legged
dog emerge from the forest. It stopped and regarded me, whimpering frequently. | was
so amazed to see the dog standing on only two legs that | forgot my hunger and pain.
It had a left forefoot and a right hindfoot and it stood, wobbling, as though on
invisible crutches. The dog stared & me. And with a heavy, inconsolable sadness it
turned and limped away. In my astonishment a seeing it wak | followed it as it
limped on curiously.

The two-legged dog led me through the forest. It was alean dog, with intense eyes
and a sensitive tail and flea-ridden ears. | wanted to get rid of thefleas but | restrained
myself and followed it a a distance, till | came to a clearing. | recognised the clearing
a once. The dog limped on desper into theforest. | watched it go and it stopped only
once to look a me. | waved, but the dog did not understand my gesture. It went on
limping, asolitary and heroic dog, survivingwith only two legs and asad face.

| carried on home. At the edge of the forest | saw M adame Koto with a plate of
chicken and yam in her hands. The white beads weren’t round her neck. She stopped
a the roadside, looked in dl directions to make sure no one was about, and proceeded
with her passionate supplications. | watched her secret fervour. When she had finished
with her praying and chanting, she lit a candle and put it on the plate. She placed a
finger of kaoline and some cowries beside the candle. Then she straightened, undid
her kerchief, looked in al directions, and hurried away. | passed her road offering. |
scurried past her barfront. | ran home,



FIVE

DAD WAS STTING on his three-legged chair, smoking a cigarette. There
were plates of uneaten food on the table. M um was in the bed. The window was open
and the light that came in increased the unhappiness in the room. M um rushed a me
and threw her arms round me, as if to protect me from punishment. She made me sit
on the bed and began weeping. Dad didn’t move.

‘“Where have y ou been? he asked, in adangerous voice.

It was clear that neither of them had slept that night. There were circles of
sleeplessness round Dad’s eyes. M um looked as though she had lost weight overnight.

‘Where haveyou been? ‘I waslost.’

‘How did you get lost?

‘| played and got lost.” ‘How?

‘| don’t know.’

‘What about M adame Koto?

‘I don’t know.’

‘She camelooking for you last night.” | said nothing.
“You didn’t tell her whereyou were going.’

‘I can’t remember.’

‘Haveyou eaten? M um asked.

‘Don’'t ask him such questions,” Dad said, loudly. ‘First he must tell me where he
has been.’

‘Let himsleep.’
‘That’s how you women spoil your children.’
‘Let himrest, then he will talk.’

‘If he doesn't tak he won't rest. He has prevented my going to work. | want to
know what he has been doing’

‘Azaro, tel your father whereyou’ ve been.’
‘| got lost.’
‘Where? Dad’s voicerose.

Hesat up straight. His chair wobbled.



‘| don't know.’

“You are awicked child,” he said, reaching for the cane he had beside him, which |
hadn’t noticed.

He came & me; M um stood between us; Dad shoved her away and grabbed my
neck with his powerful hand and bent me over and flogged me. | didn't cry out. He
whipped me and | kicked him and escaped from his grip and he followed me and
whipped my legs and my back and my neck. | ran round the room, knocking things
over in my flight, and Dad went on caning me. M um tried to hold him, to restrain his
fury, but Dad went on whipping me and he flogged her too and M um screamed. |
hadn’'t uttered a sound and Dad was so enraged that he went on thrashing me harder
and harder till | ran out of the room, into the compound. He bounded after me but |
fled out to the housefront and up the street and | stopped only when | was a good

distance away. Dad gave up chasing me, but he stood threatening me with the cane. |
stayed where | was. He caled me. | didn’t move.

‘Come here now, you vicious child!’
| still didn’t move. Dad got very angry because he couldn’t get his big hands on me.
‘Come here now, or you won't est!’

| didn’t care about food or sleep or anything He suddenly made asprint for me and
| ran towards M adame Koto's place and he caught me just before | got there. He
grabbed me by the back of my shorts and lifted me up and whipped me and dragged
me home. He was so frightening in his fury that | screamed as if he were a spirit that
was abducting me to some unknown destination. When he dragged me into the room
he tossed me on the bed and thrashed me till sweet poured down his chest. When he
was satisfied that he had whipped the wanderlust out of me he threw down the pulped
cane and went to have abath.

| came out dl over in heavy welts. | groaned on the bed, swearing aterrible spirit-
child's vengeance. Mum sat beside me. When Dad returned from the bathroom he
was still angy .

‘You are a problem to me’ hesad. ‘A problem child. When | think of al thethings
| could have done — if it wasn’t for you.’

He started towards me again, but M um interposed firmly and said:
‘Haven't you flogged him enough?

‘No. | want to thrash him so thoroughly that next time he will think of us before he
oets lost again.’

‘He' s had enough. His feet are bleeding’

‘So what? If | were a severe father | would put pepper on his wounds to teach him
an everlastinglesson.’



Dad sounded more furious than ever; but M um stood firm, determined that no more
beating should be visited on me. Grumbling, complaining about his lot, about how |
held him back, how much of a better child he had been to his parents, Dad put on his
drab khaki work-clothes. M um tried to get me to est. | didn't want to eat whileDad
was around. | had been cryingin asteady monotone.

‘If you don’t shut up now, he thundered, reaching for a boot, ‘I will thrash you
with thisl’

‘“Yes, and kill him,” M um said.

| went on with my steady monotonous weeping. Further punishment couldn’t make
me fedl worse than | dready did. He dressed in a bad temper. When he was finished
he picked up the cane and came over to me and sad:

‘If you move from this room today or tomorrow you might as well stay lost,
because when | finish withyou . .

He ddiberately didn’t complete his sentence, for greater effect. Then he brought the
cane down lightly on my head, and stormed out of the room. | was relieved to see him

0o.
M um was silent. Shewaited awhile before she said:
‘Do you seethetroubleyou’ ve caused, eh?

| thought she was goingto berate me as well. | braced my sdf for her onslaught. But
she got up and went out and | fell aslegp. She woke me up. She had brought in abasin
of warm herba water. She made me soak my feet. Then with a candle-heated needle
she expertly plucked out the roadworms that had esten into the soles of my feet. But
before that she made them wrigge with hot palm-oil. Then she disinfected my cuts.
She pressed herbd juices on my wets. With strips of cloth she tore from one of her
wrappers, she bandaged mashed leaves against the soles of my feet. The leaves stung
me for a long time. She went and got rid of the needle and the water in the basin. |
climbed into bed. She made me get out again to edt. | ateravenously and she watched
me with tears gathering in her eyes. When | had eaten | climbed back into bed. She
gathered her provisions and as my ey es shut, she said:

‘Stay in and lock the door. Don't go anywhere. Don’t open the door unlessit’s me
or your father, you hear?

| bardly nodded. With her tray on her head, she went out into the compound, out
into theworld; | locked the door and fell asleep in the unhappiness of the room.

Dad had no need to worry about me going out. | slept through the whole day. In
severd entanged dreams | fought with the three-legged chair that was trying to
abduct me. And when | woke it was only because Mum had returned. | woke up
feding as if an dien spirit had crept into my body during my sleep. | tried to conquer



the abnormal queasiness and heaviness of body, but my head seemed larger, full of
spaces, and my feet began to swdll. It was only that night, when | saw M um split up
into two identical people, when Dad’ s fiendish smile broke into multiples of severity,
when my eyebals became hot, and my body shook, and great blastingwaves of heat
poured through my nerves, that | redised | had come down with afever.

‘Theboy has got mdaria” M um said.
‘If it's only maaria, we' relucky,” Dad growled.
‘Leave him done’

‘Why should 1?7 Did | send himto go and wak about al day and dl night? Did you
send him? All we told him to do was stay a M adameKoto's bar. Wedidn’t tell him
to go and walk about and catch some road-fever.’

‘Leave him done. Can't you seethat heis shaking?

‘So what? Am | shaking him? He probably went and walked on dl the bad things
they wash ontheroads. All those witches and wizards, native doctors, sorcerers, who
wash off bad things from ther customers and pour them on the road, who wash
diseases and bad destinies on the streets. He probably waked on them and they
entered him. Look at his eyes.’

‘They have grown big’

‘Helooks like aghost, amask.’

‘Leave him.

‘If hewasn'till, I would thrash him again.’
Thento me, he said:

‘Do youthink of us, en? How we swest to feed you, to pay therent, to buy clothes
eh? All day, likeamule, | carry loads. My head is breaking, my brain is shrinking, dl
just so that | can feed you, eh?

Dad went on likethat through the night. | trembled and my head was shot with hesat
and hdlucinations. Dad’s head became very big, his eyes bulbous, his mouth wide.
Mum looked lean, bony, and long They became gant shadows in my fever. They
towered above me on the bed and when they spoke about me it seemed they were
talking about a ghost, or about someone who wasn’t there. For | wasn't there in the
room. | was deep in the country of road-fevers.

All the sounds of the compound were magnified through the night. | couldn’t est, |
kept throwing up, and dl | could keep down was water. M um kept vigl over mewith
a candle, Dad with a cigarette. Shadows wandered around the room. | fet | was
retreating from the world of things and people. Late a night Mum made some
peppersoup. It was hot and spiced with bitter herbs. It made me fed a little better.



Then she poured me a haf-tumbler of ogogoro, which had turned ydlow with
marinating roots.

‘Dongoyaro,” Mum said, insistingthat | drink it al down in one qulp.
‘If youdon't, | flogyou,” Dad threatened.

| drank it al down in one and was shaken to the foundations of my stomach with its
infernd bitterness. Bile rushed to my mouth; it was so bitter that | shook in disgust.
Mum gave me a cube of sugar, which didn’t sweeten my mouth one bit. And al
through my sleep, dl theway to the next morning, my mouth was still bitter.

‘The bitterness drives away the malaria’ M um said, tuckingmeinto bed.
‘Bitterness is what the boy needs,” Dad said, his voice heavy.

He was still angry with mefor keegpingthem up al night, for making them suffer so
much worry; and now he could not forgve me because | was ill and had cheated him
of atarget for his annoyance. Protected from his rage by my fever, | slept that night
wracked with bad dreams and road-spirits.

Saturday morning, three days later, | was still ill. My mouth and eyes weredry and |
kept hearing birds twittering in my ears. M um was clattering among the basins and
cleaning up the room. Dad wasn’'t in; M um said he had gone to work a the garage.
Towards noon Jeremiah came round with photographs of the party. M um told him
he'd have to come back. He grumbled about how expensive it was taking pictures of
poor people, but heleft without creating a scene.

It became very hot in the room. The ar coming in from the window brought flies aid
gnats, but it didn’t cool anything. | sweated profusely on the bed till | waslyingon a
pool of dampness. My body hurt dl over and the soles of my feet itched and a
headache expanded my brain. | watched M um cleaningthe room in ahaze of dust and
dryness. Shelooked the picture of forebearance. She said:

“You must listen to your father and be careful how you wak on theroad.’
‘Yes, Mum.’

‘The road swalows people and sometimes a night you can hear them cdling for
help, beggngto befreed frominsideits stomach.’

‘Yes, Mum.’

She cleaned out the cupboard and prepared my food. | ate little. She made me get
out of bed and bathe. With the daylight hurting my eyes, with the noises of the
compound janging my nerves, and the stares of the other tenants increasing my sense
of multiplication, | went to the backyard. M um had prepared warm herbd water.



‘Batheof it properly,” shesaid, ‘or | will doit for you.’

It was cold when | took off my clothes. But thewater was hot and the soap smelt
good. | was led back to the room feding new. M um rubbed me over with herbd ail.

‘Timefor your dongoyaro,” she said.
| could have fainted a the anticipation of its bitterness.
‘If you don't drink it al down | won't alow you go out today .’

| drank it al down. Later | marvelled that my urine was the deep ydlow colour of
its bitterness.

The afternoon brought the bustling noises of the compound people scrubbingtheir
roomfronts. | heard them chattering, either going out on Saturday outings or being
visited by friends or relations. M um got me to dress up in my fine clothes which |
wore only a Christmas. She parted my hair and touched my face with powder, which
| swested off. And then M adame Koto cameto see us.

She looked very dignified in her white magic beads and her elaborate wrappers and
her massive blouse. Shewas dressed as if she were goingto see wedthy relations.

‘Azaro, what happened to you?

‘| was lost.’

‘You just dissppeared.’

“We should tie up hisfeet,” M um said. ‘Hewalks too much.’

Madame Koto laughed and brought out a bowl steaming with goat-mesat
peppersoup.

‘Aretheredemonsinit? | asked.
She gave me asevere stare, smiled a M um, and said:
‘It’s full of meat and fish.’

It tasted better than the soup she served her customers. | drank it al down and ate
al the meat and fish and my stomach bulged.

‘You didn’t finish the onel madeyou,” M um sad.
‘I did.’
M adame K oto packed the bowl back into her bag.

‘Get strong quick, and come and sit in the bar, eh,” she said, heading for the door.



Mum escorted her out. | could hear them taking They left the roomfront and |
couldn’t hear them any more.

Mum was gone for along time. The soles of my feet began to itch. Then as | lay
there, moving in and out of sleep, in and out of dreams, loud new voices crackled
from the street. The voices were so magnified that | wondered what sort of human
beings produced them. | couldn’t hear what they said. | felt | was imaginingthem, that
they were another manifestation of the spirits. The compound children ran up and
down the passage, taking excitedly. | heard the men and women taking in animated
tones as if some fantastic new spectacle had gppeared in our street, abazaar, apublic
masguerade, a troupe of magcians, with contortionists and fire-eaters. The crackling
voices drew closer and sounded from the rooftops of al the houses. The compound
agppeared empty, everyone had gone out to see what was goingon, and | could hear a
baby cryingin its temporary abandonment.

Overcome with curiosity, | got out of bed. The crack of an iron ruler shot through
my head and ended between my eyes. Theroom swayed. The crackling voice outside
spoke from an elevated stationary position. Darkness formed round my eyes and then
cleared. | made for the door. The passage was empty. All the compound peoplewere
gathered a the housefront. All the housefronts of the street were crowded with
people. And everyone was staring a the spectacle of an open-backed van with a

megaphone. A man in resplendent white agbada was talking with great gestures. It
was thefirst timel had heard such amplification of voice.

The inhabitants of the street crowded round the van, hunger on ther faces. Their
children werein tattered clothes, had big stomachs, and were barefoot.

‘What isit? someone asked.
‘Politicians.’

‘They want votes.’

‘They want our money .’
‘They have cometotax us.’

‘| saw them when | went hawking. They keep gving reasons why we should vote
for them.’

‘They only remember us when they want our votes.” The man in the van spoke for
himself.

‘VOTE FOR US WE ARE THE PARTY OF THE RICH, FRIENDS OF THE
POOR..’

‘The poor have no friends,” someonein the crowd sad.

‘Only rats.’



‘IFYOU VOTEFOR US..
‘..wearefinished, someone added.
‘..WEWILL FEED YOUR CHILDREN...’
.. lies!
‘...AND WEWILL BRING YOU GOOD ROADS..
... which therain will turn into gutters!’

‘...AND WEWILL BRING ELECTRICITY...

‘... S0Yyou can see better how to rob us!’

‘...,AND WEWILL BUILD SCHOOLS..

toteach illiteracy!’

‘... AND HOSPITALS WEWILL MAKE YOU RICH
LIKEUS THEREISPLENTY FOR EVERYBODY. PLENTY
OF FOOD. PLENTY OF POWER. VOTEFOR UNITY AND
POWERY’

By this time the mocking voices were silent.

‘AND TO PROVETO YOU THAT WEARENOT EMPTY
WORDSBRING YOUR CHILDREN TO US WE ARE GIVING
AWAY FREEMILK! YES FREEMILK FROM US COURTESY
OF OUR GREAT PARTYY
On and on they went, crackling abundant promises on the air, launching future visions
of extravagant prosperity, till they broke down the wals of our scepticism. The
compound people abandoned their doubts and poured over to the van. Fedling the
road sway, with the magnified voice quiveringin my ears, | went with them. | was
surprised to see our landlord on the back of the van. His face distened with the smile
of the powerful and he had on a lace agbada. There were stacks of powdered milk on
the back of the van and men with bristling muscles, bare-chested, ripped open the
sacks and dished out the milk with ydlow bowls to the women who had rushed over
with containers. The landlord, like a magcian in a triumphant moment, handed out
bowls of milk to the great surgng mass of people. All around me the throng had

become rowdy; the crowd converged round the van, arms outstretched, and the rush
for free milk broke into a frenetic cacophony. The crowd shook the van, voices



clashed in the air, children cried out under the crush, hands clawed at the sacks, and
the frenzy became so darmingthat the man at the megaphone began shouting

‘DON'T RUSH. WE HAVE ENOUGH FREE MILK FOR THE WHOLE
COUNTRY..

His pleading only made things worse; people surged round with basins, had them
filled, rushed to their homes, and returned with greater vigour. Soon the whole strest,
in a frightening tide of buckets and basins, of clangng pots, and rancorous voices,
rocked the van. The landlord looked sick with fright. Sweat broke out on his face and
he strugged to take off his agbada, but it got caught in the outstretched clawing hands
of al the strugding hungy people. The morehetried to get it off, the more entanged
it became in al the hands. It was as though his clothes too had become an extension
of his party’s promises, a free gft to everyone. On the other side of the van | saw
M adame Koto engaged in negotiations with the man a the megaphone, pointing
vigorously in the direction of her bar. All around her the crowd hustled. The women’s
kerchiefs were torn off, shirts wereripped apart, milk spilt everywhere and powdered
the faces of the women and children. With their sweating, milk-powdered faces they
looked like starving spirits. The crowd surged, voices swelling, and the driver started
the van's engne. The hunger of the crowd wresked itself on the van; the handers-out
of milk began to shout; the driver got worried; the landlord’ s agbada had been torn off
him by the crowd. He battled to get it back, clingng on to its edges in desperation,
pleading. But the crowd, with confused clawing motions, raking the milk sacks from
under the feet of thugs, dragged the landlord's agbada with them. He clung on
stubbornly and they dragged him dong with his garment, out of the van, till only his
feet were left showing, kicking vainly at thear. One of the thugs stopped dishing out
the milk and held on to the landlord's feet, to keep him in, but lost the battle against
the confused fury of motions, and the landlord disappeared into the great welter of
bodies. His agbada was passed from hand to hand, above the crowd; and soon so
many hands grasped a the lace garment that it tore into severa pieces in the ar and
patches of its blue cloth flew this way and that like the feathers of aplucked parrot.

When the landlord next emerged his hair was covered in mud and someone spilt
milk on him and he looked like a travesty of an Egungun and when he tried to get
back on the van his fdlow party men wouldn't let him because they didn’t recognise
him. He shouted his indignation and the thugs, abandoning their activity, set on him,
bundled him off, and threw him to the ground, a good distance from the van. The
intrepid photographer appeared with his camera and took pictures of the miserable
landlord and the surging crowd. The landlord got up in a great fury, shook his fists,
swore a the party and, covered in mud and dried milk, his clothes in tatters, his pants
al twisted, he stormed away down the street, a solitary figure of wretched defiance.
The photographer went on taking pictures. The men on the van posed in between
doling out milk, smiling in weird fixity a the camera, while the crowd jostled. | saw
three tough-looking men suddenly snatch sacks of milk from the van; | saw them run
off down the street, pursued by the paty thugs. Children were squashed by the
jostling. A man fainted. Women cried out. A grl was prodded in the eye. Someone
else, dbowed in the mouth, spat blood into the ar. The photographer flashed his
camera & a woman with a swollen eye, a basin of milk on her head. | saw a man
running out from the crowd's vanguard, with deep scratches bleeding down his face.
The windows of the van were smashed in the mé8lée. Blood mixed with milk on the



earth. | heard Mum screaming. | fought my way in the direction of her cry. | saw
M adame K oto leaving the scene of confusion with utmost dignity, her beads geaming
in the sun. | searched for Mum in the crowding, in the heated sweat and hungy
violence of the swelling multitude. Elbows crashed on my head and someon€'s fist
cracked my nose, drawing blood. | fought my way back out, stumbling over feet of
solid bone and rough legs. The van suddenly started moving. It knocked over a man
and dragged with it a hundred surgng bodies. The crowd poured after thevan asif in
a holy crusade. The thugs on the back of the van, resorting to a diversionary tactic,
tore open a hidden sack and began throwing pennies and silver pieces in the air. The
coins landed on our heads, we caught them with our faces, were sometimes blinded by
their force as we surged, and we scrambled for them, forgetting the milk, while the
van drove away, cracklingits announcements, its party promises, and the venue of the
party’s next great public spectacle. The children ran after the van, whiletherest of the
crowd, caught in the spird of its own fever, scrambled for coins.

The photographer chased the van, endlessly taking pictures of the thugs flexing their
muscles, while party lesflets salled in the air above us, words we would never read.
And when the van had disappeared from our street, when the amplified voice faded
into the depths of the area, we recovered slowly from our fever. The road was full of
spilt milk and party lesflets. Children searched the dust for hidden coins. M um
emerged from a goup of women, her face bruised, powdered milk on her hair, her
blouse torn.

‘I won't votefor them,” said the woman with the swollen eye.
M um saw me and came after me, transferring her annoy ance, and shouted:

‘Go back to bed!’

| hurried across the street. Everything swayed. A party leaflet stuck to my foot.
Powdered milk tickled my nostrils. The heat grew in my ears. A headache hammered
awvay between my eyes. | lingered a the compound-front, listening to voices
comparing their experience, arguing about politics. And when | saw M um crossing
the road, | hurried off into the room. M um brought in her basin of free milk, with a
look of exhausted triumph on her face. She placed the basin on the cupboard, as if the
effort she had put into acquiringit had somehow madeit quite specia. Then she went
to have a bath. The compound people converged in the passage and got into heated
discussions about which of the two main parties was the best, which had more money,
which was the friend of the poor, which had the better promises, and they went on like
that, tirdessly, till the night fell slowly over the spectacle of the day.

It was quite dark when Dad returned. He looked sober and exhausted. He looked
miserable and moved listlessly and his face hung down as if hewould burst into tears
any moment. He complained about his head, his back, his legs. He grumbled about the
political thugs who were gving him trouble at the garage.

‘I nearly killed one of themtoday,” he said, with aravingexpression in his eyes.

Then his voice changed.



‘Too much load. My back is breaking. | must find another job. Join thearmy. Bea
nightsoil man. But this load is getting too much for me’

There was a brief silence. Then M um told him about the great event of theday and
showed him the milk. She seemed quite proud of having put up agood fight to obtain
abasinful against dl the competition.

‘Now we can have milk in our pap,” shesad.
‘Not me;” | sad.

“You think their milk is too good for you, eh?
Dad tasted the milk and wrinkled his face.
‘Rotten milk,” he said. ‘Bad milk.’

And then he fell aslegp in the chair, overcome with exhaustion. He had not bathed,
nor had he eaten, and he stank of dried mud, cement, crayfish, and garri sacks. M um
stayed up for awhile to see if he would wake; but Dad slept on, grinding his teeth,
snoring. And so M um stretched out on the mat, blew out the candle, and soon began
to snore hersdlf.

| stayed awake for a while. | was still feverish and the darkness quivered with
figures moving about blindly. Just before | fell asleep | heard anoise on the cupboard
and as | looked | saw something growing out of the milk. It grew very tal and white
and resolved itsef into a ghostly agbada. There was no one in the agbada and it took
off from the powdered milk and flew around the room. Then the garment, al white,
folded itsdlf, compacted, and settled into the form of a bright indigo dragonfly. It
buzzed its wings round the room and disappeared into the impenetrable darkness of a
corner. My headache grew more severe. The milk and its peculiar nightgrowths were
my singular memories of that Saturday when politics madeits first public gppearance
inour lives.

SX

SUNDAY BROUGHT us the secret faces of politics.

Dad's relaions came to visit. They came with their children, al of them stiff and
shy in the good clothes they rarely wore. We didn’t have enough chairs for them and
Mum had to swadlow her pride and borrow chars from our neighbours. The
compound was aflame with politics. Our reations cameto visit, but they aso cameto
criticise. They attacked Dad for not visiting them, for not atending the meetings of
our townspeople, for not contributing to wedding presents, funeral arrangements, and
endless financid engagements. Dad responded badly to their criticisms. He blamed
them for not helping him, for not being visible during his times of crisis; and ther



recriminations flew back and forth, developed into terrible arguments, with everyone
shouting at the top of ther voices, till they al seemed more like implacable enemies
than like members of an extended family.

They seemed so much against one another that | felt ashamed being in the room,
witnessing it al. The wives and children of our relations avoided looking a& me and
then | suspected that they hated us as much as we avoided their company . After along
period of shouting one of our relations tried to change the subject by bringng up
politics and the coming eections. It was the most unfortunate change of subject.
Another great dtercation started and burned vehemently in the smal room. Dad, who
supported the Party for the Poor, quivered duringthe argument, unableto contain his
rage; our relation, who supported the Party of the Rich, was very cam, amost
disdainful. He had more money than Dad and lived in a part of the city that aready
had eectricity.

The room vibrated with ther differences and a times it seemed they would fal on
one another and fight out the battle of ascendancies. But M um camein with atray of
food and drinks. Dad sent for some ogogoro and kola-nuts and made a libation,
praying for harmony in the extended arms of the family. Our relations ate in silence.
After they had eaten, they drank in silence. Conversation had been exhausted. When
the silence got too oppressive the wives of our relations went out into the passage
with Mum and | heard them laughing while the men sat in the room, embarrassed by
ther differences.

The aternoon intensified with the heat. Voices in the compound grew louder;
children played in the passage; neighbours quarrelled; our relations said they were
going, Dad didn’t disguise his relief. One of the wives gave me apenny and caled me
abad boy for not visiting them. Dad saw his relations off. Hewas avay alongtime.
When he got back he was in quite a storm of bad temper. He raged against dl
reations, against dl the reaives who had more money than him. He cursed ther
sdfishness, and swore that they only came to visit to make themselves fed better in
comparison with our condition. He worked himsdf into a tremendous verba
campagn against the Party of the Rich and in the height of his denunciation his eyes
fell on the basin of powdered milk. He snatched it from the top of the cupboard and
stormed out. | heard M um pleading with him not to throw the milk away and then |
heard her sigh. Dad came back with an empty basin and awicked geamin his eyes.

M um sulked and Dad held her close and danced with her; shetried to push him away,
but Dad clungto her, and soon she was hitting him affectionately on the back. | turned
over on the bed. The fever had been retreating from me and | felt better with each
hour. | heard them dancing, heard M um’'s weakening protestations, and heard Dad
suggest that they go visiting. M um liked the idea. Dad went and bathed and when he
got back M um went. It took M um a long time to get ready and while she powdered
her face and arranged the daborate ornamented folds of her head-gear and dug out her
necklaces and banges, her wrappers and white shoes, and plaited her hair hurriedly in
the mirror, Dad was dready asleep on his three-legged chair. The room was very hot
and patches of sweat appeared on Dad's French suit, his only decent clothes. And
when M um was ready she was entirely transformed. All the tiredness, the overwork,
the boniness of her face, the worry expressions on her forehead, had gone. Her face
sparkled with freshness, lipstick, and eyeshadow. Her skin-tone had been softened



with foundation and rouge. And | saw in M um something of the innocent beauty that
must have made the village air lustrous when Dad first set eyes on her. She looked
radiant and every movement scented the room with her chegp perfume. The swest ran
down her powdered face and her eyes were bright with excitement. She touched Dad
and he woke up with a start, his eyes bloodshot and bulgng, his jacket armpits wet
through with swest.

“You women take so long,” Dad said.
‘“Wemay be poor, but we' renot ugy,” M um said.

Dad woke into a good mood. He rubbed his eyes, downed a short of ogogoro,
forebade my going out, hooked his arm under Mum'’s and, in a picture of wedded
bliss, stepped out into theworld.

| waited till they had gone. Then | got up, poured myself some ogogoro, downed it,
and went to the passage to watch the bustling Sunday afternoon life of the compound.

As the afternoon passed on into the evening the children crying in the compound
began to cough. Men and women queued up outside the toilet, and everyone
complained of stomach trouble. The women doubled-up and sat miserably on stools
outside their rooms. A man heaved and threw-up beside the well. Women screamed
that they had been poisoned and said they had crabs clawing around in their intestines.
Children seared the evening with the livid heat of their weeping. Then the refrain of
vomiting began.

The compound people without exception looked sick and when they passed me
they dared a me as though | were in some way responsible for the mass illness. All
the jollity and good feding of Sunday gave way to goans, to cries of
incomprehension, and demands for a witch-doctor’s investigation. This went on dl
evening The compound became a place of vomiting, tenants vomited a the
housefront, dong the passage, in thetoilet, outside the bathroom, and the sound itself
seemed to become catching. The children, unable to hold anything down, were rushed
tothetoilet. They weretrested with castor oil, to neutraise whatever poisons they hed
ingested. But nothingworked. | sat outside and watched it al in amazement. Then one
of the creditors’ wives went past me, stiffened, turned to me, her eyes openingwide,
and, in agroan that sounded like a curse, released aflood of undigested beans and rice
and bile al over my Sunday clothes. She disgppeared into the backyard. | washed off
her vomit and went to the housefront and filled my pockets with stones. | stopped
when | saw M um and Dad returning from their outing and ran back to the room. Dad
was high-spirited and drunk. Mum’s face was flushed in sweat and love, her eyes
bright, her radiance beautiful.

‘What were you doing outside? | told him what had happened. ‘What were you
goingto do? ‘Stone her.’

‘Go and stone her!” he said.



| went out and threw stones a their door and missed and broke one of their
windows.

The creditor came out, looking desperately sick.

‘Areyou mad? he asked, wieldingamachete.

“Your wifevomited on me,’ | sad.

The creditor burst out laughing and then he froze and rushed to the backy ard.

‘Everyone must have eaten something bad,” Dad said.

And then Mum told how mystified she had been at seeing people sick everywhere,
a the endemic vomiting aong paths and housefronts. The friends they went to visit
had been ill the whole time. It seemed a plague had come upon us, insinuated itself

into our intestines.

‘The whole world is sick, but my family is well,” Dad said, proudly. ‘That’s how
God revedsthejust. By their fruits we shal know them. We are astrong family .’

He went on in this ven, singng lustily, till the dragonfly awoke in the room and
soared violently to the cellingand kept crashing against the walls in drunken flight.

‘That insect looks likemy relative, Dad sad, laughing.

‘It came from the milk.’

‘“What?

‘Theinsect.’

‘When?

‘Last night. Everyone was aslegp. Then theinsect flew out of the milk.’

‘The milk!"” Dad cried, in a moment’s comprehension. He rushed out into the
compound, shouting:

‘THEMILK! IT'STHEM ILKY

M um picked up aslipper and staked the dragonfly and stunned it against the wal and
smashed it so hard it became an obscene greenish smear. With a look of supreme
indifference, she flicked down the bulbous bits of the dragonfly and swept it out into
the passage. After she had washed off the smear with arag, she went to the creditor’s
room. She demanded that they clear their vomit from our roomfront and wash my
stained clothes. In the meantime Dad was bangng on doors, rousing everyone,
overcome by the exhilaration of his drunken discovery, shouting:

‘They have poisoned us with the milk!’



Dad's statement became a cry of understanding that was carried from one mouth to
another, amost a rdlying cdl, till the words gained ascendance over the ugy noises
of vomiting. The women got out their containers and basins of the politicians’ milk
and emptied them on the street. The hegps of rotten milk grew. Other compounds aso
had their hegps and as | looked dong the street | saw the pilings of powdered milk
like mirror-images in front of stals. The inhabitants of the area gathered and held a
long public meeting about the rotten milk of politics.

The photographer hobbled about, from housefront to housefront, holding his
stomach, his face wretched and pale. Bravely, he took pictures of the milk-hegps and
vomit outside the houses, and got the women and children to pose round them. He
took shots of sick children, men in contorted forms of agony, women in attitudes of

hungry outrage.

The meeting went on for hours. The street was angy and someone suggested
burning down the locd offices of the rich people's party. They were angy but they
were aso helpless and they couldn’t decide on the best course of action. They taked,
could find no solutions, and as night fdl they dispersed to their rooms, hobbling,
wracked by spasms, exhausted of anythingto vomit.

The compound became a little friendlier towards us that night. Everyone thanked
Dad for his rdlying cry, for finding the cause of the maaise. The creditor's wife
cleared her undigested ill-feding from our roomfront, and the creditor himsdf did not
ask us to pay for his broken window. All through the night children went on weeping.
But the refrain of vomitinglessened, as if knowing the problem had somehow reduced
the condition. Thetoilet was unusable.

Dad made libations to his ancestors longinto the night. He prayed for many things,
so many that | lost track of the detalls, and it occurred to methat his ancestors might
aso be confused by them. We went to sleep in fine spirits, bonded by prayer, and gdad
that we had survived what became known as The Day of the Politicians’ Milk. That
night | slept on the mat. As darkness passed into dreams | heard them again on the
bed, moving gently with the music of the springs. The movements stopped. And then
avoice, out of the darkness, sad:

‘| wonder if therats are awake.’

SEVEN

THE NEXT TIME | went to M adame Koto's bar the place was full of big
blue flies. The smell of anima skin and swest and fresh turned earth assailed me. It
was hot and stuffy, crowded with tota strangers. All of them looked as freakish as the
people who weretherethelast time.

The difference was that there had been a grotesque interchange anongthe clientele.
There was an abino, but hewas tal and had ahead like atuber of yam. The man who



was bulbous in one eye was white and blank like a polished moonstone in the other.
The two men who were sinister in dark dasses now had white hair and curious hip
deformations. The youth who had no teeth was now a woman. | recognised them al
beneath their transformed appearances. There were others | hadn’t seen before. One of
them looked like a lizard with smdl, fixed green eyes. And amongst these strange
people were others who seemed normal, who had stopped off on their way home from
their jobs for an evening's drink. The place was so crowded that | had to strugde
through the tight-jammed bodies, dl of them raucous, adl of them singng, passing
abuses and bad jokes across the bar. | heard voices that were unearthly, languages that
were nasd and dien, laughter that could only have come from dead tree trunks at
night or from hollow graves. | began to fed ill again just pushing my way through
their bodies which smelt bloodless and looked pde.

The mutant customers made the bar fed entirdy different. They conferred on
everything a dull yelow light. The bar itsdf gave the impression that it had been
transported from its familiar environs of our areato somewhere under the road, under
the seg, to a dimly remembered and unwanted landscape. Their laughter made the
lights lurid. Their merged voices made me twitch. And the toothless woman, breaking
suddenly into a high-pitched squed of pleasure, unleashed on me asurprising rush of
fear. | managed to make my way to my position near the earthenware pot. All the
seats were taken, and two midgets shared a stool, drinking serenely. | did not
recognise either of them, but they both smiled & me. The toothless woman turned
towards me, staring hard, and then, very slowly, pulled out something from beneath
the table. | watched, fascinated by her magcian’s gesture. When she had pulled it out
completdy, | saw that it was a sack. | screamed and tried to get out of the door, but
every available space was packed. The crowd jostled me, blockingmy way, as though
they were ddiberatdy trying to prevent my escgpe, while not seeming to do so. |
shouted and a deep-throated laughter drowned my voice. | pushed and the harder |
tried the more completdly | was surrounded.

Then | redised that more people were pouring in from the doorway, materidising,
it seemed, from the night ar. The clientde kept multiplying, filling out the spaces.
They stood over me, gant figures with hair that fell off in clumps on my face. Their
multiplication frightened me. The woman with no teeth became two. The midgets
became four. The two men with dark dasses and white hair became three. The man
with a bulbous ey e acquired a double, and the double had a bulbous ey e on the other
side of his face. | camed down. | had no wegpon against their multiplication. The
noise lowered. Everything quivered. | moved slowly, as if under water, towards the
edge of a bench. | sat down. The people who surrounded me kept gancing in my
direction every now and again, as if discreetly trying to make sure | was still in the
bar. | became aware of being watched by everyone, even when they were not looking
a me. | became convinced that they al had hidden and invisible eyes at the sides and
the backs of their heads. And it was only when | looked up a one of the men who was
so tal his head seemed to dmost touch the cobweb-infested rafters that | knew the
purity of fear.

The man had a wide mouth, prominent nostrils that flared unnaturaly when he
breathed, and two big disproportionate ears. And to my horror he had no eyes. |
screamed very loud and | kicked the man’'s shin and he leant over to me and opened
his mouth wide as if he were going to swalow me. Then he stayed like that, in



gopaent contemplation. | found mysef staring into the horror of his mouth. It was
very dark and udy and a the back of his mouth there was asinge luminous disc, like
a flattened moonstone, and | was horrified to see the disc blinking. Then | redlised |
was staring a an eye. | drew back in my shock and the eye elongated towards me and
then moved around like a bright marble stuck in his throat. | spat a the eye and
strugged away from him, kicking and raving. The man made a cawing sound and
leant over again, his mouth open, and he looked for me, but | had made it across the
room.

| felt amoment’s relief; but when | saw the people surrounding me | strugded to
escape again. Some of them were tall eyeess women. And next to me sat the three
men in dark gasses. All three of them turned their heads in my direction. One of them
took off his gasses and instead of the blank whiteeyes | had expected he had normal
Ones.

‘What’s wrongwith you? he asked.
‘Nothing’

‘Why did you spit into that man’s mouth?
‘Theboy isinsane,’ said another of thethree.
‘Unbalanced,” said the first.

‘Drunk,” said the second.

‘Hold him!” said the third.

‘Yes, grab him before he spits at us.’

| edged away, keeping an eye on them. As | watched them, they began to
transform, breaking out of their moulds. Ther shoulders seemed momentarily
hunchbacked. Ther eyes blazed through their gasses and their teeth resembled fangs.
| edged away, slowly, and found another corner, and stared intently at everyone. The
clientele kept changing, becoming something other. What they were underneath kept
emergng under the fleeting transparency of ther skins. After awhile | thought my
eyes were playing eaborate tricks on me, or that my fever was invadingmein strange
ways, and | shut my eyes. When | opened them the tal women with no eyes had
disappeared. | ran out of the bar and took the longway round to the backy ard.

M adame Koto was sitting on a stool, holding her head. Occasionally she made a
vomiting sound, and groaned. She didn’t have her white beads. She looked like a
compressed rhinoceros on the stool. | touched her and she started.

‘Oh, it’syou!” shesad.

Her face was sunken. She looked quiteill.

‘What happened to you?



She gave me a sour look, made a desperate vomiting motion, held her stomach, and
sad:

‘It was themilk.’
“You drank it?

‘Of course,’ she barked.
‘Wedidn't.’

She sad nothing. She fdl into another futile spasm of vomiting. She looked
dreadful.

‘What about the peoplein the bar?

‘“What about them?

‘They werethe ones who carried me away .’
‘When?

‘Thelast timel was here’

‘Nonsense!’

‘Truel’

‘Where did they carry you to?
‘Totheriver.’

‘“Which river?

‘I don’'t know. But they arewitches and wizards.’
‘How do you know? Areyou oneyoursdf?
‘Look at them.

‘They arejust troublemakers. They havefinished al my pepper-soup. And | annat
well enough to ded with them.’

‘What shadl | do?
‘I don’t know. Do what you like, but leave me aone, or | will vomit onyou.’
She sounded so madicious in her bad temper that | beieved she would do it. | went

back to the bar and stayed at the door. | listened to the loud sinuous voices, | watched
them as they laughed and banged the tables, and then | made an instant discovery. |



redlised for the first time that many of the customers were not human beings. Their
deformations were too staggering and they seemed unaffected by their blindness and
their eyeessness, their hunched backs and toothless mouths. Their expressions and
movements were a odds with their bodies. They seemed a confused assortment of
different human parts. It occurred to methat they were spirits who had borrowed bits
of human beings to partake of human redity. They say spirits do that sometimes.
They do it because they get tired of being just spirits. They want to taste human
things, pain, drunkenness, laughter, and sex. Sometimes they do it to spread mischief
and sometimes to seduce grown-ups or abduct children into their relm. The moment |
saw them as spirits, drinking palm-wine without getting drunk, confused about the
natura configuration of the human body, everything made sense. And then | became
certan that Madame Koto's fetish had somehow been attracting them. | was
confirmed in this notion by thefact that they seemed to cluster most thickly beneath
thefetish. | knew what | had to do. | went outside and said to M adame K oto:

“Your bar is full of spirits.’
‘LEAVE M E ALONE!" she shouted.

| left her done and went round to the front and searched for a branch that was
forked a the end. | went down the widening paths and found sticks, but they were
either not long enough or strong enough. | got to the edge of the forest and heard trees
groaning as they crashed down on their neighbours. | listened to trees being felled
deep in the forest and heard the steady rhythms of axes on hard, living wood. The
silence magnified the rhythms. | found abranch which seemed perfect. | broke off the
long wood of the forked ends, lacerated mysef on the splinters and bled. | took the
stick back with meto the bar.

At the backyard M adame Koto was still on the stool, looking like a rhinoceros
whose horn has been cut off. She held her head and uttered a low wailing sound. |
went into the bar through the front door. The disguised spirits were now completely
uproarious. They had overrun the place in an orgy of merriment, jumping up and
down, dancing to non-existent melodies, fighting, singng unfamiliar songs in harsh
languages. The man with the bulbous eye was playing with his other detachable one.
A man who had removed his arm from its socket was hitting the toothless woman on
the head with it. The spirits were drunk with their borrowed humanity and frolicked in
their grotesque merriment.

| climbed on abench and prodded the fetish with the stick. | had lifted it off the nall
and was bringng it down when one of the spirits saw me from the other end of the bar
and gave apiercing cry. | got down hastily. Thefetish fell from the stick. Therewas a
terrible silence in the bar. And then the disguised spirit who had shouted, pointed a
me, and in avoice of command, cried:

‘SEIZETHAT BOYY

| snatched the fetish from the floor, fedingits potencies burninginto my pam, and
fought madly past the borrowed legs of the spirits, and gained the doorway. |
stumbled and fell at the barfront. For a moment | couldn’t find the fetish. | searched
around furiously while the commotion in the bar spilled outside. | eventualy found



the fetish under the bushes, where it seemed to have crawled, like a crab. | caught it
just as M adame K oto responded to the clamour. She saw me and shouted:

‘Azaro, are you mad? Bring that thing back!’

In her heavy milk-contorted gait, she bounded after me. She wasn't the only one.
The spirits were after me as well, and one of them held his detached arm in the air like
a misbegotten club. | fled down the paths. Their heavy footsteps sounded behind me
and they shouted my name:

‘Azaro! Azarol’

The whole area rang with my name. So fearfully did the spirits cal it out that the
lights changed and yelow clouds materidised beside me. It seemed | had entered
another relm. Like animas who have discovered speech, they screamed my name,
each in a different voice. | ran behind huts, hid behind sandheaps, but they were able
to smel me out. The dogs barked my name, odd-looking goats blocked my path, and
chickens flew out of the bushesin front of me. The trees rebounded the vowes of my
name and | felt everything was in conspiracy with the spirits to betray my hiding-
places. Nothing seemed safe for me; not the rutted foundations of houses, where | was
set upon by strange insects, nor the circular well, in which | considered hiding, but
from which my name echoed, nor the anthill, behind which red soldier ants deployed
their maignant forces. So | made for the forest; | passed M adame Koto's sacrificeto
the road; the plate was intact, but thefood and ritua objects had gone. | went and lay
down behind the great fdlen tree, where | had seen the two-legged dog But | feared |
might roll over into the pit and, unable to get out, become part of the new road. So |
ran deeper into the forest.

The spirits were dl over the place. They gave every tree avoice. | saw arusted
machete on the ground and picked it up. The man with the bloated ey e pounced on me
and | smashed his arm with the machete and he did not utter asound, nor did he bleed.
| dug the fetish into his bad ey e and he let me go, blinded by M adame Koto’s powers.
| ran on till | was lost. | was not sure any more why | was running. | stopped. |
wandered amongst the silent, listening trees. | no longer heard the footsteps of the
spirits. But from afar | could still hear them caling my name. Ther voices were
feeble on the wind.

It was rapidly getting dark. The wind blew hard through the trees. Trees groaned,
branches cracked, and the wind among the leaves sounded like a distant waterfall.
Pods exploded from on high and one of them fell on my head, like a mighty knock,
and | dropped to the ground. In the silence and darkness that came over me | found
mysdf riding the invisible horse of the night. | rode through the trees. All around me
were silent figures in great masks. All around me were ancestrd statues. Wherever |
rode | saw immemorial monoliths with solemn faces and beaded lapis lazuli eyes. The
monoliths were of gold, sdf-luminatingin the darkness. One of the statues moved and
turned into M adame Koto. Her golden wrapper fluttering about her, she climbed on to
a caparisoned horse of the night and commanded the other statues and monoliths to
follow her. The figures in great masks moved. The statues moved. They climbed ther
horses, and rode after me,



| rode furiously and arrived a a place where dl the winds of the world converged.
The winds blew the army of statues one by one off their horses and they brokeinto
golden fragments. Only M adame Koto, an implacable warrior, stayed on her horse
and thudded after me. Just before she fell on me, it began to rain. Thewater, pouring
down, gadudly effaced her, begnning with her rased arm and her grim sword. Her
arm dissolved into an indigo liquid and poured down her face; and her face dissolved
slowly, as if the rain were an acid that ae avay flesh and sted. Then her hair fell off
and her head became reduced; and then her head rolled off into a bal of red waters
and her shoulders melted and eventudly her great massive bulk disappeared and dl
that remained were her two big fierce eyes which throbbed on the ground and stared
a me. And then the horse neighed and lifted its front hooves in the air and turned and
odloped away, bursting her two eyes with its hind feet. Then it too disgppeared, amid
infernal sounds, into the effulgent winds.

| found myself wandering under the downpour. The fetish was still in my hand. |
wandered in the reentless rain, till | found the clearing. | was weary. The fetish
seemed to have grown heavier and its leaden weight frightened me. | threw thefetish
into the middle of the clearing, away from any trees. Then | decided to bury it, just in

case the spirits or M adame Koto accidentaly found it. | dug aholewith astick. Water
filled the hole. | didn’t mind. | stuck the fetish into the hole and covered it over with

wet earth and then | stuck branches and sticks around the hole to remind mewherel
had buried the fetish. Then | made my way back to the edge of theforest and stayed
under the eaves of ahut till the rain softened.

| was cold. My teeth rattled. The hand with which | had held the fetish was dyed
indigo. The skin of the pam peded away in wet flakes as though the fetish had esten
my flesh. The rain softened, drizzling, and | made my way home cautiously. Dogs
howled in the dark. The wind blew strongy and lifted off the roof of abungdow and
knocked it over to the adjoining compound. The tenants wailed in the horrible voices
of those who have been judged and damned, as if God had ripped off the cover of
their lives and exposed them to a merciless infinity. They screamed in terrible
desolation like Adam and Eve being sent out of the Garden of Eden for ever. It was a
sad night, with the children crying and the rain pouringover their possessions. There
was nothing | could do to help and | went on home, listening to thunder rumbling
from its distant homestead, and lightning crackling its multiple candent fingers over
the great trees.

Everything held menace for me. The barking of dogs was like the gnashing of
vengeful spirits. Branches cracking sounded as if they were about to spring on me.
And even the clothes and garments flapping on washing lines seemed so like M adame
Koto, dissolved from the world of flesh, threateningto wreak eterna havoc on mefor
the loss of her fetish. I went a long and complicated route to avoid going past her
barfront. And when | got home Dad was on his three-legged char, smoking a
cigarette; the mosquito coil was on the table; the broken window had been mended;
and fresh sweet cooking warmed the room with its aroma. M um came in with atray
of food and said:

‘You'rejust on time.’

Dad looked a me, laughed, and said:



‘So therain beat you?
| nodded, shivering.
‘Dry yoursdf,” M um sad.

| went and had aquick wash and dried mysdf with Dad’s towel. | came back in and
sat on the haf-spread mat. | ate with M um and Dad from the same bowls. The candle-
light illuminated our faces. After | ate, | curled up on the mat, planting my secretsin
my silence, and slept as if nothing unusual had happened.

EIGHT

| DID NOT go back to M adame Koto's place for awhile. | feared her anger. |
feared her customers. And so after school | avoided going past her barfront. | would
come home and find the door locked. | would sit outside our room and wait for M um,
who often returned late from hawking and the market.

The compound was quiet in the afternoons. The sunlight fell heavily on al things
and made it difficult for sounds to travel and made the ar somnolent. At the
compound-front women who had done al their housework dozed on the cement
platform. The hegps of powdered milk, beaten by the rain, spread their poisonous
whiteness adong the runnels of the widening paths. Dogs slept with one eye open, ther
talls pestered by flies. Little children played listlessly on the sand. Older children who
had returned from school changed their uniforms and came out, ther faces dark with
sunlight and dust except where the sweat ran down. Their mothers sent them on
errands. Transfixed by the sunlight, | listened to the music of distant radios and the
muezzin's rousing cal to prayer.

Across the street the photographer bustled about with his camera, undeterred by the
sleep-making sunlight, looking for interesting subjects. Sometimes he hung up the
photographs he had washed in the dass cabinet outside his studio. We often went
over to look a thewedding pictures of people who were complete strangers to us. He
pinned up some of the pictures of the ceebration of my homecoming. Beside them
were the lurid photographs of the chaos unleashed when the politicians came round
with their rotten milk. The rest of the cabinet was taken up with images of defiant
women, milk heaps, street inhabitants pouring avay the milk against a grainy
backdrop of poverty. He was very proud of the photographs and when we gathered
too closeto the cabinet he would rush over and drive us away, saying

‘Don’t touch the cabinet or you will spoil the photographs!”’

The more he drove us away the more we gathered. The cabinet outside the studio
became our first public gdlery. Every afternoon, after school had ended, we went



there to see what new subjects he had on display, what new funerds, what parades,
how the thugs were harassing the women traders a the marketplaces, what newborn
baby he had captured crying at theworld. He was our first loca newspaper as well.

It was the children who first showed interest in his photographs. Then the adults, on
ther way to work in the morning, began to stop to see what new images the
industrious photographer had on display. They aso stopped in the evenings whenthey
returned. He alway s surprised us and began to play up to our expectations. He became
very popular with the children. Whenever we saw him coming down the street with
his camera we never falled to cheer him. He would smile, pretend to take pictures of
us, and would disappear into the secret chambers of his studio. After a while we
forgot his name and he became known to us simply as ‘the photographer’.

In the afternoons, after being driven avay from his gass cabinet, | often played
with the other children. We had a whole universe in which to play. We played dong
the maze of streets and expanding paths, around huts and houses, in building sites,
and in theforests. When | got tired and hungry | would ask the photographer for food.
Sometimes he would complan that | was disturbing him, but mostly he would gve
me apiece of bread, saying

“Your father hasn’t paid for his picturesyet.’
On another day, with adint in his eyes, in atone of conspiracy, he said:
‘Worry your father for me. | will gveyou ashillingif he pays for his pictures.’

He went on pestering me like that, asking if | had in turn been pestering Dad. He
then threatened never to feed me again or speak to me till the pictures had been paid
for. One day |1 saw himlooking hungry and miserable and when | asked him what was
wrong he snarled a me, snatched up the tripods of his cameraand, screamingthat no
one ever pad for ther photographs, pursued me down the street. He was quitefierce
that day . His hunger and bitterness made him udy, and | avoided him for awhile.

His hunger got worse. In the mornings he no longer bothered to change the
photographs in the gass cabinet. He no longer bothered to surprise us. The old images
turned brown and sad and curled up at the edges under the bleaching force of the
sunlight. In the nights we heard him raving, abusing everyone for not paying up,
shoutingthat it was people like us who drove honest men to crime and corruption. His
clothes became shabby and his beard turned wiry and brown. But even his hunger
couldn’'t extinguish his spirit and in the afternoons he still went up and down the
place, taking pictures with demented ey es and in aconstancy of bad temper.

The children stopped gathering round his cabinet. We invented new games and
played footbal. One afternoon, while playing, we kicked the bdl too hard into an
unintended god, smashing the photogapher’s cabinet. He came out, waving a
machete, his eyes mad, his movements listless, his tongue coated with white
sediments. He trembled in the sunlight, feeble and ill. He came to the cabinet, looked
at the destruction we had wrought, and said:

‘Don’t touch the cabinet! | kill anyone who touches it!’



And so the footbal remained in the cabinet with the smashed dass and the
browning photographs. The adults who went past shook their heads in bewilderment
at this strange new form of photographic montage. The footbal was still in the cabinet
when it rained. Water flooded the images. Insects bred in the cabinet and curious
forms of mould and fung grew on the innocent subjects of hisindustry and we dl felt
sad that the photographer had lost interest in his craft. He wasted away in his tiny
room, trembling in the grip of an abnormda fever, and when we saw him he was
aways covered in afilthy black cloth.

| felt so sad about his pictures that | began to pester Dad, who dways got into a
temper whenever the subject was raised. So | pestered M um, but she got bonier the
more | pestered her; and so | stopped, and forgot the sadness atogether. And in the
afternoons, because | couldn’t go to M adame Koto's bar, nor look at the pictures in

the broken gass cabinet, my feet started to itch again, and | resumed wandering the
roads of theworld.

Sometimes | played in the forest. My favourite place was the clearing. In the
afternoons the forest wasn’t frightening, though | often heard strange drums and
singng and trees groaning before they fell. | heard the axes and drills in the distances.
And every day the forest thinned alittle. The trees | got to know so well were cut
down and only their stumps, dripping sap, remained.

| wandered through the forest, collecting rusted padlocks, green bird-eggs, abandoned
necklaces, and rituad dolls. Sometimes | watched the men felling trees and sometimes
the companies building roads. | made some money running errands for the workers,
errands to young grls who rebuffed their advances and to married women who were
secretive and full of riddles in their replies, errands to buy cooked food and soft
drinks. With the pennies they gave me | bought bread and fried coconut chips and
iced water for mysdf. And then | saved some of the money and offered it to the
photographer for our pictures. But when he saw how much | offered he burst into a
feverish temper, and chased me out, thinking that | was mocking him.

The days were dways long except when | played or wandered. The streets were
long and convoluted. It took me hours to get lost and many moreto find my way back
again. | began to enjoy getting lost. In my wanderings | left our area dtogether, with
its jJumbled profusion of shacks and huts and bungalows, and followed the route of the
buses that took workers to the city centre. At the roadsides, women roasted corn. In
pam-wine bars and eating—houses, men swalowed fist-sized dollops of eba,
gesticulating furiously, arguing about politics. At a barber’s shop, | watched a man
being shaved bald. Next to the barber’s shop there was apool office. A man, wearing
a blue French suit, his arms round a beautiful woman, came out; | started towards
him. He didn’'t recognise me. When he got into a car, with the woman, both smiling
on that hot day, and when they drove off, it occurred to methat | had seen the future
incarnation of my father’s better self, his successful double.

I went on walking till | got to the garage. Activity bustled everywhere. There were
lorries and transport vehicles and buses reversing, conductors rhythmicaly chanting
their destinations, commuters clambering on, drivers shouting insults at one another,



bicyclists tinkling their bels. Traders cried out their wares, buyers hagged loudly,
and no one seemed to be still.

Therewas no stillness anywhere and | went on wakingand saw alot of men
carryingloads, carrying monstrous sacks, as if they were damned, or asif they were
working out an abysma slavery. They staggered under the absurd weight of sat bags,
cement bags, garri sacks. The weights crushed their heads, compressed their necks,
and theveins of ther faces were swollen to bursting point. Their expressions were so
contorted that they seemed amost inhuman. | watched them buckling under the
weights, watched them become knockkneed, as they ran, with foaming swesat pouring
down their bodies. Their trousers were al soaked through and one of the men, rushing
past me, farted uncontrollably, wobbling under the horrible load. Further on | cameto
thelorries that brought the bags of garri from distant regons of the country. The
carriers of loads werelined up at the open backs of the lorries awaiting their turns,
with rolled cloths on their heads. | watched the men being loaded, watched them
stumble off through the chaos. Each man bore his load differently. Two men at the
back of the trucks would lift the bags on to the heads of the load-carriers. Some of the
carriers flinched before the shadow of the bags, some recoiled before the loads had
even been lifted, and afew invariably seemed to rise towards the load, anticipatingits
weight, neutraising their pain, before the terrible moment. But there was one among
them who was different. He was huge, had bulbous muscles, atoweringy ugy face,
and was cross-ey ed, | suspected, from the accumulation of too much weight. Hewas
the gant of the garage. They lifted abagon his head. He made inscrutable noises and
flapped his hand.

‘Morel Morel’ hesad.

They lifted a second bag on his head and his neck virtualy disappeared and his
mighty feet sank into the muddy street.

‘He's mad!’ said one of theload-carriers behind him.
‘He sdrunk!” said another.

Heturned towards them, his mouth twisted, his face contorted, and shouted, in a
stranged voice:

“Your father is mad! Your mother is drunk!’

Then heturned to thetwo men at the back of the truck and gesticulated again. He
flapped his hand so violently it seemed hewas tryingto attack them. They drew back
in horror.

‘M ORE! M ORE!" hecried.

‘That’s enough,” said one of thetwo men. ‘Do you think we are politicians? said
the other. His gestures became more furious.

‘He s not mad,” said the carrier behind him. ‘He s poor, that’s dl.’



‘M ORE! M ORE!" the gant squeded.
‘Look, go! That’s enough even for you.’
‘M ORE! M ORE!" he sad, his voice disappearing.

They lifted one more sack on his head and an extraordinary sound came from his
buttocks; his head vanished atogether; the sound continued, unstoppable; and he
staggered one way and then another. Those waiting to be loaded fled from behind
him. He wobbled in dl directions, bangnginto stals, toppling tables of fresh fish and
neat piles of oranges, staggering into traders’ wares, trampling on basins of snails.
Women screamed a him, pulling at his trousers. He went on staggering, balancingthe
weights, slipping and miraculously regaining his footage, grunting and swearing,
uttering the words ‘M ORE! M ORE!" under his breath, and when he went past mel
noticed that his crossed eyes were dmost norma under the crush, and his muscles

trembled uncontrollably, and he groaned so deeply, and he gave off such an unearthly
smell of sweat and oppression that | suddenly burst into tears.

People had gathered dl around. People had stopped what they were doing, just to
see if this man who wasn’t redly a gant could manage dl that weight. They watched
the spectacle of that squat, thick-set man, and it was the only moment | saw peoplein
stillness. And when the man, wobbling and weaving, got to where he was supposed to
be relieved of the bags, the unloaders weren't there. He turned, cdlingfor them; they
came running out of a bukka, and arrived too late; for he suddenly threw down the
three mountainous bags dl a once; one of them spilled open; and he stood perfectly
still for a moment, blinking, while people al around cheered him and sang out his
nicknames; and then he fell in slow motion on to the sacks and did not stir till he had
been dragged to the roadside and revived with a bucket of water and atumbler full of
pam-wine.

After awhile he got up, his knees knocking, and went back to the truck and took to
carying only two bags. People still kept watching him, to see if he would do
something extraordinary with the bags. But the only thing he did, after afew trips,
was o into a bukka, put away agreat bowl of pounded yam, swalowing handfuls
that would have choked a bull. The spectators who left, resuming their busy lives,
missed seeing him perform an impromptu fandango with the madame of the bukka
and then run off without paying, the madame hot on his heds wavingafrying pan.

The garage was the most confusing place I'd ever seen: people shouting everywhere,
lorries revving, truck-pullers yeling, music blaring from new record shops and
drinking houses, cars screeching, women screaming at pickpockets, and men fighting
over who would carry the suitcases of travelers. Across the road awoman was whip-
ping a madman with a broom. Behind me a thief was caught and set upon by traders.
There were boys dl over the place, roaming around with hungry and cunning eyes.
Outside a run-down shed the old bicycle-repairer sat on a char, smoking a cigarette,
surveying the whole confusion. A bus had broken down and peoplewere pushingit. A
woman, fat and rich-looking in expensive lace, was ordering a lot of men around. She
looked very powerful and had an expression of distilled scorn on her face as she



commanded the men to take her baggage from the boot of ataxi. There was so much
to see, so much to listen to, with clashing sounds and voices pullingthe atention this
way and that, with everything happeningin frantic simultaneity, that it was imposside
to walk straight. | kept bumpinginto people, stumblinginto potholes of mud, tripping
over the rubbish that was soggy on the ground. | would be watching one thing, agrl
washing a baby’s bottom at the roadside, when a car horn would blast noisily behind
me, startling the life out of me. Or | would bewary of the cars behind me, driving by
so close that it seemed they were slowly and ddiberately tryingto run me over, when
someone would shout:

‘Get out of my way, you rat!’

| would jump out of the way and a truck-puller, draggng behind him the entire
contents of a modest household, or a load-carrier, strainingunder a monstrous weight
of yams, would storm past. | became dizzy, hungry, and confused. No one paid much
attention to anyone ese. On one side of the street aman would suddenly bolt off with
a trader’s tinbox of money. On the other side a woman would be arguing with a
customer about the price of breadfruit, while her child was crawling under astationary
lorry. | was going towards the lorry to get the child out when a great cry started dl
around me. The woman had just redised that her child was missing. The cry was so
piercing that other women instantly gathered around, holding their breasts and
agtating the ar with their hands. The lorry driver started his engne, the child
screamed, the women rushed towards me, shoved me out of the way, and some of
them went under the lorry, while others pounced on the driver and harassed him for
parking his udy vehicle in front of ther stals. The driver didn’t stand for it and
insulted them back and a frightening din of abuse ensued, the women getting so
involved that they forgot the child they were concerned about in thefirst place. | was
by now quite obliterated with mud and dirt and | went on further, looking for awater-

pump.

| couldn’t find one and | came to a place where men were offloading cement bags
from the back of a traler. Again there was a multitude of load-carriers, their faces
obscured by cement-dust, with cement on their sweating ey ebrows and on their hair. |
wondered how they managed to comb it in the mornings. Some of the load-carriers
were boys a little taler than me. | watched the boys buckling under the cement bags,
staggering off, dumping them down, coming back, till their supervisor caled for a
break, and they al went and sat around the outdoor table of a bukka and washed their
hands and sweated into ther food, eating voraciously .

When they resumed work again | noticed that amongst them was an old man, his
son, and his grandchildren, who could not have been much older than me. Amongthe
grandchildren was one who had just started carrying loads that day. He kept crying
about his neck and his back and he cried dl through the carrying but his father
wouldn’'t let him stop and drove him on with his tongue, sayinghe must learnto bea
man, and that there were boys younger than him who were a pride to their families,
and a that moment he pointed a me. Fearing that the supervisor might notice me as
well and take it into his head to order me to break my neck carrying cement bags, |
hurried on, searching for a water-pump, till I came to another lorry where men were
offloading bags of sdt. And | was staring a the strange number plate of the lorry
when | heard the protestations of afamiliar voice.



| heard the voice briefly and | sought the face. And then | saw Dad amongst the
load-carriers. He looked completely different. His har was white and his face was
mask-like with engrained cement. He was almost naked except for a very disgusting
pair of tattered shorts which | had never seen before. They loaded two bags of sdt on
his head and he cried ‘GOD, SAVE ME!" and he wobbled and the bag on top fell
back into the lorry. The men loading him insulted his ancestry, wounding me, and
Dad kept blinking as the sweat and sdt poured into his eyes. The men loading him
shouted about how he had been gving them a lot of trouble and behaving like a
woman and if he couldn’t carry mere bags of sat he should crawl back into his wife's
bed. Dad was still staggering, like a boxer under the onslaught of too many blows,
when the loaders dumped the second bag on his head for the second time. For a
moment Dad stood perfectly still. Then he wobbled. His muscles twitched erraticaly.
The bags were very huge and compact, like boulders of rock, and sat poured out of
one of them on to Dad’s shoulder.

‘M OVE! MOVE ON!" said one of the loaders.
‘OR YOU WANT ANOTHER BAG, EH? said the other.

For a moment | thought Dad was going to succumb to the dare and be forced deeper
into the earth by the sheer weight of bags that could have been pillars of stone. And |
couldn’'t bear the thought of it and in a voice so thin in the midst of the chaos dl
around, | cried:

‘Dad! NoV”

Severd eyesturned towards me. Dad swung many way's, tryingto locate the source
of the cry, and when hefaced my direction he stopped. His face kept twitching and his
neck muscles kept palpitating, as if he was sufferingacramp. One of the loaders said:

‘MOVEON, MANY’

And as the sat poured on his shoulder, tears streamed from his ey es, and there was
shame on his face as he staggered right past me, dmost crushing me with his mighty
buckling feet. He appeared not to have seen me and he strugged on, tryingto bear the
load with dignity, weaving in the compensating direction of the load's gavity. He
weaved uncontrollably, women and children scattering before his advance as if he
were an insane anima. Sweat poured down his back and | followed him a adistance,
gieving for the cuts and wounds on his arms. As he was turningacorner hetripped,
regained his balance, wobbled, and then slid on the mud and rubbish on the road, and
fell. The sdt bags dropped slowly from his head, and | thought, shuttingmy eyes and
screaming, that they would crush him. But when | opened my eyes| saw thebags in
the mud. One of them had rolled over the gutter. Dad stay ed on the ground, covered in
mud, not moving, as if dead, while his blood trickled from his back and mixed with
the rubbish of the earth. And then the supervisor came running towards him, shouting;
and a truck-pusher went past him, growling, and Dad suddenly got up, rolling and
sliding on the mud, losing grip and standing again, and then he ran in two directions
before shooting across the road. A lorry dmost knocked him over, but he went on
running, and | could see him fleeing into the labyrinth of stals, ducking under the
eaves of kiosks, till he disappeared into the confusion of the garage market, with



people tearing after him because they thought hewas athief. | didn't stay and | didn’t
want a water-pump any more. | haf-ran, haf-waked the distance home. And | was
unhappy. My wanderings had at last betray ed me, because for thefirst timein my life
| had seen one of the secret sources of my father’s misery.

NINE

WHEN | GOT home sat outside and didn’t play with any of the children.|
felt very wretched and didn’t notice the daylight pass into evening. M osquitoes and
fireflies appeared. Lamps were lit inside rooms. The men of the compound taked
about palitics, about the Party of the Poor. They too had come with loudhailers and
leaflets and had promised alot of things and had won considerable support because
they said they would never poison the people.

It was dark when Mum returned. She looked haggard and sun-blackened. She
shuffled into the room, dropped her tray of provisions, fel on the bed, lay there
unmoving, and was instantly asleep. | warmed the food and swept the room. When
she woke up, she looked better. She sat down and ate. After eating shelay on the bed
and | sat on Dad’s chair, watching the door. Shewas silent. | told her | had seen Dad;
she started to work up atemper about my having begun wandering again, but shewas
too tired to sustain it. She lay there, grumbling in an ancient monotone about how
hard life was, and | listened intently, for | had begun to understand something of what
she meant. We stayed up till very late, in complete silence, waitingfor Dad to return.

‘What did your father say when you saw him? she asked eventudly.

‘Nothing.’

“How can he say nothing?

‘He said nothing.’

“You didn’t see him.’

‘I did.’

‘Where?

‘At the garage.’

We went on waiting. We stayed up, dozing fitfully, till dawn faintly lighted up the
sky. M um became very agtated.

‘“What has happened to him? she asked me.

‘| don’t know,’ | said. She began to weep.



‘Areyou sureyou saw him?
‘Yes’

‘Was hewd|?Did hetak to you? What did hesay? | pray nothing has happened to
him. What will | do if something bad has happened? How will | live? Who will take
care of you?

She went on like that, talking, asking questions, muttering, bresking down into
sobs, till 1 fell asleep on the chair. When the cocks cracked the egg of dawn with their
cries, Mum got out of bed, washed her face, and prepared to go and search for Dad in
the police stations and hospitas of theworld. She had just put food out for me, when
Dad appeared a the door. He looked terrible. He looked like an anguished ghost, a
forlorn spirit. His eyes were red, his face white and drawn, cement and yam powder
al over his brow, his beard wild. He looked unwashed and | knew instantly that he
had been roving the streets dl night. He avoided my eyes and M um rushed to him and
flung her arms round his neck. Heflinched and M um said:

‘Where have y ou been, my husband? We were so worried. .
‘Don’'t ask me any questions,” Dad growled, pushingM um away from him.

He went and sat on the bed, staining it with dried mud. He blinked rapidly. M um
fussed over him, trying to anticipate his needs. She hurried out and prepared food. He
didn’'t touch it. She boiled water for him to bathe with. Hedidn’t move. She touched
him tenderly and Dad exploded:

‘Don't trouble me, woman! Don't bother me!’
‘I don't want to . .’

‘Leave me done! Can’'t a man do what he wants without awoman troubling him?1
have aright to do what | want! So what if | stayed out last night! You think | have
been doing nothing? I’ ve been thinking, you hear, thinking! So don’t trouble me as if
I’ ve been with another woman . .’

‘| didn’t say you have been with ...’

At that exact moment Dad legpt up into atidal rage and scattered the plates of food
and tossed away the centre table and grabbed the bedclothes and hurled them across
the room. They landed on me, coveringmy face. | stayed like that with the bedclothes
over my head while Dad raged. M um cried out and then stifled the cry. | heard Dad
hitting her. | looked and Dad was slapping her on the head, kickingthe table, shaking
M um, pushing her, muscling her around, and her arms flailed, and then she submitted
hersdf to his anger, and | got up and rushed a him, and he shoved me asideand | fell
on his boots and hurt my bottom and | stay ed there without moving. And then, quite
suddenly, Dad stopped hitting her. He stopped in the middle of a slapping motion,
which changed into an embrace. He held her tight while she sobbed, shaking. Dad
aso shook, and he led her to the bed and held her, and they stayed like that,
unmoving, embracing avkwardly, for a long time. Outside | could hear the cocks



crowing. The compound people were preparing for work. Children cried. Thefemde
prophet of the new churches chanted for the world to repent. The muezzin pierced the
dawn with cdlsto prayer. Dad kept saying

‘Forgve me, my wife, forgve me’
And M um, sobbing, shaking, dso kept saying, asif it werealitany:
‘My husband, | was only worried, forgve me...’

| got up and crept out of the room and went to the housefront. | slept on the cement
platform till M um cameto wake me. When | went back into the room Dad was aslegp
on the bed, his mouth open, his nose flaring and softening, an agonised expression on
his wrinkled forehead.

| lay on themat and didn’t go to school that day. M um lay with Dad on the bed till
the aternoon and then she went off to the market. When | awoke, Dad was still
asleep. He slept with his suffering still on his face.

That evening the van of bad palitics returned. The women, children, and jobless men
of the area went up and down the place as if somethingterrible were goingto happen.
The street became crowded. | went across to the photographer’s studio and saw the
van of the politicians who had poisoned us. They blared passionate speeches through
their loudhailer. We listened in silence to the politicians of bad milk. We listened as
they blamed the other party for the milk. We listened as they maintained, with
ferocious conviction, that it was their rivas, the Paty of the Poor, who had been
impersonating them, pretending to be them.

‘THEY WERE RESPONSBLE FOR THE MILK, NOT US THEY WANT TO
DISCREDIT US’ theloudhailers cried.

We found ther statement very strange because a the back of the van were the very
same people who had come round the first time. We recognised them al. Now they
came with bags of garri, but with twice the number of thugs. They had whips and
clubs among the garri bags and they seemed prepared for charity and war a the same
time.

‘WE ARE YOUR FRIENDS WE WILL BRING YOU ELECTRICITY AND
BAD ROADS NOT GOOD MILK, | MEAN GOOD ROADS NOT BAD MILK,
the politicians maintained, with grest vigour.

People massed round the vehicle. The photographer darted around with his camera
He wasn’t taking pictures, but he seemed to have awoken completely from his hunger
and his fever. The thugs handed out pans of garri but no one came forward to receive
any. The people massed silently round the van. It was as if a message was being
passed dong. There was something ominous in their silence.

‘TRUST US TRUST OUR LEADER! TRUST OUR GARRI! OUR PARTY



BELIEVESIN SHARING THENATIONAL GARRI AND...
‘LIES’ someone cried from the crowd.
‘THIEVES'’ said another.
‘POISONERS’
‘M URDERERS’

The four voices broke the strangehold of the loudspeaker. The politician who had
been launching into his litany of promises lost control and stammered. The
loudspesker gave off a high-pitched screeching noise. The peopleincreased round the
van. They were silent again and they followed the van silently as it moved, women
with hungy resentful faces, men with thunderous brows. The thugs jumped down
from the back of the van. One of them said:

‘WHO CALLED USTHIEVES?

No one answered. The thug' s eyes fdl on the photographer. His camera made him
conspicuous. As the thug moved towards the photographer the politician cried,
through the agency of the loudhailer:

‘WEARE YOUR FRIENDS’

Then he repeated the words, with other entregties, in his language, appeaingto loca
sentiments. At that same moment the thug punched the photographer, whose nose
started to bleed. No one moved. The thug lifted his geat fist agan and the
photographer ducked into the crowd, screaming, and the men went on offering pans of
garri, and the politician went on with his claims, and suddenly a stone smashed the
van's window and undammed the fury of angry bodies. Severd hands clawed a the
van; someone cracked the politician on the head and he screamed into the
loudspegker. The driver started the vehicle it jerked forward and knocked a woman
over. The photographer recorded the moment. The woman howled and the men hurled
stones, breskingthe side windows and shattering the windscreen. The crowd surged to
the front of the van, preventingit from moving. The thugs jumped down and whipped
people, the photographer frenziedly took pictures, and the people went on stoning the
side windows till they gave completely and then they threw rocks a the men handing
out garri. The men shouted, blood appeared on ther faces; the politician appeded for
cam; someone in the crowd cried:

‘Sonethem!” Another sad:
‘BURN THE VAN’

The thugs went on whipping till afierce crowd of men surged over them. When the
thugs resppeared they were dmost naked. The women, with a specid vengeance,
cracked firewood and planks on ther heads. And a smalish woman, whose three
children were still suffering the worst effects of the poisoning, was seen rushing from
her house, shouting:



‘I’'m going to pour boilingwater on them! CLEAR THE WAY-OV

And people cleared away for her and she emptied the basin of boilingwater on to
the thugs who were hiding a the back of the van; they screamed and scattered
everywhere, tripping over therr garri bags, faling over the furious bodies, and when
they hit the ground the crowd lashed at them with whips and sticks and when they ran
the crowd pursued and stoned them. The thugs ran, pleading, but no one listened, and
they were stoned till they were bloody dl over. They fled into the mudflats and the
marshes and a contingent of people followed them. The thugs waded thigh-deep in
marsh and brackish waters and disappeared into the wild forests; the contingent
returned with the news, their anger unabat ed.

Only the driver was left in the van. The violence had so stimulated the people that
we set about punishing the vehicle, kicking and denting its bodywork, hitting its tin
and aduminium construct with meta rods and firewood, and the van did not scream,
and so chanting and cursing, we gathered and heaved dl our energes together and
lifted it and tipped it on its side and, with the tentative aglity of a cockroach, the
driver clambered out and managed the distinction of being the only one to escape
without a begating, for as soon as he got out hefled down the street towards M adame
Koto's bar, where he was offered invincible asy lum.

The van stayed overturned. Through the night people went on sporadicaly wreaking
their impotent vengeance on the van. They went on even when we heard that a
truckload of policemen were on their way, armed with guns and batons. By thetime
the policemen arrived the impotent rage had turned sulphurous; burning brands had
been stuck into the petrol tank and the night exploded into yellow incandescence at
the same moment that the policemen, barking orders, blowingwhistles, jumped down
from ther trucks. They stood around watching helplessly as the van burst into flames
and thunder. They questioned a few people but everyone had just arrived, just been
awoken from sleep, no one had seen or heard anything, and the police took in five
suspects. They couldn’'t do anything about the flaming van, which cracked theair in a
final spasmic explosion. All night the van smouldered and the fire brigade did not
come to put out the flames. And it was only when the police were pullingaway that
we saw the faces of those taken in for questioning. The photographer was one of
them. He had managed to get rid of the evidence that was his camera. He looked
stony-eyed and brave. Hewaved at us as they dragged him away .

The burnt van stayed in the street for a long time. At night shadows came and
scavenged the engne. One morning we woke to find that it had been uprighted and
moved as though the night had been atempting to drive it away. The children of the
area found in it a temporary new plaything We learned how to drive it, wrenching
around its steeringwhed, takinglongjourney s across greet wastes of fantasies.

Rain poured on the burnt van, the sun and the dust bleached its paint, and after a
while dl the big flaking letters of the party’s insignia were obliterated, and nothing
was left to identify the vehicle, or to rescue it from forgetfulness. It wasn’'t long
before it vanished from the street, not because it was no longer there, diminishing
with each day’ s sundare, but because we had stopped noticingit atogether.



The photogapher was released three days after he was taken away. He said he had
been tortured in prison. He was louder and more fearless than before. Prison seemed
to have changed him and he went around with astrange new ar of myth about him, as
if he had conceived heroic roles for himsdf during the short time he had been away.
When he arrived the street gathered outside his room to gve him a hero’s welcome.
He told us stories of his imprisonment and of how he had survived fiendish methods
of torture inflicted on him to get out the names of collaborators, planners of riots,
destabilisers of the Imperid Government, and enemies of the party. He made us dizzy
with his stories. People brought him food, pam-wine, ogogoro, kola-nuts, kaoline,
and he could have selected quite a few wives from the admiring female faces of that
evening if he had not dready permanently entered new mythic perceptions of himself
that excluded such rash decisions. | hung around outside the photographer’s studio,
listening as the adults talked in solemn tones and as they drank longinto the night of
his triumphant return. Even Dad went over to pay his respects.

The next day woke us up to a great excitement. Everywhere people were taking in
animated tones. Everywhere people who had been content to listen to the news of the
country only in the form of rumours were now to be seen scrutinising the same page
of the newspaper, as if overnight newsprint had been gven anew importance. It was
only when | got back from school that | understood the excitement. For thefirst time
in our lives we as a people had appeared in the newspapers. We were heroes in our
own drama, heroes of our own protest. There were pictures of us, men and women
and children, standing helplessly round hegps of the politicians' milk. There were
pictures of us ragng, attacking the van, rioting against the chesp methods of
politicians, humiliating the thugs of politics, burning ther lies. The photographer’s
pictures had been gven great prominence on the pages of the newspaper and it was
even possible to recognise our squashed and poverty-ridden faces on the grainy
newsprint. There were news stories about the bad milk and an editoria about our rage.
We were astonished that something we did with such absence of planning, something
that we had done in such a smdl corner of the geat gobe, could gan such
prominence. M any of us spent the evening identifying ourselves amongst the welter
of rough faces.

Mum was clearly recognisable among the faces. Ten million people would see her
face and never meet her in their lives. Shewas carryingabasin of rotten milk; and the
dreadful newsprint distorted her beauty into something wretched and weird; but when
she returned from the market in the evening people crowded into our rooms and
taked about her fame, how she could useit to sell off her provisions, about the thugs,
who had sworn terrible reprisals, and about the landlord, who was furious that his own
tenants had partaken in the attack on his beloved Party .

M ost of us were ddlighted to see ourselves on the front pages of anationa newspaper;
but nothing amazed us as much as seeing a specid picture of the photographer
himsdlf, with his name in print. We pointed & his name over and over again and went
round to his room to congratulate him. He was very high-spirited that eveningand he
went from place to place, followed by a swdling tide of wondering mortds, talking
about nationd events in intimate terms. He came to our compound and was toasted in
every room and he laughed loudly and drank merrily. Nether his new fame, nor the



acohol made him fail to remind us that we still owed him money for our photographs.

When Dad returned from work and learned of M um'’s picture in the papers he was
both a little proud and a little jealous of her. He said shelooked like astarving witch-
doctor. But that didn’t stop him from cuttingout the page of the paper and sticking it
to the wall. Every now and again, while smoking a cigarette, he would look a the
picture and say :

“Your mother is getting famous.’

The photogapher eventualy made it to our room and Dad sent me to buy some
drinks. When | got back the photographer was staggering about the place, quite drunk,
diving behind the chair, shooting an imagnary camera, acting the part of thugs and
politicians, while M um and Dad fell about in laughter. He was very drunk and he kept
wobblingon Dad' s chair and saying:

‘| am an Internationa Photographer.’

He went on to tdl us how many commissions he had received since he became
famous. People who had gone to congratulate him now wanted him to photograph
them in their huts, their shacks, their crowded rooms, their filthy backyards, dong
with ther extended families, in the hope that he would publish their images on the
pages of the newspapers. The photographer got very drunk indeed and fell off Dad’'s
chair. We made him sit up straight. He would be taking and then he would doze off,
his mouth still open. He would suddenly wake up and with amazing precision
continue his speech exactly where he left off.

He sat there, back against the wall, the window over his head. With his lean face,
his excitable eyes, his bony forehead, his sharp jaws, and his energetic gestures, he
seemed as if he belonged in the room, as if he were a member of our hungy and
defiant family.

One moment he was taking and the next moment | didn't hear him any more. His
mouth moved, but his words were silent. The candle flickered on the table. | was
confused by the phenomenon.

‘Preparefood for the Internationa Photographer,” Dad said, with great warmth.

I went with M um to the backyard. We prepared ebaand stew for every one. When
we got back to the room the photographer was fast asleep on the floor. We woke him
up and he carried on with a conversation whose begnning eluded us. He ate with us,
declined any more drinks, thanked and prayed for us and, wobbling a the door, he
made a statement which touched us.

“You are my favourite family in the compound,” he sad.

Then he staggered out into the night. Me and Dad waked him to his door. Dad
shook hands with him and we came back. Dad was silent, but he looked proud and tall



and he didn’t stoop under the memory of al those weights. When we passed the burnt
van Dad paused and studied its form in the darkness. T hen he touched me on the head,
urgng me on, and said:

‘Trouble dway s happens after ceebration. Troubleis comingto our area’

TEN

AFTER SCHOOL THE next day, | came home and found strange people
around the van. Our landlord was among them. He kept waving his arms furiously,
pointing a al the houses along the street. The other men looked very suspicious and
wore dark gasses. We watched them for awhile. They went round the van, taking
intensely about it; they touched the van, poked it, looked round at the street, then,
nodding, they went towards M adame Koto's bar, looking back in severe scrutiny at
the van as they went. When they had gone a few of the street’s people went and
gathered round the van and studied it and prodded it as if by doing this they would
find out what the men’s interest was al about.

That same afternoon three men in French suits turned up a the photographer’s
place. He wasn't in and they stood in front of his gass cabinet, staring a the new
pictures he had stuck up. The men stared a the pictures with great interest and they
aroused our curiosity and we were impatient for the men to leave. But the three men
stayed.

They were dressed identicaly, wore dark sungasses, and kept looking nervously at
the surrounding houses. They waited for the photographer for a long time and with
geat patience. They stood in front of the cabinet, without moving, while the sun
changed the position of their shadows. The photographer’ s co-tenants became curious
about the three men and sent children to ask them if they wanted to buy soft drinks or
food. They didn’t; and so two women, with children on ther backs, went over to them
and asked a lot of questions and got quite hested and made gestures which started
people gathering and the three men became embarrassed and went for a wak. They
waked up the street and | followed them. They went to M adame Koto's bar and
ordered adass of pam-wine each.

| went back to the photographer’s compound and sat near the gass cabinet. After a
while I saw him coming, weighed down by his new myth and his camera and his
tripod stand. | ran over to tell him that three men had been waitingfor him.

‘For me? Why? he asked, turning back in the direction he had just come from.

‘I don’'t know, but your compound people gave them trouble’

‘What did they look like? Arethey policemen?

‘I don’t know. They weretal and wore gasses.’



‘Dark gasses?
‘Very dark. | couldn’t seetheir eyes.’

He started waking in a hurry. He went towards the main road. | tried to keep up
with him. | held on to his hand.

‘Leave me aone.’

‘What areyou goingto do? | asked.

‘Run.’

‘Where?

‘Away.

‘What about the men?

‘What men?

‘Themen in dark gasses.’

‘Let them wait. When they have gone, | will come back.’

Then he broke into a run, looking furtively in dl directions, as if he had suddenly
redised that he was surrounded by visible and invisible enemies. He ran in a zigzag
aong the street. He ducked and dashed under the eaves. He wound his way in and out
of compounds, crouchinglow, his tripod bobbing behind him, till he disappeared.

| went back to our compound and sa outside and watched the photographer’s
house. Thethree men didn’'t regppear. After awhile | went to look a the new pictures
in the cabinet. They showed thugs beating up market women. They showed the leader
of the Party of Bad Milk from odd anges that made his face seem bloated, his eyes
bulbous, his mouth greedy. He had pictures of politicians being stoned at ardly, he
caught their panic, their cowardice, and their humiliation. He dso had photographs of
beautiful grls and a choir of boys and anative doctor standingin front of awretched-
looking shrine.

| looked at the pictures along time and | got tired and the sun was pitiless on my
brain, burning through my hair and skull and turning my thoughts into ayelow hest. |
went and sat outside our door and | didn’t know what elseto do; so | set out to look
for Mum at the marketplace.

As | waked down our street, under the persistence of theydlow sun, with everything
naked, the children bare, the old men with exhausted veins pumping on dried-up
foreheads, | was frightened by the feding that there was no escape from the hard
things of this world. Everywhere there was the crudity of wounds, the stark huts, the
rusted zinc abodes, the rubbish in the streets, children in rags, thelittle girls naked on
the sand playing with crushed tin-cans, the little boys jumping about uncircumcised,



making machine-gun noises, the ar vibrating with poisonous heat and eveporating
water from thefilthy gutters. The sun bared theredity of our lives and everythingwas
so harsh it was amystery that we could understand and care for one another or for
anythingat al.

| passed a house where a woman was screaming. People were gathered outside her
room. | thought thugs were beating her up and | went there and learned that shewas
gving birth and that she had been in labour for three day s and three nights. | asked so
many questions that the gathered adults finaly noticed | was a child and drove me
away. | went on with my wanderings, not knowingwhere| was headed, except that |
had concelved the desire to see Mum. Every femae hawker | saw | thought was her.
There were so many hawkers, and dl of them sdllingidenticd things, that | wondered
just how M um sold anythingat dl in thisworld of relentless dust and sunlight.

| waked for alongtime, the street burning my soles, my throat dry, my head sizzling,
till 1 reached the market. There were stals of goods everywhere. And filling the air
were the smells and aromas of the marketplace, the rotting vegetables, the fresh fruits,
the raw meat, roasted mest, stinking fish, the feathers of wild birds and stuffed
parrots, the wafting odours of roasted corn and fresh-dyed cloth, cow dung and
sahdian perfume, and pepper-bursts which heated the eyebdls and tickled the
nostrils. And just as there were many smells, so there were many voices, loud and
clashing voices which were indistinguishable from the unholy fecundity of objects.
Women with trays of big juicy tomatoes, basins of garri, or corn, or melon seeds,
women who sold trinkets and plastic buckets and dyed cloth, men who sold cora
charms and wooden combs and turtle-doves and string vests and cotton trousers and
slippers, women who sold mosquito coils and magic love mirrors and hurricane lamps
and tobacco leaves, with stalls of patterned cloths next to those of fresh-fish traders,
jostled everywhere, filled the roadside, sprawled in fantastic confusion. There was
much bickering in the air and rent-collectors hassled the women and cart-pullers
shouted for people to get out of their way and mallams with goats on leashes prayed
on white mats, nodding under the sun, stringng their beads. The floor of the market
was soggy with mud and decomposing food and the children ran around mostly
naked. The women wore faded wrappers and dirty blouses; their faces were like
Mum's in her suffering and their voices were both sweet and harsh, sweet when
attracting customers, harsh when hagging | went about the market confused by many
voices that could have been Mum’'s, many faces that could have been hers, and | saw
that her tiredness and sacrifice were not hers adone but were suffered by al women,
al women of the marketplace.

At an intersection of paths there was afight ragng M en were shouting, stals were
overturned, dogs barking, sticks whizzing through the air, fish stinking, flies buzzing.
There were so many flies | was amazed that | didn't breathe them in. | circled round
the fight; | went from stdl to stal, my head barely reaching the heights of displayed
goods. | often found mysdf staring into the dead eyes of fishes, into basins where
geat crabs and gant lobsters were entanged in their mass of claws, in buckets where
hammer-headed fishes and edls whipped their tails against the duminium. | searched
for Mum till my eyes hurt with too much looking and my head spun with too much
exertion. Then, suddenly, with the sun burning itsdf into evening, with so many
people around, everyone active, everything moving, | was overcome with a strange
panic. | couldn’'t see a singe familiar face in that jostling universe. And then just as



suddenly, in flashes of lightness and dark, | began to see M um everywhere. | saw her
writhing in the basin of edls. | saw her amongst theturtles in the plastic buckets. | saw
her among the amulets of the sdlers of charms. | saw her al over the market, under
strange eaves, in the wind that spread the woodsmoke and the rice-chaffs; | felt her
everywhere, but | couldn’'t bresk theriddle of the market’s [abyrinths where one path
opened into a thousand faces, dl of them different, most of them hungry in different

ways.

| saw women counting their money and tying it a the ends of their wrappers.
Children, abandoned temporarily, cried on the floor, under the stdls. | waked round
and round the market spaces, unable to go any deeper, unable to find my way out,
unable to go on because my feet hurt, and unable to stop because of the perpetudly
moving crowds who pushed me on or shoved me aside or trampled me or shouted a
me and | was confused by everythingand | sat under astall of snails and wept without
any tears.

Then time changed. Darkness slowly swallowed the day. | came out from under the
stal and strugded through the crowd till | arrived a another stall where an old man
sold al kinds of roots and herbs. He was an old man with the youthful eyes of adove
and white hair on his head, a white moustache and an ash-coloured patch of straight
beard. His stall was the quietest place in the whole market. He sat done on abench.
He cdled no one to buy his wares and no one came. Behind him, danging from
multicoloured ropes and threads were yelow roots, blue roots, pink tubers, the skull
of amonkey, the feathers of a parrot, the dried heads of hooded vultures and ibises,
the fierce paws of alion, the wings of an eage, and amirror that changed colour with
the lights. His stall was quite clean; behind the ropes and threads and bizarre items
was a tarpaulin tent, stained with mud. If he was a herbdist, he must have been a
learned and highly sedlective one, for before | reached him a man in an immeaculate
white suit approached him, nodded, and they both went inside. They stayedinfor a
while.

| stared in wonder a the items on his table, the rusted stems of gum trees, red
leaves dried in the sun which smelt of distant journeys, carved roots that resembled
the crude shapes of human beings, strangely anged bones, the bery|-coloured seeds of
rare medicind plants, transparent seashdls, dried flame-lilies, berries and aniseeds
and the green pimples of peacocks, dazzling blobs like the eyes of cats that refuseto
dry in the sun, crushed cane-brakes and broken rings from the depths of the sea, and a
hundred other oddities, al scattered on a dirty bluecloth. | sat on the old man’s chair
and waited. And while | waited | listened to the whooping noises behind me in the
tent. The noise kept changnginto the spectra sound that only spirits can make. Then
it changed to the noise of athick rope beingwhipped round fast. Then into the sound
of mermaids sifting the white winds through their long hair on golden river banks.
Then came a scream that was not a scream of terror; it stayed sharp; then it resolved
itsdf into laughter. The man in the immaculae white suit came out sweating, with a
little blue sack over his shoulder. The old man adso came out. Hewasn’t sweseting. He
regarded me.

‘I’'m looking for my mother,’” | said.

‘Who is your mother?



‘A trader in this market.’

‘Do | know her?

‘I don't know.’

‘Why areyou looking for her?

‘Because sheis my mother.’

Theold man sat down. | stood.

‘Where did you lose her?

‘At home’

‘Areyou amessage?

‘I don’t know.’

‘Did she send you on a message?

‘No.’

‘Did spirits send you to me?

‘I don’t know.’

‘Does she know you are here?

‘No.’

‘Does she know whereyou are?

‘I don’t think so.’

The old man stared a me with his strange eyes. He picked up aroot and turned it
over in his hands. Then he bit a littlefrom it and chewed, thinking He offered methe
root. | took it but did not biteinto it. He studied me.

‘S0 does anybody know you are here?

‘No.’

He smiled and his youthful eyes became clouded, their colour changed. For a
moment he reminded me of ahooded bird.

‘So why did you cometo me?

‘l don’'t know.’



He picked up another root. It was shaped like achild with abig head. He bit off the
head of the child, spat it out, and bit a its arm, and chewed.

‘What is your name?

‘Lazarus.’

‘“What?

‘Azao’

Helooked at me again, as if | were some sort of sign.
‘Areyou clever a school?

‘I"'m looking for my mother.’

‘Does your mother teach you things? ‘Yes.’
‘Likewhat?

‘How to fly to the moon on the back of acricket.” The old man’s expression didn’t
change.

‘Do you have brothers and sisters?
‘Only in heaven.’

He studied me, touching his beard. He looked round the turbulent marketplace. He got
up, went into his tent, and came back with a cracked enamel plate of yam and beans. |
was hungry. Forgetting M um’s warning about strangers, | devoured the food. It was
ddicious. The old man watched me with a geam in his eyes. He kept muttering low
incantations under his bregth. | thanked him for the food and he said:

‘How areyou feding?

‘Full up.’

‘Good.’

He took the platein and came out with aplastic cup of water. Thewater tasted like
it came from a deep well. It was sweet and smelt faintly of rust and the strange roots
on histable. | drank thewater and felt thirstier than before.

‘How areyou feding now?

| was about to speak when it occurred to methat the world had become dimmer. A
faint spell of evening had settled on my eyes. | felt curiously light and inside methere

were wide open spaces. | tried to move. But my spirit fet lighter than my body. My
spirit moved, my body stayed still. And when | thought | had moved aconsiderable



distance | found that | was actudly a the begnning of the movement. Then | felt
everything turning round and round, slowly &t first, likeacirclingwind that was itself
the evening settling, and then things went faster and dimmer and the old man’s face
gew abnormaly large and then it grew so smal | could hardly make out his eyes.
And then from agreat distance| heard him say:

‘Liedown, my son.’

Then, with the sound of feathers beating behind him, he left in a hurry, dissolving
into abright wind.

The sounds of the marketplace took on anew quaity. A million footfals magnified
on the earth. Voices of every kind rose in massive waves and distilled into whispers.
From &far, | heard the muezzin cdling. | felt it was caling me, but | could not move.
Bells and angdic choirs sounded close to my ears and then would melt away. |
watched a fight start across from where | was sitting. The two women flew a one
another and when they were dragged apart their wrappers drifted in the air like
monstrous feathers. They pounced on one another again, in great rage and velocity,
and hits of their wigs and kerchiefs and blouses floated around them in slow motion. |
was fascinated by their fury. | was aout to move closer when avoice, which seemed
to come from nowhere, and which was not the voice of aspirit, sad:

‘Whereis the old man?

‘Gone’

‘Where?

‘Heran away .’

‘Fromwhat?

‘From me’

‘Why ?

‘Because | am looking for my mother.” Pause.

‘Wheredid herun to?

‘Into thewind.’

‘What direction?

‘I don't know.’

‘Who is y our mother?

‘My mother isin the market.’



‘How do you know that your mother is the market?

‘| didn't say shewas the market.’

‘What did you say ?

‘She's atrader in the market.’

‘Why areyou looking for her?

‘| don’t know.’

‘What is your name?

| answered the question, but obviously my answer hadn’t been heard, because the
question was asked three times, each timefainter than the last. Thewind blew my
answers away and my head hit the hardness of silence and the world went dark. From

the moon, which was suddenly above me, close to me, and which had the luminous
face of the great king of the spirit world, | heard other voices, full of darkness, which

sad:

‘Look a him.’

‘Heislookingfor his mother.’

‘She has bigeyes al over the market.’
‘People pay her to shut her eyes.’

‘Her eyes never shut.” ‘They seeeverything’ ‘They seedl our money.” ‘They eat
al our money .’

‘Our power.” ‘Our dreams.” ‘Our sleep.”’

‘Our children.’

‘They say her son flies to the moon.’

‘That’swhy he has bigeyes.’

‘Look a him.’

The voices continued, turning on themseves, as in anuminous ritud. The moon
lowered over me. My face became the moon and | stared, one-eyed, into the darkness

of the marketplace. And then, with the moon’s light inside me, fillingthe wide open
spaces, | fet mysdf beinglifted up by the darkness, pushed on by invisible hands.

And the voices followed me, voices without bodies.

‘M aybe he's not well.’



‘Maybeheis mad.’

‘Strange things are happeningto us.’

‘Toour children.’

‘They say heis lookingfor the spirit of Independence’
‘They say heislookingfor himsef.’

‘For his own spirit.’

‘“Which helost when the white man came.’

‘They say heislookingfor his mother.’

‘But his mother is not lookingfor him.” * They say she has goneto the moon.’
“Which moon? T here are many moons.’

‘The moon of Independence.’

‘So heis looking for her moon?

‘Yes!

‘Strange things are happening’

‘Theworld is turning upside down.’

‘And madness is coming.’

‘And hunger is coming, like adog with twelve heads.’
‘And confusion is coming.’

‘Andwar.’

‘And blood will grow in the eyes of men.’

‘And awhole generation will squander the richness of this earth.’
‘Let usgo.’

‘Look a him.’

‘M aybewhat isto comeis aready driving him mad.’
‘M aybe heis not well.’

And then the voices drifted away on the air. A bright wind blew over me. The



lightness in me found aweight. Theinvisible hands became my own. Darkness settled
over the market as though it had risen from the earth. Everywhere lamps were lit.
Spirits of the dead moved through the dense smells and the solid darkness.

And then suddenly the confusing paths became clear. My feet were solid on the
earth. | followed the bright wind that made the paths clearer. It led me in a spird
through the riddle of the market, to the centre, where there was awel. | looked into
the wdl and saw that therewas no water init. Therewas only the moon. It was white
and perfectly round and still. There were no buckets round the well and the soll
around it was dry and | concluded that no one could fetch water from the moon at the
bottom of the well and | began to climb down into the well because it seemed the best
place to lie down and to rest in a degp unmoving whiteness. But then a woman
grabbed the back of my shorts and lifted me up and threw me down and shouted:

‘Get away from herel’

| followed the waning brightness of the path and came to a place where white
chickens fluttered and crackled noisily in large bamboo cages. The whole place stank
profoundly of the chickens and | watched them fussing and beeting their wings,
bangng into one another, unable to fly, unable to escape the cage. Soon ther
fluttering, their entragpment, became everything and the turbulence of the market
seemed to be happening in a big black cage. Further on, deeper into the night, | saw
three men in dark dgasses pushing over awoman’s flimsy stal of provisions. They
threw her things on the floor and she patiently picked them up again. She cleaned the
soiled goods with her wrapper and put them back on the table. The men tipped over
the table. The woman cried for help, cried out her innocence, but the marketplace
shuffled on, went on with its chaos, its arguing, its shouting and disagreeing, and no
singe voice, unless it were louder than al the voices put together, could make the
market listen. The woman abandoned her pleas. She straightened her table, and picked
up her provisions. The men waited camly till she had finished and tipped the table
over again. | went closer. One of the men sad:

‘If you don’t belongto our party you don’t belongto this spacein the market.’
‘“Wherewill | find another space?

‘Good question,” said one of the men.

‘Leave. Go. Wedon't want peoplelikeyou.’

“You'renot one of us.’

‘Everyonedsein this part of the market is one of us.’

‘If you treat people like this why should | want to be one of you, en? thewoman
asked.

‘Good question.’

‘True.’



t% g).l
‘Leave’
‘Wedon't want you here!’

‘But what havel done?| pay my dues. | pay therent for this space, nobody haseve
complaned about me. .’

Two of the men lifted up her table and began carrying it away, blocking the path.
The woman, screaming like a wounded animad, jumped on the men, tearing a thelr
hair, scratching their faces, clawing off therr gasses. One of the men shouted that he
couldn’'t see. The two other men held the woman and hurled her to the ground. One of
the men kicked her and she did not scream. A thick crowd had gathered because of
the blocked path. Enraged voices filled the air. The woman got up and ran among the
stals and after a moment regppeared with a machete which she held with awkward
and fearful determination in both hands. And, uttering her murderous cries, she
hacked a the men, who fled in different directions. The man with his gasses clawed
off went on screaming that he had been blinded and he lashed out, flailing, and the
woman rushed a him and raised the machete high aove his neck and let out a
stranged grunt and a great unified voice gathered and broke from the crowd and they
surged round her and for a moment &l | saw was the machete lifted high above the
shadowy heads. Women began clearingtheir stals. One of them said:

‘This Independence has brought only trouble.’

And the moon left me and everything became dark and | found mysef briefly ina
world inhabited by spirits, with voices jabbering ceaselessly. The commotion settled
around me and the old man with the ash-coloured beard was saying to the woman:

‘Pack your things and go for the night. You amost killed someone. You were lucky
we stopped you. Go home to your husband and child. Those people will be back.
Don’t cometo the market for sometime. You are abrave and foolish woman.’

The woman said nothing With a stony face of rugged sweetness, she packed her
provisions into her basin. She stopped now and again to wipe her nose and her eyes
with her wrapper. All around women were offering advice. She was haf-covered in
mud. It was difficult to tell what part of her hair was mud and what part wasn’'t. When
she had finished packing she lifted her basin on to her head and, standingtall, walked
through the crowd. The old man disgppeared amongst the masses. The moon left me
completdy and | saw the woman’s facein the lamplights. And when the night stopped
turning | saw Mum in the woman | hadn’'t recognised. | went after her and held her
feet and she pushed me off, forgng on in her defiance. And | held on to her wrapper
and cried:

‘M other!”

She looked down, quickly dropped her basin to the floor, and embraced me for a
long moment. Then she held me awvay and with stony watery eyes said:



‘What areyou doing here?
‘I was looking for you.’
‘Go home!’ she commanded.

| pushed through the crowd and could hear her sobbing behind me. She stayed
behind me till we cleared the market. As we left | saw the old man at another stall,
with the moon in his eyes, watching me with asubtle smile. When we got to themain
road M um dropped her basin and picked me up and tied me to her back with the
wrapper and lifted the basin on to her head.

“You are growing,” she said, as we carried on home.

‘Not everything grows in this place. But at least you, my son, are growing,’ she
said, as we made the journey through the streets.

There were lamps burning dong the roadsides. There were voices everywhere.
There were movements and voices everywhere. | planted my secretsin my silence.

ELEVEN

WHEN WE GOT home it was dready very dark and Dad was back. He sat
in his chair, smoking a cigarette, brooding. He did not look up when we camein. |
was very tired and M um was worse and when she set down her basin on the cupboard
she went over to Dad and asked how the day had been. Dad didn’t say anything He
smoked in silence. After Mum had asked him the same question three times, with
increasing tenderness, she straightened and was making for the door, mud on one side
of her face like a hidden identity, when Dad exploded and banged his fist on the
centretable.

‘“Where have you been? he growled. M um froze.

‘And why areyou so late?

‘| was a the market.’

‘Doingwhat?

‘Trading’

‘What market? What trade? This is how you women behave when you get into the
newspapers. | have been sitting here, starving, and there is no food in the house. A
man breaks his back for you al and you can’'t prepare food for me when | come

home! This is why people have been advising me to stop you tradingin that market.
You women start alittle trade and then begn to follow bad circles of women and get



strange ideas in your head and negect your family and leave me here starving with
only cigarettes for food! Will a cigarette feed me? Dad shouted in his angriest voice,
his hands lashing out everywhere.

‘I’'m sorry, my husband, let mego and...’

“You're sorry ? Will sorrow feed me? Do you know what kind of
aterrible goat and donkey’s day | have had, en?You should go and
carry bags of cement one day to know what sort of an anima’s life
| have!’
Dad went on shouting. He frightened us. He made the room unbearably small with his
rage. He would not listen to anything and he did not notice anything and he went on
about his vicious day. Hewent on about how idiots had been ordering him around and
thugs bossing everyone and that he was a hero and how he felt like gving up this
wholelife.

‘What about me? M um said. ‘ So what about you?

“You think | don’t fed like gvingup, eh?

‘Give up!” Dad screamed. ‘Go on, go on, gve up, and let your son starve and
wander everywhere like a beggar or an orphan!”’

‘Let me go and make food,” M um said in aconcilistory tone.

‘I’'m not hungry any more. Go and make food for yoursdf.’

M um started towards the kitchen and Dad pounced on her and grabbed her neck and
pressed her face against the mattress. M um didn’t resist or fight back and Dad pushed
her head sideway's, towering over her so | couldn’t see her face, and then went back to
his chair.

‘Leave Mum done,’ | sad.

‘Shut up! And where have you been anyway? Dad asked, daringat me.

| didn't answer. | scurried out of the room. Soon M um came out and wewent to the
backy ard. We made some eba and warmed the stew.

‘Menaefools,’” was dl Mum said as we sat in thekitchen, staringinto thefire.

When we finished cooking we served the food. We dl ate silently. Dad was
paticularly ravenous. He finished his ebaand asked for more. M um left in the middle
of her esting and made some more for him, which he swalowed shamelessly in great
dollops. The steaming eba didn't seem to affect his hands or his throat. When he had
polished off his second helping he sat back and rubbed his stomach contentedly.



‘I do aman’s work and eat aman’sfood,” he said, smiling.
Wedidn't smilewith him.

He sent me off to buy some ogogoro and cigarettes. As he drank and smoked his
temper visibly waned. Hetried to joke with us and we didn’t respond at al.

‘So what kept you? he asked M other.

‘Nothing’

‘Nothing?

‘Nothing,’ shesaid, not lookingat him.

Helooked worried and asked mewhat kept us.

‘Nothing,’ | sad.

‘Nothing?

‘Yes.

‘Then what is that mud doing on your mother’ s face?

‘Nothing,’ | said.

He looked a both of us as if we were conspiring against him. Hewent on asking us
and we went on refusing to tell him. He sought atemper but, having eaten and fedling
contented, he could not whip one up. M um was silent, deep in her solitude, and her
face was impassive. It showed no pan, no unhappiness, but it showed no joy or
contentment either. Dad pleaded for us to tell him what had kept us.

‘Did anyone threaten you?

‘No.

‘Did they sted your things?

‘No.’

“You didn't hear any bad news?

‘Nothing’

‘Did the thugs harass you?

M um paused alittle before she said:

‘Nothing’



Dad cresked his back and stretched. He was deeply uncomfortable and amost
miserable. M um got up, cleared thetable, and went to bathe. When she came back she
went straight to bed. Dad sa in his chair, belching, and smoking, suffering the
insomnia of one who cannot fathom the mystery of his wife's implacable silence. |
spread out my mat and lay watching him for awhile. His cigarette became astar.

‘There' s afull moon out tonight,” he said.

While I watched his silhouette, the moon fell from the sky into the empty spaces of
the darkness. | went looking for the moon. | followed great wide pathstill | cameto a
shack near a wdll. The photographer was hiding behind the well, taking pictures of the
stars and constdlations. His camera flashed and thugs in dark gasses appeared from
the flash and proceeded to beat him up. The camera fell from the photographer’s
hands. | heard people screaming inside the camera. The thugs jumped on the camera
and stamped onit, tryingto crush and destroy it. And the people who wereinsidethe
camera, who were waiting to become red, and who were trying to get out, began
wailing and wouldn’t stop.

The photographer snatched up the broken camera We ran into the shack and
discovered that it had moved over the wdl. We fdl down the wel and found
ourseves in a hal. The three men in dark gasses were everywhere, constantly
multiplying Dad was smoking a mosquito coil and he looked a me and said:

‘“What was mud doing on your mother’s face?
One of thethugs in dark gasses heard him and saw us and said:
‘Sheis not oneof us’

The thugs ran after us. M e and the photographer fled into aroom and encountered
the sedate figure of M adame Koto, dressed in lace with gold trimmings, with a large
fan of crocodile skin in her hand. She invited us in, welcomed us, and as we sat three
men came and bound us. They shut us in a gass cabinet which would not bresk.
Outside the cabinet chickens fluttered and turned into politicians. The politicians,
wearing white robes, flew about the place, takingin strange languages. | stayed there,
trapped behind gass, aphotograph that Dad stared at, till dawn broke,

TWELVE

A FEW DAYS later | came upon M adame Koto and the three men. They
were standing near a tree. They were involved in a passionate argument. M adame
Koto looked fat and haggard. She didn’t have the white beads round her neck. When
she saw me she stopped arguing She made a movement towards me and a fear |
couldn’t understand made merun.

‘Catch him!” shecried.



The three men started after me, but without much conviction. They soon gave up
the chase. | didn't stop till | was near our compound.

| sat on the cement platform. Chickens roamed the street. Two dogs circled one
another and when the afternoon seemed at its hottest one of the dogs succeeded in
mounting the other. It was only when children gathered around them that it occurred
to me that the two dogs were stuck. The dogs couldn’'t separate themselves and the
children laughed. They threw stones a the dogs and the pain forced them to come
unstuck and they ran, howling, in opposite directions.

| sat watching the listless motions of the world. The bushes simmered in the hest.
Birds settled on our roof. Dust rose from numerous footsteps and became inseparable
from the blinding heat. My sweat was dry. The flies came. The wind stirred and
turned into little whirlwinds; dust and bits of paper and rubbish spiraled upwards.
Children ran round the whirlwinds and only their piercing cries carried, dongwith the
birdsong, over the somnolent air of theworld.

Everything blazed in the bright liquid heat. Sounds had their edges softened. Beggars
dragged themselves past. Roving cobblers and tailors came around the compounds.
M en who sold charms and slippers made in the desert and bamboo artefacts and bright
red mats aso came round. Then a goatherd led his goats down the street. The goats
shat and left their smells in the air, unmoved by the wind. | got bored watching the
ordinary events of theworld. Flashes from the photographer’ s gass cabinet called me.
| went over and looked at the pictures. They hadn’'t been changed. | went to the
photographer’s room. | knocked and no one answered. | knocked again and the door

was opened cautiously. The photographer’s face gppeared a my level. He was
crouching and he said, in avoice spiked with fear:

‘Go away!’

‘Why ?

‘Because | don't want peopleto know I’'min.’

‘Why not? ‘Just go!’

‘What if | don’t go?

‘I will knock your head and you won't sleep for seven days.’ | thought about it.
‘Go!” hecried.

‘What about the men?

‘“What men?

‘The three men?

‘Have you seen them? he asked in adifferent voice.



‘Yes.
‘Where?

‘They weretakingwith M adame Koto.’

‘That witch! What were they taking about?

‘I don’t know.’

‘“When did you seethem? ‘Not long ago.’

He shut the door quickly, locked it, and then opened it again.

‘Go!" hesad. *And if you seethem again come and tell meimmediately .’
‘“What will you do?

‘Kill themor run.’

He shut the door finally. | stood there for a while. The image of his frightened face
lingered in my mind. Then | left his compound and went and sat on our cement
platform and kept a steady watch over al movements dongthe street. The sun made
the ar and the earth shimmer and as | kept watch | perceived, in the crack of a
moment, the recurrence of things unresolved — histories, dreams, avanished world of
great old spirits, wild jundes, tigers with eyes of diamonds roaming the dense foliage.
| saw beings who dragged clanking chains behind them, bleeding from ther necks. |
saw men and women without wings, sitting in rows, soaring through the empty air.
And | saw, flying towards me in widening dots from the centre of the sun, birds and
horses whose wings spanned haf the sky and whose feathers had the candency of
rubies. | shut my eyes; my being whirled; my head tumbled into awell; and | only
opened my eyes again, to stop the sensation of falling, when | heard the shattering of
dass. The noise woke up the afternoon.

Across the street three men were smashing the photographer’s gass cabinet with
clubs. Then they hurriedly removed the pictures on display. People of the street,
awoken by the noise, came to their housefronts. The men, in aflash, had snatched the
pictures and had gone into the photographer’s compound. The people who came out
looked up and down the street and saw nothing unusua. The action had moved to the
photographer’ s room. | rushed across the street.

When | got to theroom his door was wide open and the men weren't there. Neither
was the photographer. His window was wide open, but it was too high for meto look
out of; | ran to the backyard. | saw no one. But | noticed that the backyard led to other
backyards. | followed a route past the bucket latrine dive with flies and maggots. The
smell was so bad | dmost fainted. Another path led to the swamp and marshes and the
forest of massive iroko and obeche and mahogany trees. There were degp footprintsin
the soft soil behind the houses. | followed the footprints, sinking in the mud, till the
soft soil shaded into marshes. There was rubbish everywhere. Srange flowers and
wild grass and evil-looking fungd growths were profuse over the marshes. Bushes



were luxuriant in unexpected places. A wooden footbridge was being constructed to
the other side. The footprints merged into many others on the soft soil. Some of them
went into the marshes. | looked around, couldn’t find any one, and gave up the search.
| went back home, washed the mud off my feet, and resumed watch over the street.
Nothing unusua happened.

In the evening M um returned and was surprised to see me.

‘So you stayed home? Good boy. | thought by now you would have wandered to
Egypt,’ shesad.

She was back earlier than usud because she hadn’t gone to the market that day.
She had gone hawking. Her face was sun shadowed.

That night | was listeningin my childhood hour of darkness. | was listeningto Mum’s
voice and Dad’'s songs, listening to stories of recurrence told down through
generations of defiant mouths. In that hour laced with ancient moonlight, | was
listening to tales of inscrutable heroes who turned into hard gods of chaos and thunder
— when dread pad us a visit. The night brought the dread. It announced itself
through piercing voices from the street, crying out in lamentation at the repetition of
an old cy cle of ascendingpowers.

We rushed out into the blue memory of astreet crowded with shadows. Wild men
were wregking devastation on windows, wooden doors, and human bodies. We rushed
out into the haze, into the smel of burning hair, into the acrid yellow smoke from the
barber’s shop, into the noises of corrupted ritual chants and caterwauling and
machetes gving off dectric sparks, cryingfor medicinal war.

The voices howling for vengeance stampeded the street. The green bodies bristling
with antimony sweated anima blood from their naked chests. They were ariver of
wild jaguars. Their deep earth songs overwhemed the wind and came from
everywhere, from the stars and the broken flowers. They chanted for destruction.
Their whooping filled the night. Their sweeating bodies flashed in the lamplight. Thelr
murderous utterances washed over our forgetfulness.

It wasimpossibleto tell who they were. Their chants erupted from crowds gathered
outside compounds, from people who we thought were familiar, whose shadows
changed beside us into a dreaded heat, whose screechings broke into weird bird-cries.
Even amongst us people were answering the cdl of old bloodknots and secret tida
curfews.

In great numbers the thugs and ordinary familiar people dike poured over the road
of our vulnerability, wounding the night with axes, rampagng our sleep, rousing the
earth, atacking compounds, tearing down doors, destroyingrooftops. In the wound of
our cries we did not know who our enemies were. From the darkness figures with
flaming faces attacked us, descended on us with sticks, stones, whips, and wires. It
was some time before we redised that we were in the grip of an act of vengeance, a
night reprisa, with the darkness as our antagonist. One by one the lamps were



extinguished.

The darkness conquered our voices. A geat cry, as of a terrifying commander
ordering his troops, sprang into the air. There was the silence of deep rivers.
Everything became still. It was as if the night had withdrawn its violence into itsdf.
The wind breathed over the houses and howled gently through the trees. The
whisperings of spirits flowed on the wind. The voices of water and slow footsteps
floated towards us. It was as if thewind itself were preparing for afina onslaught.
Then the stillness was broken by the panic of theinnocent. Therewas another cry, nat
of our antagonists, but of a woman who had seen something wonderful and
monstrous. The cry started it al. Theinnocents turned and with one mind tried to flee
back to their rooms. The panic crossed our paths, and collided our bodies in the solid
darkness. All over, women wailed for their children. I moved amongst the shadows
and ran out into the homeland of darkness, across the street. | thought | was headed
for safety. | couldn't see where | was going. Then voices al around me began
shouting:

‘Kill the photographer!’

‘Beat his photographs out of him!’

‘Finish him of f!”

‘Blind him.’

‘Blind our enemies!’

‘Destroy them!’

‘Teach them alesson.’

‘Show them power!’

‘Bregk therr fingers.’

‘Crack their heads!’

‘Crush the photographer.’

‘And leave his body in the street.’

‘Let thebirds eat him!’

‘For mocking our party .’

‘Our power!’

‘Our Leader!’



Ther chants intensified. Their footsteps became voices, became one, and then
multiplied, like fire. The dead rose under the weight of such footsteps, under such
voices, under such intent. 1 banged my head against something solid, scraped my
ebow against the jaws of the dead, clawved my way through jagged rust, and
discovered | had reached the safety of the burnt van. | hid in the driver’s seat and
watched, in that night of blue memories, the drama of the Living that only the Dead
can understand.

| couldn’t see anything. But from across the street | heard, first in awhisper, then
loudly under the spell of grief:

‘Azaro! Azaro!l Whereareyou? It was M um.
‘Azaro! Azaro!”

Then there was silence. In my childhood hour of darkness, | listened to Mum
waiting for my response. But the night and the wind defeated us. From mouth to
mouth, from one side of the street to the other, | listened with horror as the wind blew
the name.

‘AZARO! AZAROY

The wind passed the name on. The name flowed to our part of the street and then
towards M adame Koto's bar. The name surrounded me, wavering above the burnt van
in athousand quivering voices, as if God were caling me with the mouths of violent
people.

Even the dead played with my name that night.

| listened in my childhood hour as the name eventualy flowed towards the
photographer’s compound and echoed faintly down the passage before passing awvay
into silence. | did not hear M um’ s voice afterwards.

As | sa in the car, overcome with fear, | saw the dead rising. | saw them rising a
the same moment that the second wave of havoc started with the chants of the
antagonists. The dead joined the innocents, minged with the thugs, merged with the
night, and plundered the antagonists with the cries of the wounded. The dead uttered
howls of mortd joy and they found the livid night a shrine distening with fevers.
They revdled in that night of mirrors, where bodies shimmered with blood and silver.
The dead shook off their rust of living and seized up sted. Their lips quivered with
the defiance of the innocents, with the manipulations of politicians and ther
interchangeable dreams, and with the insanity of thugs who don’'t even know for
which parties they commit their arocities.

It was a night without memory. It was anight replayingits corrosive recurrence on
theroad of our lives, on the road which was hungy for great transformations.

The dead, slowly awakening the sleep of the road, were acrobats of violence. They
somersaulted with new politicad dreams amongst men, women, and children. | heard
severa voices, without fear or beyond it, uttering a new radlying cal. Then | heard



fighting. | heard the bright howls of resistance, footsteps running into the darkness,
flashing sted on solid bodies, chests painted with antimony being beaten down, and
women with mortars for pounding yam pounding on shadows. | heard strong men
bewildered by the mutinous wind, deep voices crying out the names of hard gods. |
redised that the antagonists were being repulsed. The people from the photographer’s
compound were in the vanguard. The dead were curiously on the side of the
innocents. Voices | knew bravely cried:

‘Fight them back!’

‘Fight for your freedom!’

‘Sonethem!’

‘They poisoned us with milk.’

‘And words.’

‘And promises.’

‘And they want to rule our country!’

‘Our livesl’

‘And now they attack us!’

‘On our own Sreet!’

‘Fight them without fear!”

M achetes burst into flame. Chants were reversed in syllables. Soells were broken on
the jagged teeth of night. The antagonists attempted alast desperateraly.

‘Pour petrol on the house!”’
‘Burn it down!’
‘Burn out the photographer!”’

‘Burn out Azaro!’

| trembled in the van. Someone hurled afirebrand at the photographer’s compound.
The dead caught it and ate up the flames. Someone threw another brand in theair. It
landed on the van, and spluttered out on the bonnet. Something crawled up my legs.
Smoke drifted in from a side window. The van was dive with spiders and worms. |
started to get out of thevan. | had got my head out of the other window when | heard

a gea deafeningblast from the photographer’ s compound. After the blast therewas a
profound silence. The wind whistled over the noise.

And then the shadows, the footsteps, the green bodies, the fierce jaguars, the



disaster-mongers, the fire-breathers, the rousers of the dead, and the rampagers of
sleep, became fleeing footfdls scattered by the wind and the great detonation. The
dark walls of their bodies disintegrated. Their voices were not so menacingany more,
but full of fear.

Another gunshot, not amed in any particular direction, but cracking the air as
though a star had exploded over our street, made the escaping stampede of antagonists
more desperate. | could hear them faling over one another, runninginto theterrors of
ther own making, colliding into their own shadows, into the luminous bodies in the
dark. | could hear them screaming the names of their mothers, caling for their wives,
wondering who would take care of ther children, as theinnocents crashed their heads
with bottles, as the men of the street rained an insistent beat of clubs on their retrest,
and as they fdl under the anger of lacerating claws and blunt-edged cutlasses.

New forces had joined the night, converted the night, madeit the aly of the innocents.
When the tida force had retregted, the agtation quelled, when the antagonists had
started ther trucks and taken off at M adame Koto's end of the street — the hosts of
the dead descended into the open bleeding mouth of the earth. | saw them from the
van. | watched the world dissolving into a ddirium of stories. The dead descended
into the forgetfulness of our blue memories, with ther indigo eyes and ther silver
dances.

The inhabitants of the street regained the night. Voices were reawakened. Lamps
came on one after another. People tentatively gathered a compound-fronts. The only
thing that was missing was the photographer to record the events of the night and
make them red with his magc instrument. | got out of the van and fled across the
street, into the despairingarms of M other.

In the morning we learned about the wounded, about the woman slashed across the
face with a knife, the man whose head was raw with the blunt vengeance of a
machete, the people whose noses were cut open with broken bottles, those flage lated
with wires, the man who had lost haf an ear, the woman whose back was burnt.
Against the innocents who were wounded, we heard of the death of an antagonist. We
aso heard one party claim that the atrocities had been committed by the other.

The energes that went into fighting back exhausted the street. We did not celebrate
our resistance. We knew that the troubles were incomplete, that the reprisas had been
deferred to another night, when we would have forgotten. The inhabitants of the
street, frightened and angy, set up viglantes. They were armed with knives, clubs,
and dane guns. We waited for new forms of iron to fal on us. We waited for a long
time. Nothing happened the way we expected. After two weeks, the viglantes
disbanded. We sank back into our usud lives.

The photographer vanished atogether. His room had been wrecked. His door was
broken down, his clothes shredded, his mattress slashed, his available pictures and
negatives destroyed, and some of his cameras broken up. His landlord, who had no
sympathy for heroes, went around looking for him, demanding that his door be
repaired.



We feared that the photographer had been murdered. His dass cabinet remained
permanently shattered. It looked misbegotten. It became a smdl representation of
what powerful forcesin society can do if anyone speaks out against their corruptions.
And because the photographer hadn’'t been there to record what had happened that
night, nothing of the events appeared in the newspapers. It was as if the events were
never red. They assumed the status of rumour.

At first the street suffered fear. Sal-owners stopped sdling things in the evenings.
The street seemed darker than usua a night. People became so cautious that no one
opened their doors merely because they were knocked on. Those who usualy went
out drinking, and who returned late, took to getting drunk in their rooms, and singing
into the nights.

After awhile, when nothing happened, when no reprisas fell on us, it seemed that
nothing significant had happened. Some of us began to distrust our memories. We
began to think that we had collectively dreamt up the fevers of that night. It wouldn't
be the first or the last time. M eanwhile, the river of wild jaguars flowed below the
surface of our hungry roads.

On many of those nights, in my childhood hour, M um told me stories of aguamarine
begnnings. Under the white eye of the moon, under the indigo sky, in the golden
lights of surviva in our little room, | listened to the wisdom of the old songs which
Dad rendered in his cracked fighting voice. M esmerised by the cobat shadows, the
paradoxica ultramarine air, and the silver gances of the dead, | listened to the hard

images of joy. | listened dso to the songs of work and harvest and the secrets of
heroes.

Outside, thewind of recurrence blew gently over the earth.

BOOK THREE

ONE

THE VISTATION OF dread didn’t change our livesin any particular way .
M um went on being harassed a the market. When she moved her stdl to another part
of the market the thugs would turn up, posing as potentia customers. They pestered
her and tipped over her things and took her goods without paying. Then they would
denounce her, making the most outrageous accusations, and those who wanted to buy



provisions from her went somewhere se. M um came home without sdling much.
She made very little money .

Dad returned earlier each night. He too was increasingy harassed. He was more
worn out than ever and his back hurt so much that some mornings he had difficulty
standing up straight. Dad became clumsier. His neck ached dl thetime. He developed
sores on his feet. The skin around his shoulders, the back of his ears, his neck, and al
aong his spine began to ped away. His skin turned a greyish colour because of the
sdt and cement that spilled on him from the loads he carried.

For a while | ceased in my wanderings. When | got back from school | stayed
outside our compound and played in the streets. In the evenings | ran errands for M um
and Dad, who were too fatigued to do anything. | bought candles, mosquito coils,
ogogoro. | warmed the food, washed the plates, cleaned the room. | picked herbs for
Dad to use in his secret medicines. | went to herbalists for medicines with which to
treat Dad's back. We al went to bed early and Dad didn’'t sit for long hours in his
chair.

When the candle burned low, and the rats began to eat, | would put out thelight and
lie awake in the dark. 1 would listen to M um and Dad snoring on the bed. Sometimes
when | fell aslegp alighter part of merose up from my body and floated in the dark. A
bright light, which | could not see, but which | could fed, surrounded me. I would be
lifted out of my body, would find it difficult to get out through the roof, and would be
brought down suddenly by the noise of therats esting. Then | would sleep soundly.

One night | managed to lift mysef out through the roof. | went up at breathtaking
speed and stars fel from me. Unableto control my motion, | rose and fell and went in
al directions, spinning through incredible pesks and vortexes. Dizzy and turning,
swirling and dancing, the darkness seemed infinite, without signs, without markings. |
rose without getting to heaven. | soared blissfully and | understood something of the
inhuman exultation of flight.

| was begnning to learn how to control my motion that night when something
happened and a great flash, which was like a sudden noise, exploded all through me. |
seemed to scatter in al directions. | became leaves lashed by the winds of recurrence.
| felt mysdf faling through an unbearable immensity of dark spaces and a sharp
diamond agony tugged deep inside my lightness and | tried to re-enter mysdf but
seemed diverted into atide of total night and | fought and tried to becadm and then |
felt mysdf fdling with horrible acceleration into a dark well and just before | hit the
bottom | noticed that | was fdling into the face of a luminous moon. The whiteness
swallowed me and turned to darkness. | burst out screaming. And when | regained
mysef | heard, for a moment, the rats chewing, my parents snoring, and someone
bangng relentlessly on the door.

| stayed on the mat for a while without moving. | had a violent headache. Lights
spun in my eyes. | fet empty inside. My body felt odd. The knocking continued and
interrupted my parents’ breasthing Even the rats fdl silent. | got up and went to the
door and asked:

“Whoisit?



Dad turned on the bed. M um stopped snoring. The person knocking didn’t answer.
One of the other tenants from their window, shouted:

‘“Who is that knocking? If you don’t want trouble leave now, you hear?

The knocks came again, gently, like a code that | was expected to understand. |
opened the door. Crouching in front of our low wal, his camera danging from his
shoulder, was the photographer. His frightened ey es gowed in the dark.

‘It'sme,’ hesad.
| stared & him for alongtime. He didn’t move. The neighbour shouted:

‘Who is therethat wants to die?

| opened the door wider for the photographer and, still crouching, he came hurriedly
into the room. | lit a candle. | saw that he was bleeding from the head. He sat on my
mat, blood dripping down his forehead, past his eyes, and soaking his ydlow shirt. He
breathed heavily and tried to quieten it. His hair was rough, his face bruised, oneeye
was swollen, his lower lip was puffed and discoloured.

‘What happened to you? | asked.
‘A smdl thing,’ hesaid. ‘Nothingthat a man cannot bear.’

He sat, then he kndlt, his head in his hands. When he looked up his eyes were big
and bright, full of fear and wisdom.

‘I heard dl about what happened in the street. It is happening everywhere. One way
or another we will continueto fight for truth. And justice. And we will win.’

His blood was on his hands. He wiped it on his shirt-front. Thered on theydlow
made mefed ill.

‘Bdieve mg,’ he added.

It was a while before he spoke again. His eyes were remembering and there was a
faint smileon hislips.

‘“When the three men came the other night | jumped out of the window, ran out into
the marshes and stayed there, hiding under the wooden foot-bridge, till the worms
began to eat into my feet. | came out from under the bridge. | was afraid. A dog
whined a me and followed me wherever | went. A two-legged dog The wretched
anima went on annoying me and whining and people kept staring & me and | didn’t
know who was an enemy and who wasn't so | kicked the dog. It fell down and didn’t

oet up.’
He paused.

‘Then | went to afriend’s house. He had a grl-friend with him. | washed my legs



and stayed outside. Then | went to look for my relatives.’
He stopped.
Therats continued chewing away &t our lives.
‘What'sthat? he asked, starting.
‘Rats.’
‘Oh, them,” he said.

He was silent and | thought he had forgotten what he was saying. He blinked and
rolled his eyes and groaned. A drop of blood that rolled down his forehead stopped on
his cheek. | watched it as he resumed what he was saying.

‘| stayed with one or two relaives. | noticed that strange people started watching their
houses. | heard about what happened in the street. | owed rent. | needed things for my
camera. | thought enough time had passed. And then | found mysedf coming back
home tonight. As | came | hid in dark places and tried to be careful but as | neared my
compound two people jumped on me and hit my head with acutlass and astick and |
fought them and ran into the forest. | stayed there. The mosquitoes bit me. Thetwo-
legged dog began to whine in the darkness. | couldn’'t seeit. | became hungry and |
heard voices in the trees and then | decided it was time to come home and face the
music.’

He paused again. The blood didn’t move on his cheek. Then he continued.

‘I took another route. This time | didn’'t hide and | avoided dark places because |
wanted our street people to recognise me. As | neared home two people, who had
been hiding in the burnt van, jumped out and set on me. | shouted and they gave me as
good a beating as they could before they ran. And then | came here, because| didn’'t
fed safein my room or anywhere else.’

He was silent again. Helistened to therats and wiped his cheek with the back of his
hand.

‘They must be bigrats,” he observed.
‘How do you know?
“You can tel by listeningto them.’ | listened.

‘They have bigteeth, sharp teeth,” hesad. ‘Did you know that in Egypt ras ate up
awhole camd?

‘What is acamd?

‘“The only anima that can survive in the desert.” | marvelled a the idea of such an
animal.



‘And rats ateit? | asked.

‘Yes.

‘How?

‘With their teeth.’

| listened to therats.

‘Will they eat us?

‘They would have done so by now. But you can’t be sure.’
‘Of what?

“*Of their hunger.’ | listened again.

‘But | know agood poison for killingthem. The best. | will bringyou some.’
Therats stopped eating

‘They can understand us,’ | said.

‘Good.’

He stood up.

‘This head is hurting me. Lead me to the backyard. | want to wash away al this
blood.’

I went out with him. Thewind swept hard through the passage. At first it was very
dark and | thought the clothes on lines were men in black gasses, but the wind made
them flap, and | got used to the darkness. The photographer washed his wounds from
a bucket near the well. He groaned in horrible agony. When we got back to the room
Dad was awake.

‘Who istha? heasked as | camein.

| lit the candle. The photographer stood at the door with water and blood dripping
down his neck. Dad looked a both of us without changng his expression. Whilethe
photographer dried his hair on his shirt | told Dad what had happened. | tried not to be
loud, but soon M um woke up. After M um had learned what was going on she went
and warmed some food for the photographer and pressed ointments on his wounds.
They dl taked deep into the night. They discussed what they could do for him and
insisted that he stay till the morning. They decided many other things as well but |
don’t know what they were because | became drowsy and fell asleep.

When we woke up in the morning the photographer had gone. On the centretable
there were the pictures of the celebration of my homecoming.



TWO

IN THE DIABOLICAL hesat of that afternoon six illegtimate sons of minor
warlords, whom [ first thought were minotaurs, enacted a battle of ascendancies. They
fought near the burnt van. No one cameto separate them. They lashed a one another
with long sticks, clubs, and whips. They dl looked aike. They were the
interchangeable faces of violence and politics. They were dl muscular. They looked
like failed boxers, like the thugs and the bullies and the carriers of loads that | had
seen a the garage. They were hungry and wild. Their chests were bared. Their faces
were awesome. And they fought for hours as if they werein adark place, trappedin a
nightmare.

Whips cracked. | saw the swift descent of a club; one of the men fdl; three others
surged over him. Two others grappled with the three and a man behind flogged their
backs indiscriminately with a horsewhip. Soon they were dl covered in foams of
sweat and gore. Two of the men, fierce antagonists, their degp bronze skins dgistening
under the burning orb of sun, detached themseves from the chaos of bodies and
concentrated on one another. The one whipped the other’s back, whipped the taut
back till the skin broke into strips of whitish underflesh and soon turned red. The
other bore it and after a while lifted his own whip and repeated the process on the
other, lashing and floggng, with an absolute silence, utterly devoid of passion. They
were disinterested enemies. They went on lashing and bearing the whips. Then one of
them broke the spéll, caught the other’s whip, and they both grappled, fell rollingon
the ground, their backs covered with blood and sand.

One threw the other, kicked his head, and uttered amodest cry of exultation. The one
on the floor picked up a stone. The other rushed a him. The one with the stone
pressed it into the eye of the other, drawing agreen sort of blood. The other didn’t cry
out. They began punching each other, hitting one another in a dream-like sequence.
The bloodied eye grew greener and wider. The inhabitants of the street watched the
fight, perplexed.

The other four men battled with one another senselessly. They fought on the bonng
of the burnt van. They fought al over the ground. They fought on the gass fragments
from the photographer’ s cabinet, bled, with bits of gass sticking from their backs, but
went on fighting as though pain were dien to ther flesh. At first it seemed we could
make out a pairing, then their entanged combat baffled us, for they fought one
another, every which way, without passion, without palitics even, their eyes bulgng
It became impossibleto tel what party they supported, what codes they were fighting
for, or what was the purpose of ther battle They fought in the strangest ways,
throwing sand into one another’s eyes, spitting, offering their faces up for punches,
bearing the blows stoicaly, sometimes being knocked down by them and picking
themselves up again and resuming the fray with absolute disinterested ferocity. One
of them was kicked in the crotch and he jumped up and fell down, and rolled
uncontrollably. When he got back up he kept stamping the ground. And while hetried
to sort out his agony another man, who | thought was on his side, came and smashed



his head with abrick and he fall down and stretched out like adead animal.

‘They are the madmen of our history,” one of the inhabitants on the street sad.
‘They arejust waitingfor acrazy war to come dong’

And then quite suddenly the man who had stretched out like adead anima began to
twitch on the earth. He twitched and kicked and made guttura noises. Then, like a
figure in a nightmare, he rose from his death, his upper part stiff, his eyes dull and
passionless. When he stood up he released a deep-throated sound of laughter. He
brought out something from his back pocket, waved it in the air seven times, pressed
it between his hands till he crushed out a flow of red juices, and then hit the chest of
an advancing antagonist with his open pam.

The man who had been hit screamed as if he had been branded, and then he fel
heavily on the ground and thrashed about in morta agony. The man with the peculiar
wesgpon repeated his feat with another antagonist, slgpping him on the face so hard it
sounded like a minor thunderclap. We saw the man’s face turn red and the redness
began to drip as if it were meting wax. The man turned round and round, shouting
and stamping, and fell on his knees, holding his face. And when he stood up again,
swaying, we saw his raw underflesh in the shape of aman’s pamprint. The skin had
dissolved. He wailed like a madman who was being tortured.

The three men now gathered and thoroughly beat up the only man left standingon
the other side. They threw him to the ground five times in succession. They jumped
on his chest and kicked his head and lifted him up and knocked him around till he
collgpsed dtogether. Then the dliances clarified themsdves. The three men picked up
their large shirts, waving them like monstrous flags, and went up the street, arms held
high, chanting the songs of ther ascendancy, the songs of the Party of the Poor, or
was it of the Rich. No one could be certain. Then | recognised the new incarnation of
their recurrent clashes, the recurrence of ancient antagonisms, secret histories,
festering dreams. The three men went their way, dancing up the street, and no one
cheered them, no one acknowledged their victory, and no one thought of them as
heroes.

Thethreethugs of the Rich Party — or was it the Poor Party — lay writhingon the
ground. The one who had been hit on the chest got up, groaning The sign of apam
was imprinted on his massive chest as on burnished brass. He went and helped the
other two. Like a sad bunch of thieves, like crooks who had been set upon, like a
defested army of rogues, they leaned on one another, walling, each twisted in the
direction of their injury’s gravity. They staggered down the street, hobbling avay
from ther vanquishers.

THREE

WHEN THE FIGHTERS I€ft, the air of the street was charged with fear. It
was late evening. The sound of a plate bresking, of two people quarrdling, made us



suspicious. The heat and the gare restrained the movement of things arid | did not
wander far from home that day becausel feared that al over the world thugs with fire
in their brains were pounding one another in aweird ddirium of history .

Saying in that day taught me how long a hot afternoon could be, how the hesat
could slow time down. | sat on the cement platform arid listened to the flies. Flying
ants were al over the place. Lizards ran up and down walls, sunning themselves,
nodding. | went to buy some beans from an itinerant trader of cooked food. She had a
constant companionship of flies. And she had the most amazing signs tattooed to the
sides of her mouth. When she smiled the signs looked odd, but when she was serious
they made her look beautiful. She sold me a few pennies’ worth of beans and offered
to sell me Kokoro at adiscount.

‘What is Kokoro? | asked.

‘They arethe ants that feed off the beans.’

‘Ants?

‘Yes. They are good for you. They makeyou brilliant and help you grow up fast.’

| bought some fried ants as well and went and sat in the shade. | ate the beans and
the ants and drank somewater. Then | got drowsy and slept outside our door. The sun
burned on me and when M um got back and woke me up | couldn’t see anything for
amost a minute. | was quite blind and everything was composed of blue and red and
yelow whorls. Mum led me into the room and made me lie down. When | woke it
was evening. The blindness had gven way to theworld’s variety of colours. M um had
gone out.

Mum's absence got me worried. | locked the door, hid the key under the threadbare
doormat, and went looking for her. | went down the street and encountered our

landlord. With a cold gaze and a contemptuous voice he asked if my parents werein.
‘No,” | sad.
“When will they be back?
‘I don’t know.’

‘Tdl them | am coming to see them tonight about my rent and another matter, you
understand?

| nodded. He hurried towards our compound. | went on. My stomach started to ache
and | fet sure the fried ants were crawling around inside. Suddenly a powerful stench
invaded the air. Everywhere | turned the stench was there, unbearable, unavoidable.
And then | saw the nightsoil man comingtowards me. | didn’t want to offend himso |
didn’t move or run. But | held my breath. He staggered and wobbled under the heavy
weight. Hooded and masked in a filthy blue cloth, 1 saw his bulgng eyes, and his
fierce gare. He grunted, buckling, as he passed me. Feding the full pressure of
arlessness, | ran; and when | breathed | fet very ill. So did everyone else. Before |



knew it | was near the bar. And outside, in front of the bar, taking in between
covering their noses, were M adame Koto and Mum. | went back home. The smell
stayed inthe air and even when | shut the door it was still there.

After a while Mum came in. She looked very tired. She sad M adame Koto had
been asking after me. | told her the landlord’ s message; she got very agitated.

‘Therent? Wedon't have enough money. When did he say he was coming?
‘Tonight.’

She sat still for awhile. Then she went over to her basin of provisions, took out a
tin box, and started counting her money. She counted it for a long time, with swesat
breaking out on her forehead. When she finished she sat still again for a while. Then
she unloosened one end of her wrapper and counted the money she had there. It got
quite late. | lit another candle. M um was quite oblivious of everything She was still
counting her money, calculating how much she needed for afresh stock of provisions,
how much profit she had made, when imperious knocks sounded on our door. M um
jumped up, spilling most of her money on the floor. She picked it up in ahurry and
put it away before she said, with sweat on her ey elashes:

‘Azaro, seewho is knocking.’

| went to the door and opened it and the landlord came in, pushing meinto the room,
opening the door wide, as if he wanted the whole world to hear what he had to say. He
had three other men with him. They were strangers. They were very big, with well-
developed muscles, and the mad eyes of politicd thugs. They wore matching
uniforms and they cameinto the room and stood, side by side, with legs planted wide,
their backs against the wall. They folded their arms and looked at us with the sort of
contempt reserved for insects.

The landlord looked round, saw the semi-broken window, and began, explosively,
to rage. He was thoroughly incoherent and he only made sense when he camed down
a little and demanded that the window be repared before his next visit. He moved
dramaticaly up and down the room, reserving, as usud, his loudest voice and his
most dramatic gestures for when he was nearest the door. The compound people had
gathered outside and some of them were looking in. Waving his hands, whipping the
voluminous folds of his agbadathis way and that, he turned and said:

‘Is your husband not in?

‘No.’

‘What about my rent?

“When he comes back he will gveit to you.’

‘Hedidn't leaveit?

‘No.



Sriding as if he were on stage, waving his hands angrily, the landlord said:

‘Why do | have to come and pester you for my rent, eh? When you wanted the
room you came and begged me. Now | haveto come and begyou for my rent, en?

‘Things are hard,” M um said.

‘Things are hard for everybody. All the other tenants have paid. Why are you so
different, en?

‘“When my husband returns ..’

‘Hestarts trouble’

‘It'snot so.’

“Your husband is atroublemaker.’

‘Not at al.’

‘Hethinks heis strong’

For the first time Mum acknowledged the presence of the three muscular men
standing with their backs against the wall. Shelooked a them and they stared back at
her without moving

‘My husband is strong, but heis not atroublemaker,” she said findly.

One of the three men laughed.

‘Shut up!” thelandlord barked.

The man’'s laughter dwindled into a hollow cackle. The landlord sat on Dad’s chair
and it wobbled precariously. He sat there, scrutinising us, as if deciding what to do
next. Then he brought out alobe of kola-nut from his pocket and began chewing We
were dl silent. The candles twitched; shadows lengthened and shortened in the room.
The three men looked doomy and ghoulish, and the upward illumination, catching
their faces, made their cheeks and ey es hollow.

‘So when is your husband returning?

‘I don’t know.’

The landlord munched his kola-nut.

‘Wel,” he sad, after a reasoned pause, ‘the other matter | have come about is
simple. | do not like the way my own tenants have behaved towards my party. You

people beat me up the other day. What have | doneto you, en?

At this point he got up and resumed his melodramatic pacing. His hands flailed and



his voice got louder at the door as if he were addressing an invisible audience.

‘| have told this to dl my tenants. Anybody who wants to livein my house, under
this roof that | built with my own hands, should vote for my party. Did you hear me?

M um did not nod. She stared grimly at the twitching candle.

‘It doesn’t matter if you answer or not. | have sad what | haveto say. If you have
ears, listen. If you want to be my tenant, when the eection comes you will go and
votefor my party man.’

He paused.

‘It"s simple. All you haveto do is pressink next to his name. A simple metter. My
party will bring good roads and dectricity and water supply. And remember this: we
have people a the polling station who will be watchingyou. Wewill know who you
vote for. Whether you vote for our man or not we will win anyway. But if you don’t
vote for him there will be trouble. You might as well begn to look for another place
now and seeif you can find another landlord as good as me. Tdl this to your husband.
| don't have time to come back. And send me my rent latest tomorrow morning.
Tha'sal.

He was now standing behind Dad’ s chair. He had finished his speech. His back was to
us and he seemed to be waiting for a response. There was only silence. And the
spitting candle. The three men looked like statues. They looked like dead men. | could
barely seethewhites of their eyes.

‘God knows,’ the landlord continued, ‘that | want the best for my tenants. But the
tenant that doesn’'t want a good thing should go. There's power and there's power:
any one who looks for my trouble will get enough troublefor life. | am apeaceful man
but the person who spoils my peacewill find that | anaLION. | aman ELEPHANT.
My THUNDER will strike them. And on top of that | will send my boys to besat them

up!’

He was now a the window. He put the kola-nut back into his pocket. He brought
out a white handkerchief and wiped his face. Then he turned to face M um directly.
We were dl concentrating on him. Except M um. She went on staringinto the candle-
flameasif shesaw init anew kind of destiny.

The landlord opened his mouth to speak when a gentle wind came into the room
and turned into a dark figure, towering but bowed. And with the figure came a

reminder of the nightsoil van. The figure was Dad and the landlord slowly shut his
mouth.

The three men crowded away from Dad, avay from the wall, and regrouped in
stances of hdf-fight next to the cupboard. Suddenly the room seemed cramped and
Dad made it worse by shutting the door. The upward illumination of the candle-light
caught his face as wdl, and made him look like a man undergoing a terrible
martyrdom. His cheekbones were highlighted, his eyes sunken, and his head was
stark. He looked baffled. He stood in front of the door and stared at every one of us,



turning to face each one of us directly. His neck seemed stiff. He somehow gave the
feding that he had lost the connection between what he saw and what he understood.
He gave the impression that he had been bashed on the head and that his centre had
been dislocated. He looked confused, as if he had entered the wrongroom and had no
idea how to get out again.

‘Dadl’ | cried.

He looked a me without comprehension. It was only after awhile that we became
aware of the stench in the room.

Suddenly one of the three men made a noise, as of holding back bile. Then he rushed
to thewindow and spat out. Thelandlord spat on thefloor, stepped onit, and twisted
his foot as though he were crushing out a cigarette. Another of the men went behind
Dad and opened the door. M oths, midges, and flying ants came in, and mosquitoes
whined in the silence. The moth circled the candle and | fet tha time had moved
backwards and was trapped there.

Dad went towards M um and sat heavily on the bed. There was shame on his face.
Shame, humiliation, and defiance. The landlord, unable to come out with what he had
been about to say, moved towards the door. His sense of dramahad deserted him. He
seemed to have sensed anew kind of menacein Dad. | sensed it too. He said:

“Your wifewill tell you what | had to say .’

He hurried out of the room without repesting his demand for the rent. His
henchmen ran out behind him, castingtheir last looks at Dad.

We sa in the room suffused by the bewildering odour. It was as though an
unpleasant vent had burst under our floor. We sat without moving, without speaking,
till one of the moths got its wings burnt and extinguished the candle. In the darkness |
felt for the matches on the table. Then | heard Mum say, with great unhappy
tenderness:

‘My husband, what has happened to you?

When | lit the candle M um’s arms were around Dad’ s neck. She held him tight, her
face in his hair. Then, becoming avare of the light, she disentanded herself from him,
and unloosened his shoes. Dad did not move. She pulled off his shoes and gave them
to me, saying:

‘“Your father has stepped on something. Go and wash the shoes inside the
bathroom. Don't do it by thewell.’

| took the shoes and went out. Thewind blew through the passage, liftingdust into
my eyes. The wind was cool; it smelt of trees and the night, of bushes and aromatic
herbs scenting the air. It dso smelt of kerosine and candle-smoke, but it did not have
the curious odour in our room. At the backyard | borrowed one of the tenants’ lamps,
fetched some water, got some useless newspaper and bits of wood. | looked a Dad's
shoes and there was nothing unusua on them. They did not smell badly, except of



sweet and hard-working feet. But | washed the shoes anyway and washed my hands
and went back

Dad was now sittingon his chair. M um was asking him if everythingwas dl right. |
was certain he hadn’t said aword al thetime | had been out. M um looked distressed,
asif his secret anguish was egtingaway a her. When | put the shoes down in the
corner, Dad brought an envelope from his pocket and gave it to M um. She opened it,
brought out some pound notes, and looked a him in astonishment. He said:

‘It'stherent.’

M um was so overcome with emotion that she kndt at his feet and held his thighs
and said over and over again:

‘Thank you, thank you, my brave husband.’

She said it with such proud sadness she made mefed that those who suffer are
strangers to this world. Dad did not acknowledge her, nor did he show any sign of
emotion, but his face was so strange | was sure he was fedling much more than he was
ableto express.

After awhile M um made Dad some food. He went and had along bath. He came
back with only his towe round his waist. He sent meto go and buy him asmall bottle
of Hausaperfume.

| walked alongway up our street, towards the main road, before | came upon a
cluster of Hausanight traders who sold Indian incense, beads, perfumes, and charms.
| bought a chegp bottle of perfume and ran back. Dad had changed clothes. He gpplied
great quantities of the perfumeto himsdf and thoroughly stank out the room with its
crude ingredients. We washed our hands and atein silence.

After we ate M um went and soaked Dad’ s clothes in disinfectant and hid the
bucket deep in the backyard. Dad stayed up, sittingin his chair. He did not drink and
did not smoke. Hewas very sober. He looked like he would never recover from the
shock of acertain kind of sdf-knowledge. M um sat up with him. They weresilent for
alongtime Then as| fell asleep | heard M um ask, as though she were prepared to
accept the possibility:

“You didn’t kill someone, did you?

| opened my eyes. Dad shook his head. They were both silent. M um lit amosquito
coil. I shut my eyes again.

Later that night there was aknock on the door. It was the photographer. He sneaked in
hurriedly . Dad opened his ey es and sad:



‘Ah, photographer, it’syou.’
‘Yes, it'sme’

‘Seep well’

‘Andyou, sir.’

The photographer lay down with me on the mat. He showed me alittle round,
transparent bottle. It had ayedlow powder inside.

‘This,” hesaid, ‘is the most powerful rat poison in theworld. Tomorrow, if | return
early, wewill finish off those rats once and for dl.’

He kept it among his things. | blew out the candle. We floated in the darkness and
the dreadful perfume of the heated room.

FOUR

FOR MANY DAYS Dad remained sullen. We got used to the perfume. He
offered no explanation. And it was only when he was told of what the landlord had
sad that he recovered his spirit. He said even if they killed him hewouldn’t vote for
the landlord's party. He went around the compound saying this. Some of the
neighbours nodded when he made his declaration. M um warned him that the landlord
had spies in the compound.

‘Let them spy,” Dad sad, ‘but | won’t votefor that useless party.’
‘I know, but don’t tell them.’

‘Why not? Am | acoward?

‘No.’

‘Then | must say what | believe.’

‘But you heard what the landlord said.’

‘Let thelandlord drop dead!’

‘Lower your voice.’

‘Why ?

‘Spies!’



‘Let the spies drop dead too!’
‘| am afraid for us.’

‘Thereis nothingto fear.’
‘But | am afraid.’

‘What right has the landlord to bully us, to tel us who to votefor, eh?1s he God?
Even God can't tell us who to vote for. Don’t be afraid. We may be poor, but we are
not slaves.’

‘Where are we goingto find another room?
‘Our destiny will provide.’

And so it continued. Sparked off by his own defiance, Dad began to speak of himself
as the only one who would not votefor the landlord’s party. All over our areaparty -
supporters became more violent. They went around in groups terrorising every one.
We heard stories of people who were sacked from their jobs because they were on the
wrong side of politics. Mum gew afraid of the market and didn’'t go as regularly as
she wanted. M oney became short. M um had to reduce our food.

We saw the photogrgpher only late a night. On some nights | waited for him to
knock but he didn't. When | saw him he began to spesk of leavingthe area. He went
on taking his unusua pictures and a few more agppeared in the papers. Whenever he
was seen people gathered around him. He had become something of alegend. For the
period he stayed with us he tried to turn the corner where Dad kept his shoes into a
dark-room, with no success, because M um, paranoid of spiders’ webs, kept sweeping
and cleaning and exposing light to al dark places.

One night some men came to our compound to ask about the photographer. They
clamed to be journdists. They said they’d heard he was staying with tenants in the
compound. The tenants denied it, but they began to keep watch. At night we saw
strange men leaning against the burnt van, staring a our house. When | told the
photographer about it he became scared and we did not see him for many days.

M adame K oto appeared a our room during that period. She gppeared out of the air,
startling me. Mum was in, but Dad hadn’'t returned. | was so startled that before |
could run she grabbed me and said:

“You are abad boy .’

‘“Why?

‘Running away fromyour eders.’

She gave me some money .

‘Why haveyou been running away from me, enh? What did | do to you?



‘Nothing’
‘Why did you throw away my juju?
‘Nothing’

M um laughed. M adame Koto let me go. She sat on the bed, beside M um. Shewas
as fat as ever, plump as a mighty fruit, but her face had become a little bit more
frightening than | remembered. She did not have her white beads round her neck. Her
face was darker; her eyes, shaded with eye-pencil, made her look mysterious. The
quantity of wrappers round her increased her volume. The two women taked in low
tones. | drew closer to listen. M adame Koto gave M um a packet whose contents |
never discovered. Then sheturned to me and said:

‘I want you to come back. Your mother agrees. Since you stopped coming the bar
has been empty .’

‘I will discuss it with your father,” M um added.

They went on taking. | went and played a the housefront. When M adame Koto
was leaving she caled me.

‘| am goingnow,” she said, ‘but tomorrow | want you to come and attract customers
to the bar, you hear?

| nodded.

‘I will prepareyou specid peppersoup with plenty of meat.” Then she waddled off
into the darkness.

Dad returned exhausted that night. M um did not discuss anything with him. The
photographer did not turn up. Therats went on egting.

FIVE

MADAME KOTO’SBAR had changed. She had put up anew signboard.
The signboard had a panting of a large-breasted mermaid serving drinks and
steaming peppersoup. There were multicoloured plastic trailings a the doorway.
Swishing aside the curtain strips, | went in. The door was now blue. It was dark and
cool inside. The benches were shorter. The tables had plastic coverings. As if she
anticipated more trouble and more customers she had begun to install acounter at the
far end of the bar, across from the backyard door. Thewalls were cobdlt. It felt more
peaceful in the bar. | went to the backyard and saw a little grl washing plates and
spoons. Shestared at me suspiciously .

‘Whereis M adame Koto?



Shedidn’'t reply.

‘Can’'t you tak?

Sill the grl didn’t say anything. | went to M adame Koto’s room and knocked. She
didn't seem to be in. So | went back into the bar and sat near the earthenware pot.
Flies buzzed in the serenity of the place. The little grl came in and remained at the
threshold of the door, the curtain strips covering her face. Shewatched me. Shehad a
long sad face and big eyes. She had little scarifications on her cheeks. Shewas too sad
and too passive to be beautiful. Shewent on staringat meand | got irritated.

‘Why areyou looking a me, en?

She stayed mute. Then shewent to the backyard and carried on with her washing of
plates and cutlery.

Throughout the afternoon no one came to drink and | did not see M adame K oto. |
slept on the bench and woke up suddenly. It was quiet. There was akerosine lamp on
the table. | fet | had materidised in some underwater kingdom. | searched for the grl
and could not find her. When | got back Madame Koto was in the bar with a
carpenter.

“Where have y ou been? she asked, shouting above the carpenter’ s hammering.

‘| went to look for thegrl.’

‘“Which grl?

‘The grl who was washing the plates.’

Shestared at measif | had turned into afish, or asif | had gone mad.

‘What plates?

‘Theplatesin the backyard.’

She went out and looked and came back shouting.

‘Somethingis wrongwith you,” she sad.

| went to the backyard and saw the plates and cutlery piled in ahesp. They weredl
unwashed. A cauldron of peppersoup bubbled away on the firegrate near the heap.

‘Go and wash the plates,” she belowed, ‘beforel get angy with you.’

| was reluctant, but | went. | fetched water from the well, sat on the stool, and
washed the plates and cutlery. Thefire, heating my face and drying my eyes, made me
dizzy with its curiously fragrant woodsmoke. | listened to the carpenter hammering
and the firewood crackling. | got very dizzy from breathingin the smoke and from the
blast of the heat so that | started to sway and the evening began to turn. The



peppersoup spilled over in green bubbles and poured over the firewood and thelittle
grl came and lifted off the hot lid of the cauldron with her bare hands. Then she
stirred the soup with alongwooden ladle which had the shape of ahuman pam at the
serving end.

‘Get away from herel’ | cried.

When she brought out the ladle the serving end was missing. The wooden hand had
become part of the soup.

‘Look what you'vedone!’ | shouted.

She threw away what was left of the ladle and went off in asulk. Soon she returned
with along and large bone. She stirred the soup with it and the bone dissolved.

‘If you don't go away | will beat you,” | threatened.
She lifted the lid back on the cauldron and crouched near the grate and stared into the
fire. She put out her hands, as if to warm them, and then she threw two white cowries
into the flames. The firewood cried out, popping and crackling, and a thick indigo
smoke filled the ar and engulfed the grl and when the smoke cleared | saw her
melting. First her outstretched hands meted into the air and then her shoulders and
then her body. Her head remained on the ground and her big sad ey es went on staring
a meimpassivey till she dissolved adtogether.
| screamed and everything went white. | fell towards the fire. When | came round |
was on the floor, my back on the ground. My shirt was soaked. M adame K oto stood
above me.

‘“What’s wrongwith you, en?

‘| saw thegrl again.’

‘What girl?

‘The onewho was washingthe plates.’

‘Get up!’

| got up. | fdt very strange, asif | too were dissolving. | sat on the stool. Therewas
only thefroth of soup which had spilled over wherethe grl’ s head had been.

‘“Where did you see her?
‘There’ | sad, pointingto thefroth.
‘There s nothingthere.’

‘Shewas herel’ | insisted.



‘Goinside. Don't bother to wash the plates. Go and drink somewater.’

| went in and drank some water and sat on a bench. The carpenter’s hammering
gave me a terrible headache. Each time he lifted the hammer in the air | fdt it was
coming down on my head. | went to the barfront and sat on the sand. | watched people
0o past. No one came into the bar. No one even looked at it. Darkness drifted slowly
over the forest. The air became cooler. Birds circled the trees. Insects thronged the
evening. No one noticed the bar because it was more noticegble. | fet on the edge of
redity. Madame Koto's bar seemed like a strange faryland in the red world, a
faryland that no one could see.

| began to throw stones at her signboard. And then | threw stones at the blue door
and the multicoloured plastic strips of curtain. M adame K oto came out and said:

‘Who is throwing stones?
‘It'sthegrl,” | replied.
‘Whereis she?

‘Sheran awvay .’

M adame K oto gave me a wicked stare, fingered her white beads, and went back to her
washing. | stayed a the front and watched the darkness flow from the forest and
gadudly engulf the rest of the world. In the distance an owl hooted. A bird piped
continuously. T he darkness awakened the sounds of theforest. As| sat at the barfron,
the sand hot benesth me, | saw a man going past with alittle grl. The man sawv me,
looked at the signboard, and came towards the bar. With him was the same little grl
who had meted away. | ran into the bar and hid behind the earthenware pot. The
carpenter had dmost finished his day’s work and was hammering the last few nails
into the wood of the counter.

‘What’'s wrong with you? he asked, flashing an irritated gare a me. ‘They are
coming.’

‘Who?

The man parted the plastic curtain strips and crossed the threshold. *‘Any pam-
wine? he asked.

‘St down. The madameis coming,’ said the carpenter.

The man sat. The girl was beside him. | hadn’t noticed her come in. ‘ This placeis
dark,” said theman. ‘Bring alantern.’

‘Takethem alantern,” ordered the carpenter.

| took the lantern from another table and put it on theirs. The grl blew it out. The
place went dark. Fireflies punctuated the goom.



‘What’ s wrong with your head? asked the man.
‘It'sthat foolish grl,” | cried. ‘Shedid it.’
‘What girl?

‘Theonenext toyou.’

The carpenter, raising his voice, said:

‘I will knock your head with this hammer! Can't you see | amn doing something?
Go and bring matches!”

| fumbled my way out of the bar. M adame Koto was lifting the cauldron off the
gate. She had tablecloths protecting her hands.

‘That grl is here again with aman. He wants pam-wine and matches.’

She gave me a box of matches and said she would be bringng in the pam-wine. |
went inside and lit the lantern and the grl blew it out again. Her eyes shone in the
dark. They dittered like the green ey es of acat.

‘You arewicked,’ | said to her.

‘Me? said the man. ‘I come here to drink and a small goat like you auses me?
Who is your father?

‘Not you,” | sad. ‘It’sthat grl. Your child. She's wicked.’

| lit the match again and the man knocked me on the head. | dropped the match. It
burnt on the table. The man hit me again and the grl smiled, her eyes sad, her mouth
curiously tight. The match burnt out. | backed away into the dark.

‘Comeand light thisthing!’ the man said.

| heard the carpenter stumbling his way over wood and meta tools. He brought the
smell of gue with him as he came towards us. He kicked abench in the darkness and
cursed.

‘When | catch you,” he said, without being ableto seeme, ‘I will crack your head!’

| ran outside and stayed near the path that had become a street. The carpenter
appeared, saw me, bent down, took off his slippers, and sprinted after me. | fled
towards the forest. He gave up and went back, cursing me. | stayed out till | saw the
man leaving with the little grl. They went down the street in the direction of our
compound.

The carpenter had finished his day’s work. He sat & abench, near the earthenware
pot, and drank pam-wine. There were lanterns on every table.



“You arelucky you'renot my son,” he said, sullenly.
| stayed at the door, watching him.

‘You have just driven away the only customer that has come heretoday. M adame
Koto is angy with you. The man refused to drink in the dark and left, you wicked
child.’

| watched him.
‘Either you comein or stay out. But don't look & measif you arealizard.’

| stayed out. There were stars in the sky. The moon was fading. Some of the stars
moved as | watched them and | was so engrossed | didn’t hear the carpenter creep up
to me. He caught my neck and dragged me into the bar. M adame Koto came in with
two bowls of peppersoup.

‘Leave that wicked boy adonel’ she told the carpenter. Then to meshesad: ‘| was
going to gve you plenty of meeat but you will only get haf becauseyou drove away
my customer.’

‘Let meflog him,” the carpenter offered.
‘Go and flog y our own children,” M adame K oto replied.

The carpenter let me go. | made an ugy face at him. He went on drinking. M adame
Koto gave us our respective bowls of peppersoup. | retired to acorner and sat on the
floor with my back to thewall and drank the soup from aposition where | could keep
an eye on the carpenter. But the spoon M adame Koto had gven me was too bigfor
my mouth and | went out to get a smaler one. When | got back | found that most of
my meat had gone. The carpenter was licking his fingers with greet childlike relish.

‘“Who stolemy meat? | asked.

‘Thelittlegrl,” replied the carpenter, with mischief and wickedness dintingin his
eyes.

‘What girl?

‘Thegrl’

| stared a him alongtime, tryingto decide what to do. Then | went out and
complained about the theft and M adame K oto gave me some more meet. | ate without
taking my eyes off the carpenter. He kept winking at me. When | finished | went and

washed my bowl and spoon. And when | came back in | saw aman sitting at atable
near the door. He turned his head towards me. At that moment | recognised him.

‘Dad!’ | cried, and ran over.

He put his arm round my shoulder | embraced him. Then | ran out to tel M adame



Koto that my father was around. She brought in some palm-wine and peppersoup.
‘This son of yours’, she said, putting them down, ‘ drove away my only customer.’

‘He' sabad boy,” Dad replied, with something like fondness. He was about to pay
for the drink, but M adame K oto sad:

‘Keep your money. Thisisto wecomeyou.’

‘| seeyou areimprovingthe place’

‘I’'m doing my best.’

‘Plenty of customers, eh?

‘They will come’

M adame K oto fetched herself some peppersoup and wine and sat near the counter.
Everyone drank and atein silence. Then the carpenter, swaying on the bench, waving
away flies, turned to Dad and sad:

‘So which party do you support?

Wedl looked up a him. Dad made his reply.

‘The Party of the Poor.’

‘They areas corrupt as everyone else,” said the carpenter, bangng his hand on the
table.

‘Sill, | support them. At least they don't spit on us.’

‘They aredl corrupt. In my home-town they killed aman because he wouldn’t
support them. They too aretryingto rigthe eections. They have thugs who beat up
peoplein the markets. They take bribes and they help only themselves.’

‘But still | support them,” Dad said, stubbornly.

‘Why ?What havethey donefor you?

‘Nothing’

‘Sowhy?

‘Because a least they think of the ordinary hard-working man.’

‘They think of them, that’s all they do.’

‘No taking politicsin my bar,” said M adame Koto firmly.



“You are awise woman. Politics spoils business,” said Dad.

‘They are dl corrupt. They are al thieves. With the Party of the Rich everyone
knows they arethieves. They don’t pretend.’

‘NO POLITICS’

‘But | won't vote for them.’
‘They have...

‘NO POLITICS’

‘Money and. .’

‘NO POLITICS’

‘Power. They can hdp. If you support them they support you. They gve you
contracts. A poor man hasto est.’

M adame K oto got up and snatched away the carpenter’s bowl.
‘Didn’t you hear me?1 sad NO POLITICS’

The carpenter fel silent. M adame Koto went out. The two men resumed drinking.
Dad turned to me.

‘What did they teach you a school today ?

‘About M ungo Park and the British Empire’

‘They aredl corrupt,” said the carpenter.

Dad stayed quiet. M oths and flies circled the air of the bar. The carpenter was
getting visibly drunk and he kept slurring the same phrase. Dad poured some pam-
wine for me and | drank. Dad's eyes gew red. The carpenter went on slurring.
Outside a hird piped an insistent melody. | got quite drunk and the carpenter fell
silent, began another speech, stopped, and rested his head on the table. Soon hewas
snoring. Dad got drunk and began to sway gently himself.

‘Very good pam-wine,’ hesaid, loudly.

The carpenter jerked up, looked round, and went back to slegp. Dad began his own
repetition.

‘Politicsis bad for friendship,’ he said.
The carpenter didn’t move. When Dad finished his pam-wine he got up, swayed,

staggered over to the carpenter, and slapped him on the shoulder. The carpenter
started and turned his head in every direction like abird. His ey es were heavy -lidded.



‘Friendship is bad for politics,” he sad.

‘They aredl corrupt,” the carpenter slurred, and lay his head on the table again.
Dad staggered to the backy ard.

‘M adame K oto, we are going,” he announced.

‘Good nignt.’

Dad muttered something. At thethreshold he sad:

‘Let’s go home’

And we left the edge of redity, thefaryland that no one could see, and went home
through the swaying night.

SX

WHEN THE CARPENTER had finished the construction of the counter,
the bar lost some of its faryland qudity. M adame Koto set up achair, her plastic
bowls for gving change, her basin of peppersoup, and some gourds of wine behind
the counter. She was experimenting with efficiency. The carpenter was pad partly in
money and partly in wine. He was dready drunk when | arrived and M adame Koto
was trying to get him to leave. He wouldn’t budge, he kept requesting morewine. He
sad it was important for him to drink after he had completed a job. M adame Koto
protested that he had been drunk al through the job, that the counter was bent over in
onedirection and that it gave an overall impression of unsteadiness.

The carpenter was untouched by the criticism. M adame Koto carried on quibbling
and the carpenter went on drinking. A blue fly drowned in his padm-wine and he
drank on stolidly, muttering his replies to her, complaining about how poorly he had
been paid. The counter took up alot of space. Thefresh wood smelt good in the bar.
There were wood shavings and nails on the floor which the carpenter refused to
sweep. M adame Koto refused to gve him any more wine. He asked meto fetch him
water.

‘I can get drunk on water too,” he said.
‘Don’'t gvehimany water,” M adame K oto ordered.

She sat behind her newly built counter, her thick frame wedged between the wood
and the wall, surveying everything with a proprietorid air. The carpenter dozed. She
whipped the table with abroom. The carpenter got up, staggered to the backy ard, and
soon we heard him urinating and farting. M adame Koto rushed out, | followed, and
we found him urinating on her firewood. She reached for a nearby broom, whipped



him round the neck, and he ran, urinating and laughing. She pursued him al the way
down the street. | went in and sat a my corner and not long afterwards she returned,
swesating above her upper lip. She dropped her broom near the earthenware pot and
sad:

‘| am goingto lie down. If any one comes, cal me.’

She shuffled out. | heard her strugding with the firewood and abusing the
capenter. Then | didn't hear her any more. It was hot in the bar, but the smel of
fresh-planed wood was sweet and soothing. Flies spirdled in theair. | noticed a Coca
Cola poster on the wal. It had the picture of a haf-naked white woman with big

breasts. Lizards ran into the bar, stopped in the middle of the floor, and sauted me,
nodding | nodded back and they sped on. | lay down on a bench and drifted off to

sleep.

| woke up when aman in dirty clothes came running into the bar, holding one of
his slippers in his hand. He rushed in and rushed out through the backyard door and
came in again. He stood there, in a panic, looking in dl directions. Then he brought
out a handkerchief, wiped his face, and stared & me pleadingy .

‘Where can | hide? ‘Why?

‘People are after me.” *Why?

‘Poalitics.’

‘Areyou apolitician? Helooked confused.

‘Does this compound lead to theroad a the back?

‘I don't know.’

‘If I gveyou money will you help?

‘Why ?

‘Areyou adunce or something? Do you want them to kill me?

‘No.’

He started to spesk again, but we heard rough voices coming from the street.
Crowd voices. They were coming towards the bar. The man rubbed his hands
together, his slipper between his pams, he ran oneway, then the other, said ‘ Oh God,
save me and held my hand. | pointed to the backyard door. As asort of payment he
gave me his handkerchief, and sped out. | couldn’t understand his handkerchief. It

was very filthy and it didn’'t look like any colour on this earth. | went and threw it
away in the backyard.

When | got back the rough voices were just beyond the curtain strips. Some of the
peoplewent away towards the street, squabbling and shouting as they went. Then two



men, bare-chested and muscle-bound, stepped into the bar. They strode towards me. |
had seen them before. One of them had come with the landlord to our room. And the
other was one of the thugs that had been involved in the mindless battle aong our
street. He had a bandage round his head. They both towered over me. The one with
the bandage had a massive and ugy pair of nostrils which swelled and contracted as
he breathed. The other had large lips and small eyes.

‘Whereis the madame? the bandaged one asked.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Who areyou?

‘ anaboy .’

They both stared a me with maevolent faces. Ther swest stank out the bar. They
exuded an air of raw menace, their mighty chests rising and faling. Then suddenly
they spread out and one of them looked under the benches and tables, while the other
looked behind the counter and the doors. They came back and stood in front of me
again. Then, as if they both shared one brain, they spread out a second time, one went
out through the backyard door, and the other went out through the front door. They
both came back in through opposite doors. They sat across from me.

‘Isthereany pam-wine? the small-eyed one growled.

‘No.’

‘Why not?

‘Thetapper hasn't brought it yet.’

‘Any water?

‘No.’

‘Why not?

‘Thewdl randry.’

They gowered a me. The bandaged one sad:

‘Any peppersoup?

‘No.’

‘How come?

‘The madame hasn’t cooked it yet.’

The small-ey ed one went to the earthenware pot, took off its lid, and peered in.



‘Isn't that water?

“Yes, but amadman pissed init.’

‘How come?

‘I don’'t know. T he madame said he was mad.’

‘Why haven't you thrown it away ?

‘| can't carry it

He put thelid back on. He went back to his bench. Flies circled the men.
‘Areyou fooling us?

‘No.’

The bandaged man brought out a flick-knife from his trouser pocket. He began to
cut away at thetable, chipping off the wood.

‘Don’t do that,’ | said.

‘Why not?

‘The madame will beangy .’

‘Shewon'’t. Sheis our friend. Our party likes her.’

They stayed silent for awhile. One of them swotted afly, killingit, and he flicked it
off his pam, and laughed.

‘I killed afly,” he said to his companion, who nodded, but stayed silent.

Then the bandaged one looked a me with a ferocious and menacing squint and
sad:

‘Did anyone come in here?
‘No," | replied.

They stayed still for awhile. Then, asif they had ears outside the bar, as if they had
smelt something a long distance away, they both got up and ran out through the
backyard door. Flies buzzed in the silence. | went to the backy ard and looked around.
They had gone.

Later, | heard voices. Two men were shouting, and a thinner voice was protesting
its innocence. The voices got closer, louder, and then moved away, became distant.
And then, from the backyard, the voices sounded again, swelled by multitudes. M any
people, it seemed, were in argument and disagreement. The thin voice cried out, the



noise of multitudes drowned it under. | hurried outside and saw that the two thugs had
caught the man. They had dragged him through the passage and into the backyard.
The thugs hdd the man's arms and he let them hold on to him while he meekly
protested his innocence. Some people in the crowd surrounding them kept asking
what the man had done. M adame Koto came out of her room, saw thethugs and the
unfortunate man, and hurried back in again.

The crowd and the thugs created a frightening din. The man's voice became
thinner, his protestations feebler, and his face was patheticaly contorted as though he
wanted theworld to know that he had accepted his fate.

Then he began to plead. He pleaded with the men, beggng them to leave him to go
free, that he would never oppose them again, that he had been blind. Then he begged
the crowd to help him. The crowd was becoming increasingy divisive about ther
response to his fate when the man suddenly bolted. He pushed his way through the
crowd, shoving aside a mother and child, accidentally hitting a pregnant woman in the
stomach with his elbow, and he ran into me with such frightened forcethat | fell hard
on the ground and banged my head on athick block of firewood.

‘Catch him! Catch him!” the thugs shouted.
‘Hold him! Hold the traitor!’
‘“Thief! Thief!’

They bounded after him and the small-ey ed thug dived and caught the man’s feet in
aflying tackle. The man went down and the two thugs set on him and kicked him and
slapped him around and hit himin the stomach. He collgpsed on his knees and thetwo
men went on unleashing a barrage of blows and kicks on him. He folded himsdf into
a bal and still they went on, inventing new forms of beating, new kinds of hand-
chops, knuckle-cracks, jabs and ebow attacks, enjoying therr invention.

‘That’s enough,” M adame K oto said from the crowd, without much conviction.

The thugs ignored her. They went on beatingup the man to ther satisfaction. Then
they dragged him up. He was weeping and trembling, his nose ran, his mouth
quivered, he bled from one eye, his face was dl bruised, he had cuts in six places, and
the crowd merdly looked on. Then someone began to plead for him. The woman
spoke of mercy, kindness, God's love, Allah’s compassion. The two thugs, switching
methods to suit the mood of the crowd, said that the man was avicious cresture who
had beaten his wife unconscious and abandoned his three children. They were
starving and his wife had been in hospitd for seven days. His wife, they said, was
their sister. The crowd was enraged by the man's wickedness. And as the thugs
dragged him away the women al knocked him on the head and rained curses on him
for his cowardice and brutdlity .

The thugs led the man towards the forest. His clothes weretorn. His head hung low.
He waked with the submissiveness of aman who is soon goingto die.

When the thugs and the man disappeared, the crowd dispersed, but the compound



people remained. In their poor clothes, with their hunger, their pain, their faces stark
with the facts of their lives, they stood outside the bar and stared at the forest as
though it were about to release an ominous sign, or sound, or yield its avesome
SECrets.

They did not move, even when they heard the innocent cries of the man echoing
through the trees.

It was M adame Koto who broke the stillness. She went to her stack of firewood and

began to prepare her fire, as if acknowledgng the fact that there are few things that
happen which can make it impossible for lifeto continue.

The women looked a her as she started the fire. | looked at al of them. M adame
Koto, in her activity, seemed gpart from them, different, separate from their fevers. A
formation of birds, densdy clustered, and consisting of a fast-changng set of
geometric patterns, circled the sky, spreading their shadows on the burning earth. The
compound people melted back to their rooms, to their disparate occupations.

| went inside the bar and lay on a bench. | shut my eyes. | heard M adame Koto
comein. Shesad:

‘If you misbehave the same thing will happentoyou.’
‘What?

‘Theforest will swalow you.’

‘Then | will becomeatree,’ | said.

‘Then they will cut you down because of aroad.’
‘Then | will turninto theroad.’

‘Cars will ride on you, cows will shit on you, people will perform sacrifices on
your face’

‘And | will cry a night. And then people will remember the forest.’

She was silent. | didn’t open my eyes. | heard her lifting the earthenware pot, heard
her pouringwater out of it, heard her leaving.

The heat changed the colours in my eyes. Lying on the bench, within the shade of
the bar, with birds caling outside, an immense space of peace opened inside me. It
spread deep. It lowered the heat on my skin.

Soft voices sang from the bushes. | listened to the muezzin. | listened to mysdf
faintly snoring. A strange shape, like the body of a mythica anima grown rotten on
the path, burst into my mind. | sat up. My feet didn’t touch the ground. | looked about
me and saw



alizard staring a me as if | were about to break into song. Outside, birds piped their
indecipherable melodies.

| lay down again, listening to the voices of school-children, shrill with thejoy of play
and encounter. | listened to the many voices in me. The bench bit into my back. | shut
my eyes and, within, everything was black. A deeper shade of black unfurled within
the blackness. | was drawn into a vortex. | reached out; the blackness was light, like
ar. And as | floated, transfixed, captive, a face — luminous with emerald brilliance,
its eyes a deep diamond blue, its smile that of an unhappy man who had died & the
right moment - opened on to my gaze. Was he an incarnation of the great king of the
spirit world? He stared a& me and as | tried to look deeper into the mysteries of his
face| fdt mysdf falinginto light. My eyes opened of too much brightness.

| shut them again. | heard a sudden sound. A curious terror, like arms grabbingyou
from out of atrusted darkness, swept over me. | didn’t move. | fet no fear. Then |
saw the eongated faces of spirits, with blood pouring out of ther eyes. My mouth
opened into a scream, and the faces changed. Then a bad head turned round and
round under my gaze. On dl of its sides were sorrowful eyes. It leant towards me,
then bowed, disembodied; and on its scap opened a mouth which spread into an
ecstatic, eastic, smile. | woke up suddenly. | saw gimpses of wise spirits in aflash
before | saw M adame Koto's rugged face. She caught my flailing hands, and said:

‘Get up. Customers are herel’

And when | sat up and looked around | knew we were in the divide between past
and future. A new cycle had begun, an old one was being brought to a pitch,
prosperity and tragedy rangout from what | saw, and | knew that the bar would never
be the same again.

It was evening. Outside, through the curtain strips, | could see birds whirling round
and round in the air, as though marking, with the centre of therr circle, the spot where
a comrade had just fdlen. The sun was an intense orange, a molten object strangey
unconnected with the cooling breeze of the forest. M adame Koto's face had broken
into the smile she reserved for the customers who spent the most.

There were a lot of people outside. They were degantly dressed in bright kaftans
and agbadas and safari suits. They laughed and taked in animated tones. There were
many women amongst them. The strong scent of ther perfumes was heavy and
inescapable on the evening air.

The two thugs who had earlier led the man away stepped into the bar. They
surveyed the place as if to ascertain whether it was big enough for the celebration they
planned. They did not look like thugs. In spite of the bandage and the anima
expression in their eyes, they looked like modern businessmen, contractors, exporters,
politicians. Dressed in lace kaftans, with matching hats, they were wonderfully high-
spirited. They went out, came in again and, waking towards M adame Koto with the
dignity of honourable crooks, sad:

‘It will do. We want to celebrate here. You are our friend and supporter. Snceyou
have been good to us, we will bring business to you.’



The man with the bandage round his forehead went out and | heard him say:
‘Comein, my people. Comein.’

He led the way, waking with a lilt. The small-eyed man stood in the middle of the
bar, making expansive gestures. Nether of them looked like the people they had been.
| was fascinated by their transformation.

‘My favourite customers, welcome!” M adame Koto said, in avoice of such extreme
unctuousness that | turned to her, surprised.

Her face distened. She rubbed her pams together. The two men sat. The people
outside came in, bringng their thick perfume smdls, their crackling lace, their
clinking bandes and trinkets and strange jewellery, and the smell of new money.

‘Morelight!” cried one of the men.
‘And plenty of your best padm-wine!” said another.

M adame K oto, who seemed to me afraid of nothing under the heavens, moved with
such aacrity it gppeared she was arad of incurring their displeasure. She rushed out
and got a clean cloth and wiped the benches before the women and the men sat on
them. She wiped the tabletops till they shone and she opened the curtains wider by
hanging the lower parts of the plastic strips on anail. She rushed out and came back in
and gave me a terible stare and for the first time she shouted a me as if | were her
servant.

‘Get up, you ugy child. Get up and fetch water for my customers!’

| was too stunned to move. She grabbed me by the scruff of the neck, and tossed
me out of the bar. Furious and confused, | picked up alength of firewood. | stayed out
a long time. M adame Koto came out looking for me. | held the firewood high, ready
to useit.

‘What about thewater? she asked.

| sad nothing. | held the wood harder. | withstood the metd in her eyes. She
agpproached. | backed away into the bushes. She smiled, her breasts heaving. She got
close, arms outstretched, and | lashed out, and missed, and the firewood flew out of
my hands, and splinters caught in my pam. She stopped. A new expression gppeared
on her face. Then she said:

‘Okay, okay.’

She fetched the basins of water hersdf. | stayed near the bushes and watched her run
up and down, trying franticaly to please her customers. She came out with a heavy
face and re-entered with a big fase smile. | went to the front and watched as more of
the thugs and their friends poured into the bar. They laughed roughly and talked about
money. They taked about politics and contracts and women and the eections. |
peeped in and saw M adame Koto sitting behind her counter, sweeting. She listened



with wide-eyed attentiveness to what was being said and jumped up with an dastic
smile whenever they wanted something. She seemed like atotd stranger.

‘M adame,” one of the men said, ‘why don’t you turn this place into a hote? You
will make plenty of money .’

‘And why don’'t you get women to serve us instead of that strange child, en?

M adame Koto made a reply which raised laughter, but which | didn't hear. They
went on drinking endless bowls of soup, endless gourds of pam-wine. | stayed out till
the evening began to distribute itself across the sky. M adame Koto came looking for
me and when | saw her | ran.

‘“Why areyou running? she asked in agentler voice.

Then she pleaded with me to go back in and said that they were her specid
customers and | should behave properly towards them. She promised me some money

and a generous portion of soup. Cautiously, | went back into the bar. But by then the
men were quite drunk and had begun to shout and to boast. Two of the men were so
drunk that they danced without music, staggering, swesating peppersoup. One of them
climbed on a table and danced to the tune of his party’s song Thetable wobbled. He
sang and stamped. The other man tried to climb abench, but couldn’t. Thetwo thugs
kept trying to get them to come down. The bandaged man went round his table and
tried to grab the dancer, but he jumped from one table to another and eventudly
jumped so hard that he crashed right through the wood and remained entanged. No
one moved to help him.

‘Don’t worry, M adame,” said the small-eyed thug, ‘wewill pay for your table.’

M adame Koto remained still behind the counter. Her lower face vibrated. | could
sense her tremendous rage. But she managed a smile of incredible sincerity, and said:

‘Thank you, my favourite customers.’

Two women from the group got up and helped the man out of the table. He was
bleeding from the thighs and round the area of his crotch but he didn’t seem to notice.
He lay down on a bench next to me and fel asleep. His shoes stank. His horrible
perfume minged with peppersoup sweset. | moved two benches away from him. The
others resumed ther drinking and their rowdy merriment. M adame Koto watched
them with a fixed smile on her huge face. She watched passively, not doing anything,
even when fresh customers turned up and were driven away, shouted away, by the
bandaged man and his friends.

‘Go and find somewhere dse to drink. This is our bar tonight,” they would say,
laughing.

They went on turning people away, preventing them from so much as coming in,
and al M adameKoto did was smile.

‘This madameis goingto be my wife!” announced the bandaged thug.



He got up, swaying, and dragged her from behind the counter and danced with her.

‘That madame,’ said one of the men, ‘will swalow you completely.” The others
laughed. M adame K oto stopped dancing, went out, and returned with her broom.

‘Run! Run-o!" came adrunken chorus.

The man who had provoked her was dready outside by the time she reached him.

‘Sweep away my sorrows,” crooned the bandaged man, holding her from behind.

She shook him off. He said, with ey es both feverish and earnest:

‘M adame, if you marry meyou will sleep on abed of money!’

And asif to proveit he brought out acrisp packet of pound notes and proceeded to
plaster note after note on her sweating forehead. She responded with amazing
dexterity and, as if she were some sort of desperate magcian, made the money
disappear into her brassiere. She danced dl the while. He seemed very amused by her
greed. He swayed, his eyes opening and shutting, behaving as if he hadn’t noticed
anything. And then quite suddenly he put away his packet of money, and danced avay
from M adame K oto, his face gisteningwith the ecstasy of power.

The darkness outside spread indoors. The flies were intense. It became quite dark.
M adame K oto brought in the lanterns, lit them, and distributed them round the tables.

‘Madame,” slurred the small-eyed thug, ‘we will gve you dectricity and you will
play music for us one of these days and we will dl dance.’

At that moment the curtain parted and the carpenter, eyes wide, clothes dirty from
another job, cameinto the bar.

‘Go and drink somewhere dse!l’ said one of the men.
‘Why ?

‘Why not?

‘Because | built this bar.’

‘So what?

‘No onecan tell meto get out of here’

‘Isthat so?

‘Yes!

The bandaged man, who had clearly been spoiling for some confrontation al
evening, made a great show of tearing off his agoada Then he unceremoniously



jumped on the carpenter. They both fell on abench. A lantern rocked on the table.
They wrestled, rolling, on the floor. One of the lanterns fell and broke and set the
table on fire The women screamed, grabbed their handbags, and fled outside.
M adame Koto got her inevitable broom and whipped the fire. Her broom began to
burn. Thetwo men went on fighting. The carpenter ripped off the thug s bandage. The
thug attempted to strange the carpenter. The companions of the bandaged man began
hitting the carpenter, booting him, smashing his head with their shoes, punching his
ribs. But each time they hit the carpenter, it was the bandaged man who cried out.
Then, in a flurry, benches and tables came tumbling over, gasses and plates broke,
caabashes were cracked open, spilled pam-wine burst into flames, and smoke filled
the air. | didn't move. | heard one of the thugs screaming His agbada had caught fire.
He ran out, his garment flaming all around him, into the blue night. The curtain strips
caught fire as well. Soon it seemed everything was burning. M adame Koto rushed in
with the compound people, bearing buckets of water, which they poured everywhere,
on the tables and walls, on the men fighting over flames and broken caabashes, over
the man who lay aslegp and drunk and who had earlier jumped into a table, over the
curtains. Soon the fires were extinguished and the men had stopped wrestling on the
floor. They were thoroughly drenched. They both got up, bits of gass and wood
sticking to them, and they leant forward, groaning.

M adame Koto fetched a new broom and waded into the crowd of bodies and began
lashing out, thrashing every one with such viciousness that the commotion in the bar
became incredible. She whipped the thugs and their guests, pursued them to the door,
she turned and flogged the carpenter and chased him round the bar, then she attacked
the compound people who had come to hep, and who fled screaming that she had
gone mad, she lashed me on the back and neck and | ran outside. She went on hitting
out and whippingthe air with her broom even when there was no onelé&ft to hit.

She emerged suddenly a the front door and her presence sent the women
screaming, the men ydling. She bounded after the thugs and their friends, soundly
beating the women on the back, the men round the ankles, pursuing them up the road
towards the forest. For a while, we didn’t see her. Then, breathing heavily, she
materialised amongst us, and pounced on our astonishment, quick on her feet for one
so heavy. She tore after us, managng the curious feat of beingin severa places a the
same time, and whipping those of us who had run either north or south, west or east,
crackling the air with the éectric fury of her new broom, cursing everything, raising
the dust and kickingup stones, whirling and swearing, chasing us into the bushes, into
the backyard and down the passages. People fled everywhere. | ran into the stinking
bathroom and remained there for along time and only came out when | heard other
voices tentatively emerging from their hiding-places. | crept up to the bar.

M adame Koto sa a atable. There was only one functioning lantern in the room.
The place was a mess. Tables were broken and burnt, there were broken gasses and
bones of chickens and crushed bowls and twisted spoons and shattered calabashes and
torn clothes and spilt wine and soup everywhere. There was vomit on onetable, the
Coca-Cola cdendar was on the floor, with peppersoup stains al over the breasts of
the white woman. Benches were upside down. There were burnt pound notes on
tables and patches of blood on the walls. M adame Koto sat in the soft darkness. Her
breasts heaved slightly. Her face was a mask. She sat alonein her bar, surrounded by
confusion and night-flies. Her hands trembled.



With her sad, hard eyes she stared straight ahead of her, not surveying her domain.
She bit her lower lip. Then to my greatest amazement she began to tremble worse than
ever, sitting bolt upright, her face bold, her eyes defeated. She wept, quivering, and
her tears ran down her massive cheeks and dripped on the table. Then she stopped,
swallowed, wiped her face with her wrapper, and began to lock up the bar for the day.
She too had crossed the divide between past and future. She must have known that a
new cycle had begun. She turned suddenly, saw me, became stiff, her eyes widening
with the horror of being discovered in a secret moment, and then she said, somewhat

harshly:
‘What areyou lookingat?
‘Nothing’
‘Haven't you seen agrown woman cry before?
| was silent.
‘Go home!’ she commanded.
| didn’t move. Neither M adame K oto, nor her bar, would ever be the same again.

‘Go home!’ she ordered.

| went.

SEVEN

MUM WAS ALONE in the room, praying to our ancestors and to God in
three different languages. She knelt by the door, her kerchief partly covering her face,
rubbing her pams together fervently .

*Shut the door and comein,” she sad.

| went and sat on the bed. The intensity of her prayer overwhelmed the room. |
listened to her caling for strength, pleading for Dad to get a good job, for us to find
prosperity and contentment. She prayed that we should not die before our time, that

we should live long enough for the good harvest, and that our suffering should turn
into wisdom.

When she finished she stood up and came and sat beside me on the bed. She was
silent. The space around her was full of energes. She asked about M adame K oto and
| told her that people thought she was going mad. M um laughed, till | told her what
had happened. There was a long silence. Then | redised that she hadn’t been listening
to me. Her eyes were distant.



‘Did you seethe door? she asked suddenly, breaking out of her contemplation.

‘Our door?

‘Yes.

‘I did.’

‘Go and look again.’

| went out and looked but couldn’t see anything because of the darkness. The
compound people, like figures in a red dream, milled about in the backyard, moved
about the passage. | came back in.

‘Did you see?

‘No.’
| took the candle, cupped my pam over a side of its flame, and went out again. Our
door had been cruddy hacked with machetes. They had amost splintered the wood.
Gashes were long rather than deep on the door. A foul-smelling substance, distening
red under the candle-light, had been smeared across the wood in a set of menacing
signs. Our door had been marked. | went back in.

‘Who did it?

‘It was thelandlord.’

‘How do you know?

‘Dad chdlenged his party .’

M um was silent for amoment. | put the candle back on thetable.

‘Be careful of the compound people,’ shewarned. ‘One day they are our friends and
thenext day they are our enemies.’

‘Yes, mother.’

‘I was cooking food. | came to the room. When | went back to the kitchen someone
had poured water on thefire’

Weweresilent.

‘I am now afraid to wak the compound at night. Who knows if they are poisoning
our food, en?

| became &fraid. | held on to Mum. She patted my head gently. For a moment |
could see our door being broken down a night, while we slept. | saw the great
monstrous Egungun, belching white smoke from seven ears, bursting into our room



and devouring us dl with his bloodied mouth.
‘Let’srun away,’ | sad.

M um laughed. Then she became serious. And for thefirst timel saw how theworld
had sharpened her features. Her cheekbones jutted out, her nose was pointed, her chin
was sharp, and the two corners of her forehead stood out like the rock-shaped result of
permanent bruising Her eyes were narrowed as if they were endlessly trying to
exclude most of what they saw.

‘Our destiny will protect us. Don't fear anything, my son. Theworst they candois
kill us.” She paused.

Her face took on the bizarre immobility of a mask. Her eyes didn’t move and they
seemed to stare past the window in an uncanny vacant concentration.

‘| amtired of thislifeanyway,” she sad, eventudly. ‘| want to die’

Suddenly | had a vision of her death. It came and went so fast and it left me
perplexed. |1 remembered her face when she nearly died just after my homecoming. |
remembered that it was because of her bruised face that | had chosen to live, to stay,
in the confines of this world, and to bresk my pacts with my spirit companions. One
of the many promises | made before birth was that | would make her happy. | had
chosen to stay, now she wanted to die. | burst out crying. | threw mysef on the floor
and thrashed and wept. The demon of grief seized me completely. M um tried to hold
me, and console me, and find out why | had so suddenly begun crying. She didn’t
know how inconsolable | was a that moment, because she didn’t know the cause of
my gief. She didn’t know that the only thingthat could make me stop was apromise
from her that shewould never die.

‘What’s wrong with you? Is it because of the door? Or the compound people? Or
thelandlord? Don't be afraid. We aretoo strong for them.’

Her words came too late. | could not separate myself from unhappiness. | became
my gief. | wept in advance for al the things that would happen, the unimagnable
things beyond the horizon of dl the narratives of our lives. Misery filled melike water
fills a deep well after a heavy downpour. | started to choke. My spirit companions
drank of my grief and filled me with sweet songs to make my wretchedness more
sublime. My heart stopped besting. | froze, became rigd, didn’'t bresthe, my mouth
open, eyes wide. Darkness rushed over me, a powerful wind from the forest. The
darkness extinguished my consciousness.

But deep inside that darkness a counterwave, a rebellion of joy, stirred. It was a
peaceful wave, bresking on the shores of my spirit. | heard soft voices singing and a
very brilliant light came closer and closer to the centre of my forehead. And then
suddenly, out of the centre of my forehead, an eye opened, and | saw this light to be
the brightest, most beautiful thingin theworld. It was terribly hot, but it did not burn.
It was fearfully radiant, but it did not blind. As the light came closer, | became more
afrad. Then my fear turned. The light went into the new eye and into my brain and
roved around my spirit and moved in my veins and circulated in my blood and lodged



itsdf in my heart. And my heart burned with a searing agony, as if it were being burnt
to ashes within me. As | began to scream the pan reached its climax and a cool
feding of divine dew spread through me, making the reverse journey of the brilliant
light, cooling its flaming passages, till it got back to the centre of my forehead, where
it lingered, the feding of a kiss for ever imprinted, a mystery and a riddle that not
even the dead can answer.

EIGHT

MUM HELD THE candle in her hand. The wax dripped down on to her
fragle skin. She did not flinch. She did not move. Her eyes were wide open. Her face
was arock in the dark shadows where the candle-light couldn’t reach.

‘One day | will tdl you the story of how Death was conquered,’” she sad, in the
voice of amysterious priestess.

She stared @ me for a long time. The candle-light created a golden aureole round
the scattered fringes of her har. The wax turned white on her fragle skin. She put
down the candle and peded off the wax. She stared beyond me. There was fear and
love in her eyes. She moved her hand across the darkness and created araft in the
shadows. It was ablue darkness. Everything turned blue.

| floated on the raft and found mysef on the mat. The candle had burned low on the
table. There were mosquitoes and midges in the room and the window was open. The
wind blew in, fluttering the candle, and it brought the smells of the world cleansed by
the freshness of the night air.

Someone tapped gently on the door of my spirit. | opened the door and found the
photographer outside. At first | didn’'t recognise him. | hadn't seen him for many
days. He looked different. His face shone with hedth. His eyes were bright. His mood
was buoy ant as though he had discovered fields of hope somewhere in the night.

‘It'sme,’ hesad, alittle hesitantly, ‘the International Photographer.’

He came in haf crouching, haf bouncing His spirit swung between fear and
buoyancy. He had new cases for his equipment. On his photographic encasement was
written the legend, white against the black leather: TO BECOME A MAN. Wasit a
guestion unasked, ariddle unstated, or adeclaration unfinished? | had no idea. | stared
a thewords, mesmerised.

‘Do you remember me? hewhispered, as | locked the door.

‘“Where have y ou been?



‘Round the world and back.’
‘How isthat?

‘“Wonders will never cesse.’
‘Why not?

Hedidn't answer my question. Welistened to the sleeping world. Still whispering,
he said:

‘| am goingto move soon. | am goingto get another job soon. Is there any food? |
think those thugs have stopped looking for me. Thelandlord wants me to move avay
from his house. | am hungy .’

‘Thereisno food.’

‘Why not?

‘Didn’t you seethe door?

‘What door?

‘Our door.’

‘Of coursel saw it.’

‘“You didn't.’

‘How did | get into theroom?

‘You didn't seeit.’

‘Why not?

‘Some peopletried to break it down. Then they put something strangeonit.’

‘Why ?

‘I don’t know.’

‘Who did it?

‘Wedon't know.’

“Wickedness will never cease!’

‘What?

‘So thereis no food?



‘They poured water on our fire when M um was cooking’” Dad turned on the bed.
Hegunted in his sleep. Therats began to eat. M um chewed her mouth and fell silent.

‘Why ?

‘I don’t know. M um thinks they might poison us.’

* Ssssshhhhhh!’

‘What?

‘A spirit passing might hear you.’

‘What will it do?

‘Depends.’

‘Onwhat?

‘Isthereany garri?

‘Yes.

He went to the cupboard and, quiet as a thief, dug out some garri from the basin
with a bowl. He poured water in the bowl, got rid of the excess water in the passage,
put sdt and cubes of sugar in the garri, some more water to achieve his desired
eccentric bdance, and ae. The simplefood satisfied him. When he finished he said:

‘Show methedoor.’

| took the candle outside, cupping the flame against the wind. He studied the
geshes, touched the foul-smelling red stuff, smdt it, tasted it, and said:

‘Blood of awild boar.” *How do you know?

‘| used to beahunter.’

Wewent back in. Heknelt in silence on the mat.

‘M aybeit’s because of me,’ he said after alongtime. He paused.

‘I will go soon. | will disgppear. | will go underground.” Another pause.
‘I don’'t want to bringyou trouble.’

The wind blew in through the window and blew out the candle. We stayed in the
dark. When he spoke again his voice had changed.

‘Do you know what | did today ?



‘No.

‘| took photographs of women at the market being attacked by thugs. The women
fought them back. | took pictures of riots against our whiterulers. | took pictures of a
policeman taking bribes. The policeman saw me and pursued me. | escaped.’

‘How?

‘Magc.’

‘How?

‘| turned invisible’

‘How?

‘| havealot of powers.’

‘Then why areyou hiding?

‘Becauseif you have power you don't useit dl thetime.’

‘“What else can you do?

‘I canfly.

‘Towhere?

‘To themoon.’

‘How?

‘On aflash.’

‘| don't believeyou.’

‘Last night | flew to the moon and took pictures of its incredible face.’

‘Let me seethem.’

‘Another time.’

‘Why not now?

‘Because | haveto sleep.” ‘What ese can you do? ‘I can change peopl€e's faces.’
‘How?

‘With my camera’ ‘Into what?

‘| canh makethem ugy or beautiful.’



‘Why ?

‘Because | candoiit.’

‘What dsecanyou do?

‘I can drink ten bottles of ogogoro without gettingdrunk.” Therats began to chew.
‘Can you understand what therats are saying? ‘No.’

‘Canyou tak to them?

‘No. But | can kill them.’

‘Why ?

‘Becausethey are never satisfied. They arelike bad politicians and imperidists and
rich people’

‘How?

‘They eat up property. They eat up everythingin sight. And one day when they ae
very hungy they will eat usup.’

| was silent.

‘“When you wake up tomorrow al therats will be gone. | will finish them off. | will
use my powerful medicine and my secret charms. But they won't work if you don’t

sleep.”’

He got up and shut thewindow. Welay onthemat. | tried to sleep but therats wat
on chewing and the mosquitoes went on tormenting us.

‘I can teach you how to fly to themoon,” he said in the dark.

‘How?

“Just think about the moon and fall asleep.’

| tried it. | fell asleep, but | did not fly to the moon, nor did | even dream about its

my sterious face. And | didn’t wake up early enough to tel the photographer that what
he taught me hadn’t worked.

NINE

MUM WAS SHRIEKING. Dad stood over her, afiendish look on his face,



danding six large rats by the tail. One of them was still barely aive. It kicked feebly.
M um got out of bed.

‘Where did you find those rats?

| sat up. All around the mat, under the centre table, by the door, on top of the
cupboard, near the bed, werethe bristling corpses of rats. | screamed. The room was a
Cdvary of rats, a battleground of them. They had died in every concelvable position.
There were rats near my pillow, clinging on to the mat with their bared yelow teeth.
There were ras dl over my cover cloth. Some had died beside me, died beneath the
cloth, perished on the centre table, their long tails hangng over the edge. Some had
clawed their way up the window curtain and had died at the foot of thewal, leaving
long rips on the cloth. They had died in Dad’ s boot, their tails mistakable for his shoe-
lace. They had died with their yellow eyes open, gazing a us with a solemn vacant
threat of vengeance. A few of them were still strugding, still dive, and Dad put them
out of ther misery, crushing their heads expertly with his boots. The rats, in dying,
squirted yedlow and blue liquids from their mouths. Bigfurry rats with longthin tails
writhed among the bodies of their companions, kicking with ther little paws. Dad
picked one up to add to his pendular collection and it made a sudden motion of rip
and snag, catching Dad on the cuff of his shirt, and tearing it, and Dad slung the
creature against the wal, and it left its imprint there as it collapsed to the floor,
clingng on to a piece of sacking with its jagged teeth, refusing to die. Dad stood
ankle-deep in the corpses of rats. | was too scared to move.

Dad came over to me, mischief on his face, and waved the six rats over melike an
obscene pendulum. | ran to M um.

‘They areonly rats,’” she said, having obviously recovered from her own horror.
‘So many!” Dad said.

‘I will count them,’ | said.

‘But what happened to them?

‘They had bad dreams,” Dad suggested.

‘What bad dreams?

‘About the landlord’'s party. When they heard his speech they decided to commit
suicide.’

‘What is suicide? | asked.
‘“What happened to therats? M um wondered.
‘The photographer killed them.’

‘Flow?



‘With aspecia moon poison. It works.’
‘“Works too well,” M um said, getting out of bed.

She fetched the broom. When she moved the cupboard she gasped. The number of
rats that had died there was frightening. It was impossible to imagne that we had been
sharing our lives with so many rats. They had eaten the sacking, the wood of thetable,
had eaten their way through clothes, shoes, materids. There were crumbs of food and
ratshit. Lying in a thousand different positions—tails entwined, pae belies showing,
teeth bared, snarling in their death-throes — was an unholy horde of rats.

‘Don’t touch anything”” M um said.

She swept ever corner. She swept benesth the bed, under the cupboard. She moved
her hole-ridden sacks and basins behind the door, gasping in horror dl thewhile. The
sacks had been more or less devoured, and rats had died amongst her provisions.
M um swept them to the door and made a pile out of their corpses. | went searching for
a carton. | found a big one used for the packing of chocolate drinks. Therats filled the
carton. The creegpy mass of them nearly made me throw up. M um went and dumped
the carton of rats on the growing rubbish hegp at the back of the burnt van. Then she
came back and drenched the roomin disinfectant. She made us practically bathein the

stuff. Then she made us wash our hands in a concentrated solution. Then she made
food, while Dad prepared for work.

While we were egting there was aknock on the door.
‘Comein,” Dad sad.

It was too early for visitors. Wewere struck by the sight of the man in ragged clothes
who camein, looking around furtively, his eyes yelow, his complexion pae, his
mouth bitter. Hewas from the landlord. He was the bearer of amessage. Wewere
informed that our rent had been increased. Apparently wewere the only ones to suffer
an increment in the compound. After he had delivered the message, which included an
option to move out if wedidn’'t like the new rent, and after he had gone, Dad sat in
front of thetable of food like aman who had been kicked in theribs. He betray ed no
pain, but sat still, his eyes alittle bewildered. When he moved it was to creak his neck
and his knuckles. Then he moved restlessly, fidgeting, his face contorted.

‘| don't fed like estingany more,” he said after sometime. But he picked up his
spoon, continued with his food, and cleaned up everythingon the plate. Then he sent
meto buy some ogogoro. The woman who sold it wasn't awake and Dad lost his
temper when | came back without any. So | went and woke up the woman, banging on
her door, and she got up and abused me while measuring out the amount Dad wanted.
Dad drank hdf of it in one gulp. M um cleared the table. Then shewent to the
backy ard, singng asong from the village. In the room Dad sat and stared straight
ahead.

‘You seewhat lifedoesto you? heasked. ‘Yes’

“You see how wicked people can be? ‘Yes.’



‘That’s how they makeyou commit murder.” He cracked his knuckles again. He
sighed.

‘Wheream | goingto find that kind of money every month, en?

‘I don't know.’

Hestared a me. Sointensdly did hestareat mel fet that | was the enemy.

‘Do you see how they force aman to become an armed robber?

‘Yes.

Hesighed again. Helit acigarette. He smoked in silence. Then, asif he had hit
upon amost brilliant idea, he put out his cigarette, and put on his work-clothes. | was
disappointed when he said:

‘“When | come back | will go and see M adame K oto.’

‘Sheismad,’ | told him.

Hestared & mein that curious fashion again.

‘M ay be she can loan us some money,’ he said, ignoring my piece of information.

He got into his shoes, stamped them on the ground, touched me on the head, and
went out to work.

After awhile M um camein, her wrapper wet. She had been washing clothes in the
backy ard. Washing and thinking. Washing and singng. The compound had awoken.
A stray dogwandered up the passage. It was adull morning. The sky was grey asif it
might rain. The noise of meta buckets clanking at the well, the sound of water being
poured, awoman raising her voice, grew on the morning air. T he school-children
werein ther uniforms. A cock crowed repeatedly. M um got her tray together. | was
ready for school. M um went down the street, swaying, moving alittle sleepily, with
one more burden added to her life. Soon she was merely adetail in the poverty of our
area.

TEN

| TRIED TO snesk past M adame Koto's place but she saw me, and said
very loudly:

‘Areyou running from me again?

She looked different. She wore a new lace blouse, an expensive wrapper, cord



beads round her neck, and copper banges round her wrists. She wore ey e-shadow,
which darkened her eyes, and powder on her face, beneath which her swest ran. The
day had become hotter. It seemed impossibleto avoid the sun. | was thirsty.

‘Come and have some pam-wine,’ she offered.

The bar had changed again. There were two amanacs of the Rich Paty on the
walls. It was surprisingy crowded for that time of the afternoon. There were normd,
decent-looking people, as well as men with scars, women with bracelets that weighed
down their arms, men with dark gasses. Arguments reverberated in the heated place.
They discussed politics and scandds in loud, passionate voices. Some of them had
thunderous faces, geaming with swesat, and when they talked their mouths opened to
astonishing degrees. Some of them were thin and bony, with ragged hungy beards
and furtive eyes. The women had long painted fingers. They waved their hands
violently when they spoke. They fanned themseves with newspapers Ther noises
minged with the incessant buzz of theflies.

There was a hammer on the counter. | thought the carpenter was around, but upon
looking, | found he wasn't. There were severa gourds of pam-wine on thetables, and
fliesjostled on ther rims. The plates empty of peppersoup were dso alittle busy with
the flies. At one corner of the room aman lay on the bench, his mouth and ey es open.
He was fast asleep. A wall-gecko ran across his face and got caught in his hair and he
woke up screaming. The others burst into laughter.

In the midst of dl the noise sat a man with a chief’s cap on his head. He sat straight,
with inherited dignity, and there was aboy next to him who fanned him. He had great
orange beads round his neck and wore a dazzling blue agbada. He drank as if he
owned the place. He looked familiar. | looked hard a him. Then | remembered him as
one of the men on the van who had been overseaingthe distribution of poisoned milk.
His lips were large for his face and the colour of his lower lip was a curious mixture
of red and black. There was more red than black and it seemed he had been burnt
there as achild. He had theeyes of arat. He caught me staring at him.

‘What areyou lookingat? he asked. Thevoices in the bar stopped.

‘You,” | sad.
‘Why? Areyou mad?
(Noll

He gave me a vicious stare. One of the men in the bar got up, came over, and
cracked me on the head.

‘You aremad,” he said.
| spat a him, but it didn’t trave very far.

‘Look at this bad boy,” he said, and cracked me a second time.



| spat again. It landed on my shirt. M adame Koto came into the bar. The man
slapped me with two thick fingers and | shouted and rushed for the hammer on the
counter. | tore a the man, who for some reason fled. M adame Koto grabbed my arms
and took the hammer from me.

‘Don’t be a bad boy! Do you seethat man there? she sad, pointing. ‘He' s a chief.
Heis goingto rule our area. He will swallow you.’

The chief, satisfied with the tribute, smiled, and went on drinking. The noises
resumed. Some of the people commented on my behaviour and lamented the way
children no longer respected their elders and blamed it dl on the white man’s way of
life which was spoiling the values of Africa

Then one of the men suggested to M adame Koto that she would be better off with
grls as waiters and servants than with boys. A woman amongst them said that if
M adame Koto wanted some grls to work for her, and to help her serve the customers,
she could arrange it.

‘That udy boy will destroy your business for you,” said the man who had knocked
me twice on the head. “Who wants to be drunk on your excellent pam-wine and see
that terrible face?

‘“You will diel’ | said to the man.

The voices stopped. The man rose from his bench, his face quivering under the
superstitious fear of achild's curse.

‘Say | won't die!” he demanded.
‘Nol’

He came towards me. M adame Koto was counting money behind her counter. She
was too engrossed to be awvare of what was happening

‘Takeit back!’

‘No!l’

He strode towards me. Only the flies made any noises.

‘Floghim till he pisses on himsdlf,” said the chief. ‘ That's how to train achild.’

| watched the man without moving He raised his hand to hit me and | ran neatly
between his legs and everyone laughed. | stopped and made faces a the chief and the
painted women. When the man dashed a me, enraged by the trick, | fled out of the
bar and went on fleeingand didn’t stop till | was in theforest. | looked back. The man
was panting. He gave up and turned back. | went deeper into theforest and sat on the
mighty tree that had been cut down. | looked over the great pit from which they had
been dredging sand to build the roads of the world.



And then | wandered. | wandered for along time in theforest. The earth gave off a
potent aroma and in the heat the pam trees released dcoholic fumes deep in ther
trunks which | breathed in with the smdll of their barks and their wine-sap evaporating
into the quivering arr. | listened to the curlews in the groves of wild pine trees.
Intoxicated with the adcoholic fumes of sun on earth | broke through aremote section
of the forest, where sunbirds clustered in baobab branches, and | emerged in another
redity, a strange world, a path which had completed its transition into a road. The
surface of the road was uneven with bumps. The tarmac melted under the sun and my
soles turned black. The smell of meting tarmac was heady and | saw the mirage of a
traler, quivering in its frightening speed, coursing down the road towards me. The
mirage shot right through the road construction machines that stood a the
intersection. It ground its way over the women who sold iced water and oranges, over
the beggars and the workers and shacks within which the eterna arguments about pay
and strikes raged. And then the great mirage of the trailer went on, plungngforward,
right into theforest and | did not seeit any more.

| came to another haf-constructed road. Workers stood around the hulks of
machinery, abusing those who were working. They waved sticks with words written
on them. | gathered that those who cursed had been sacked. They shouted slogans a
the white engneers. | did not see any white engneers. It might have been the sun. |
passed them and when | looked back | saw figures setting upon the protesting
workers. The sun was remorseess. Shadows were degp. Where the sun was brightest,
objects were blackest. Antagonists and protesters twisted in an extraordinary dance
and al | could make out were the confusing shapes of distening bodies moving in
and out of visibility. Thelights made everything unred.

Birds cawed overhead, flying around in widening circles. | reentered theforest. The
sun's rays were sharp like dass. The blue shadows of green trees blinded me for a
moment. The shade was cooling and the air smelt of fine aromatic herbs and bark.
Patterns of light and colours danced on the forest floor. Flowers which | didn’t see
scented the dense and tender breeze. | listened to the fluted sound of birds, the
murmurings of a distant stream, the wind in the somnolent trees, and the pervasive
concert of insects. And then, suddenly, that part of the forest was over.

| had emerged into another world. All around, in the future present, a mirage of
houses was being built, paths and roads crossed and surrounded the forest in
tightening circles, unpainted churches and the whitewashed walls of mosques sprang
up where the forest was thickest. The worshippers in the unpainted churches wore
white cassocks and prayed to theringngof bells dl afternoon. Theworld of trees and
wild bushes was being thinned. | heard the ghostly wood-cutters axing down the
titanic irokos, the gant baobabs, the rubber trees and obeches. Therewere birds’ nests
on the earth and the eggs within them were smashed, had fallen out, had minged with
the leaves and the dust, the little birds within the cracked eggs half-formed and dried
up, dying as they were emergng into a hard, miraculous world. Ants swarmed all
over them.

At intervds | passed people who were sitting behind trees. When | looked back they
were no longer there. Nude women appeared and vanished before my gaze. The smdll
of earth, leaves, sun, and the merest hint of dried excrement overpowered my senses. |
wandered deeper into the world of trees, anongst the solitude of acacias and needle-



pines, and saw people clearing the bushes, uprooting tree stumps, raking great clusters
of climbers and dried mistletoes into hegps. | saw old bicycles restingon trees. | saw
men and women burning the bushes, the clusters of climbers and vines, and there
must have been ecstatic herbs amongst what was being burnt for the smoke yielded up
voluminous aromas of sage and rosemary, dried leaves and densities of green and
yelow fumes and al manner of secret potencies and powerful crackling smells into
theair.

And the smoke and the smells were dense everywhere and it was impossible not to
bresthe them in and the mysteries of burning plants in the deep forest charged my
head and | went around stumbling into trees, tripping over roots, waking up against
the ochre pdaces that were anthills, or wandering round in circles, or watching
bicycles riding around among the trees without riders, or noticing women pedalling
the air without anything beneath them. Anthills which | had passed followed me. |
became certain that the whole forest was moving.

The trees were running avay from human habitation. My ey es became charged too
and | saw people with serene bronze masks emergng from trees. | saw a bird with a
man’s hairy legs flying clumsily over the branches of the rain-tree. An antelope with
the face of achaste woman stopped and stared a me and when | moved it disappeared
among the luxuriant bushes. An old man emerged from the anthill that had been
following me. He had a white beard and green bgewedled eyes and a face that was
both a hundred years old and childlike. His hands were up in theair, his neck slightly
bent, as if he were carrying the heaviest riddle in the world. He seemed to follow me
wherever | went. He had a staff which was the flowering branch of an orange tree and
he hobbled slowly and came after me with inscrutable persistence. When | became
aware of how intent he was | ran, but no matter how fast | fled he remained the same
distance from me. | became confused and afraid. | tripped over a skull and hurt my
ankle and couldn’t move. | waited. | heard no footsteps, but the old man kept on a
me, neither catching up with me, nor retreasting. He remained at the same distance,
bearing the great weight of an invisible enigmaon his head.

The forest was full of mirages from which | could not escape. | dragged myself dong
on the ground. The man kept on coming. | grew so scared that after a while | turned
and dragged mysdf towards the old man to find out what he wanted. | became
frustrated at the slowness of my pace. When | got to the skull, I picked it up, and
threw it a him. He vanished and a wind blew hard through the trees and the
voluminous ar was full of leaves whirling and fruits and seeds failing. | dragged
myself on till | came to a pam tree. There was atapper’s gourd at itsroot and | was
thirsty and drank of the new wine. It added to my intoxication. A black wind circled
my head. A strange sound came from the centre of the tapper’s gourd. Trying to
escape it, | hobbled towards the houses on the rim of theforest. But they too werea

mirage.

Then | came to aplace in the trees where it was raining. | couldn’t understand it.
Therewas sun and wind everywhere else, but at this spot it rained and water ran down
the leaves of the cicadas and banana plants. | was afraid of the rain. Beyond the
curious downpour | could see a man, lights flashing at his feet, in front of awell near
the houses. It was the old man. He seemed to be staring a me. For the first time |
noticed that he had hooves for feet. Golden hooves. | turned in the opposite direction



and hobbled away painfully. Then | got tired and didn’t care what happened to me any
more.

| rested against a tree and shut my eyes. After awhile | heard alow continuous
song. | opened my eyes and saw atortoise moving past me. | watched it for along
time and it moved so slowly that | fell asleep. When | woke up | fet better, but my
feet still hurt. 1 pushed on and found mysdf a the same place where the bushes were
being burnt, where the potent fumes made the forest itsdf fdl into dreaming. There
was no one around. In the bright white smoke | saw spirits turninginto air, spirits of
plants and herbs and things | didn’t yet know about; | saw ther brightness of blues
and ydlows, shapes of sad faces, legs brilliant with oil becoming soot, golden eyes
melting into vibrant space. | did not linger; | went on and when | recognised the place
ahead, dimly at first, something fell on me and the black wind descended on my soul.
It was the sunbirds that awvakened me.

What had falen on me? | looked around. Beams of sunlight converged on my face.
There were branches and leaves and burst fruits on the floor. Strange stones warmed
my soles. Not far from me, like askull sliced in haf and blacked with tar, was amask
that looked frightening from the side, but which was contorted in an ecstatic laughter
a the front. It had eyes both daunting and mischievous. Its mouth was big. Its nose
was smal and delicate. It was the face of one of those paradoxicd spirits that move
amongst men and trees, carved by an artist who has the gft to see such things and the
wisdom to survive them. When | picked up the mask a white bird flew out of the
bushes, startling me with thewild clapping of its wings and its piercingcry. | dropped
the mask. Then | picked it up and wore it over my face and looked out fromits eyes
and something blurred the sun and the forest became as night.

When | looked out through the mask | saw a different world. There were beings
everywhere in the darkness and the spirits were each of them a sun. They radiated a
brilliant copper illumination hard to the eyes. | saw atiger with silver wings and the
teeth of abull. | saw dogs with tails of snakes and bronze paws. | saw cats with the
legs of women, midgets with bright red bumps on their heads. The trees were houses.
There was music everywhere, and dancing and celebration rose from the earth. And
then birds with bright yellow and blue feathers, eyes that were like diamonds, and
with ugy scavenging faces, flew a me and kept pecking at the mask. | took it off and
the world turned and the trees seemed to be faling on me and it took a while before
things came back to norma. | held on to the mask and went on hobbling, lookingfor a
way out of the forest.

And as | went | saw the golden hooves of the old man again. | hid behind a tree.
The weight he was carrying seemed to be getting unbearably heavier. He stopped as
he walked, but he showed no pain. If he saw me, he pretended he hadn’t. When he
went past | wore the mask and looked a him. He was completely invisible. He was
not there. | could not seehhim at al through the ey es of the mask. But, sittingin the air
above his invisible space, floating on the wind, serene in the midst of agreat emerad
light covering that other world, was a beautiful young boy whose slender body
somehow suggested the passionate weight of alion. Theboy stared a mewith simple
eyes that conferred on me an unspoken benediction. | took off the mask and saw the
old man re-entering the anthill. 1 put it on again and was amazed to see not an anthill
but a grand paace with beryl colonnades and jade green verandahs, parapets of gold,



mistletoe clinging to the fierce yelow wadls, with sculptures in dazzling marble all
around. Into this paace of turquoise mirrors the boy-king of purest innocence
disappeared, with a smile like that of a god. And then darkness fel over everything
again.

The wind sounded strange. My wonder turned to bewilderment. When | took off the
mask the darkness was the same. Patches of light came over thewind. | had begun to
lose my sense of redlity, confused by the mask. | sped on, my feet in agony. | went on
for along time, turning round and round, my sense of direction askew. After awhile,
when some light filtered through the leaves, when confusion was redly begnning to
twist my brain, | suddenly broke out into the clearing. It was the clearingwhere | used
to play and where | had buried M adame Koto's fetish. The curious thing was that
there was something different about the clearing. It was both exactly as | remembered
it and different. For some reason the place felt shaded even when there were no trees
around. | stared about the clearing, trying to isolate what was different about it. |
couldn’t. So | wore the mask and looked and saw that what was aclearingwas in fact
a village of spirits. In the middle of the village was a great iroko tree, golden and
brown, with phosphorescent leaves and moon-white birds in the branches, twittering
out the sweetest essences of music. There were rose-bushes in the radiant square. |
saw skyscrapers and flying machines and fountains, ruins covered in snails and
flowering climbers, grave-stelag, orchards, and the monument of a black sphinx a the
gate of the village. Luminous pilgims, cdebrants in ydlow cassocks, made
processions in honour of the mysteries of strange gods. | took off the mask, my head
turning, the world spinning, my eyes flaming. | sat down on the ground and rested.

Darkness had gown over the forest. The noises of insects and birds had
diminished. The wind, scented with leaves, had become cooler. Gradudly the trees,
the clearing, the open spaces, became obscure. Ordinary things becameriddles. Inthe
obscurity of things | saw what was different about the clearing. Something was
standing there. A tree had grown there. It had grown in the spot where | had buried
M adame Koto's fetish. It was an odd tree and in the dark it seemed like an animal
asleep on its feet. It was shaped exactly like a bull without horns. It was a stout
muscular tree, without leaves. It seemed comfortable to sit on, to play on, and |
wanted to see the darkening world from the height of its back. | tried to climb on, but
couldn’t take the mask with me; so | wore the mask and tied it round my head with
climbers. With the mask on my face, with the darkness dl around, and spirits
everywhere in the darkness, | got on the back of the tree. All the moon-white birds
seemed to bein the branches of my hair.

From the back of the tree | saw a completely different world to what | had been
seeing. | saw a different redity. For amoment | expected to see birds twitteringin my
eyes, spirits dancing around me, luminous and dazzling. But when | looked out the
spirits vanished, the white birds had somehow flown away, the village was not there.
Instead | heard the earth trembling at the fearsome approach of a demonic being. A
white wind circled my head. | was confused by the new world. The earth shuddered.
The tree moved beneath me. And when | looked out through the mask, | saw before
me in that new spirit world a creature ugy and magnificent like a prehistoric dragon,
with the body of an eephant, and the face of awarthog. It towered before me. It was
more graceful and less heavy than an eephant, but its tread was more resounding. Its
face was incredibly udy. A devourer of humans, of lost souls, of spirits, of dl things



wonderful, this creature opened its dreadful mouth and roared. Beneath me the tree
began to change. Suddenly it seemed the tree was no longer a thing of wood. It
became a thing of quivering flesh. The wood rippled slowly into flesh, transforming
beneath me.

The monstrous creature drew closer and its foul breath knocked my consciousness
around. | couldn’t bear to look at it any more and | desperatdly wanted to take the
mask off so | wouldn’t have to see anything. | tore off the vegetable string, but the
mask stayed on, stuck to my face. | tried to tear it off again, but it was like stripping
the skin off my own face. And then the transformation of the wood into flesh became
complete and | was suddenly blasted by the earth-shaking bellow of awild anima
beneath me. | was overpowered with the odour of its animd virility. Tossing and
shivering, shaking its head, and bellowing again as if the sound in someway madeits
transformation more permanent, | realised that | had made aterrible mistake, and that
| was riding on the back of awild anima, avoken from afetishistic sleep.

The monstrous creature swiped a me. In that confused moment, without caring, |
ripped the mask off my face, obliteratingits existencefrommy eyes. My face felt
somewhat raw. | no longer saw the prehistoric monster, but the beast benesth me
obviously did. It turned thisway and that, wrenching each foot from the earth as if it
were uprootingitsdf, and when dl its feet werefreeit was still for amoment,
drawing adeep breath. Its body expanded, bristling. | tried to get down. The beast
backed off, gvingavicious snort as if it had burst open achanne through centuries
of bad dreams. Then it began with an avkward canter, picked up speed and jumped
about the place, tossingits head, atackingtheinvisible monster. Its hooves crushed
the mask into pieces. It charged towards athick cluster of bushes at such speed that |
was thrown off and it was lucky | landed on grass and vegetation or | would certainly
have broken my neck. | heard the wild beast returning, snorting, poundingthe earth. |
jumped to my feet, asif from afeverish torrent of nightmares. Completely forgetting
my hurtingankles, | ran out of the forest, and fled like a child beingwhipped to
M adame Koto's bar.

ELEVEN

| DIDN'T GO in right away, but wandered in the forecourt of the bar
watching the night spread its power over the sky. | stayed outside for awhile, planting
my secrets in the silence of my begnnings. Night was fdling and, dl over, the
shadows were short and blurred. Lamps came on in the houses. | could make them out
through the leaves and bushes. A gust of wind, like the sighing of agreat animal, blew
over from the forest. The wind brought the night closer. It aso seemed to sweep the
last lights of the day to the farthest reaches of the earth. One section of the sky was
gey and deep blue, the other was sad and red. The pain returned to my ankle. | sat
outside a long time, waiting for the world to quieten around me. My spirit took along
timeto settle. | breathed in the wind from the moon.

The bar was silent. Then | heard someone chuckling. And then the person began to



tak. | listened. It became clear that the person was aone, takingto themsef. The
pain left my anklefor amoment and | went, limping, into the bar. Partingthe curtans,
| stood in darkness. The bar was empty. There was asingelamp shining behind the
counter. | made out the form of ahead bent over, of aperson rapt in asecret ritud. |
went over noisdessly, limping, the pain returning and recedingin waves. The

clientele had gone and the silence of the bar was unnaturd at that hour. | tiptoed to the
counter and saw M adame K oto counting money . She was so engrossed in the
countingthat shedidn’'t noticemy entry. Her face shone and swesat ran down from her
hairline, down her cheeks and ears, down her neck, into her great yelow blouse. She
would count abundle of notes and then laugh. It was astrange kind of laughter. It
sounded like vengeance. | didn’t want to speak suddenly and frighten her and yet |
found her concentration fascinating and could not take my eyes off her. She counted
her money over and over again as if she had just woken from the nightmare of
poverty. She counted her fingers, the sums were clearly gving her problems. Then the
wind blew hard outside, fluttering the curtain, and flickering the illumination of her
lamp. Shelooked up, saw me, her ey es widening. Suddenly, she screamed. She
jumped and threw her hands up and her money went flying everywhere, the coins
clatteringon thefloor. | sad:

‘It'sme, Azaro.’

She stopped and for along moment peered a me. Then her face darkened and she
sped round the counter and grabbed me by the neck and slapped me on the head.

‘Why did you stand there like athief?
‘| amnot athief.’

‘So why did you stand there?
‘Nothing’

‘“Why did you stand there eyeing my money ?
‘| wasn’t eyeingyour money.’
‘Where have y ou been?

‘In the bush.’

‘Doingwhat?

‘Playing’

‘With whom?

‘Mysdf.’

‘With thieves?



‘I don’'t know any thieves.’

She let me go. She hurried round the counter and picked up al her money and tied
it inabundle a one end of her wrapper.

‘Thenext timeyou do that | will haveacutlass.” | said nothing. She found her
theme.

‘Things are going to start to change, you hear? You think this bar will stay likethis
for ever? You think | am goingto be doing everythingaone? No! Soon | am goingto
get someyounggrlsto servefor me | am goingto get one or two mento carry heavy
things and run messages. You are too much trouble. You don’t respect the customers.
You creste trouble for me. What do you do here anyway, eh? You just comein here
and sleep and drink al my peppersoup for nothing. You are useless, you hear?

| stayed silent, but | got up and went and sat a abench near the front door. It was the
farthest | could go from her while still being in the bar. | sat in the darkness, she
stayed in the light. And because the lamp was on a stool below the counter her face,
bright in patches, looked big and ugy. For the first time | began to dislike her. From
where she stood her eyes seemed oddly deranged, somewhat crossed. It was only a
trick of the light, but that didn’'t stop it from feedingmy growingdistrust of her. She
had changed completely from the person | used to know. Her big frame which had
seemed to me full of warmth now seemed to me full of wickedness. | didn’'t know
why she had changed.

She sat down. Her eyes were bright with ahungry new ferocity. She stared a mein
the darkness and | knew she couldn’t see me clearly.

“You think because | sit here dl day long, because | cook peppersoup and wash
plates and clean the tables and smileto my customers, you think because | do al these
things that | don’t have plans of my own, eh?You think | don’t want to build a house,
to drive a car, you think | don't want servants, you think | don’t want money and
power, eh? | want respect. | am not goingto run abar for ever. Asyou see me— now
| am here, tomorrow | am gone. You think | want to live in this dirty area with no
electricity, no toilets, no drinkingwater?If you think so you are mad! You are asmall
boy and you don’'t know anything. Your people are not serious. You can sit in a
corner like a chicken and look a me, but when the time comes you will remember
what | am saying’

| didn’t understand a word of what she said. | understood the expression on her
face. When she had finished her speech her mouth was curled in contempt, as if she
had profoundly demeaned hersdf by taking to me a dl. She made a noise of
derision. She got up, took the lantern with her, and went out to the backyard. The
darkness in the bar became complete. | heard something moving near the earthenware
pot. | heard something scurrying up the walls. The wind rustled the curtain and blew
through the bar and flapped the edges of the dmanacs. The night, descending with the
wind, brought the smells of stale pam-wine, dead flies, cobwebs, wood, kerosine, and
old food. And above dl these was the smdl of the night itsdf, like the aroma of the
earth just before astorm.



In the darkness things merged into one another. The tables were like crouching
animas. Benches were like human beings sleeping on ar. A solid wind blew the
curtains. A more concrete darkness came into the bar. It was a man. He had a
cigarette. Before | smdt its smoke, | smet dried mud, the sweat of exhaustion, and
frustration, and heard the cresks distributed over his body as he moved.

‘Father!” | sad.

Helit amatch. His eyes were not bright and his face was tired.

‘What are you doing there, sittingin the darkness?

‘Nothing’

The match went out and he fumbled dong the benches and sat next to me. He smelt
of overwork, sadness, and ash. He put an arm round me and the smell of his armpit
overwheimed me.

‘What areyou doing here? hewhispered.

‘Nothing,’ | whispered back. We continued in low tones.

‘Whereis M adame Koto?

‘In the backy ard.’

‘What is she doing?

‘I don’'t know. But she was counting her money .’

‘Counting her money ?

‘Yes!

‘How much?

‘I don’t know. A lot. Bundles.’
‘Bundles of money ?

‘Yes!

‘Did shegveyou any?

‘No.’

“You think if I try to borrow from her shewill gve me? ‘No.’

‘Why not?



“ She has become wicked.’

‘How come?

‘I don’'t know.’

‘So why areyou sitting here?

‘She' s getting some grls and men to become servants.” ‘Is that so?

‘Yes.

Outside, thewind sighed. Dad scratched his bristles. M adame Koto camein through
the backyard door.

‘Who is there? she asked gruffly. ‘M e’ | said.

‘I know. But who eseisthere? Dad was silent.

‘Don’t you haveavoice? ‘It’sme,’ Dad said.

‘Who is“me’? came M adame K oto, in alouder voice.

‘Azaro’sfaher.” Therewas another silence.

‘Oh, Azaro’s father,” M adame Koto said eventudly, in an unenthusiastic tone. * So
how are you, en? Let mego and get alamp. You want some pam-wine? | will get you
some.’

She didn’t move. We were silent. And then suddenly | could see her. | saw her
clearly framed in a dull yelow light. The light billowed gently around her as if her
skin were on fire. And then | saw her becometwo. Theyeélow light remained. But her
heavier form went out of the bar. | heard her outside; but thelight, billowing slowly,
changng colour, sometimes gently and sometimes violently, remained where she had
been standing

‘Canyou seeit, Dad?

‘Seewhat?

‘That light.’

‘What light?

‘Theyédlow light.’

‘Where?

M adame K oto came back into the bar bearing a lantern in front of her. Thelight of
the lantern dispersed the ydlow billowing light. M adame Koto came over to us. She



put thelantern on the table and stared at us as if we were complete strangers.
‘S0 how is business? Dad asked politely.
‘We are managing,” shereplied. *Your son will tell you.’

She stared a me suspiciously. Then she put the gourd of wine on the table. The
bump formed by the bundle of money in her wrapper was gone. She went out again
and returned with two ydlow plastic cups. The cups were new to me.

‘Thank you, M adame,’ Dad said somewhat energeticaly. ‘M ay God enableyou to
prosper and gveyou hedth and happiness.’

Thethesatricaity of his prayer took us aback.
‘Amen,” M adame Koto intoned, ey eing us suspiciously .
Shewent and sat behind her counter, aformidable figure, a solid mass of viglance.

Dad poured pam-~wine for us both. He lit acigarette and smoked. | drank and Dad
fidgeted. | became aware that Dad couldn’t quite bring himsdf to ask M adame Koto
for money. He sat beside me, wracked by dignity. Humiliation showed on his face. He
drank the pam-wine as if it were akind of necessary poison.

We stayed like that till noises sounded from the street. The noises gpproached: men
singng, beating rhythms on dass, chanting drunkenly. Madame Koto's face
brightened. With eager eyes, she got up and hurried out and put lanterns on the tables.
Then aman with ascar on his forehead burst into the bar and, arms wide gpart, cried:

‘We are herel’

The rest of them came in, noisily chanting M adame Koto’s name. One of them had
awaking stick. M adame Koto came to welcome them and showed them their benches
and wiped the long table and generdly fussed over them. They sat, singng and
chanting, till they saw us in the corner. Then they became silent.

M adame Koto, coming in with drinks and bowls, noticed ther silence. Shetried to
cheer them up and kept looking at us as though wanting us to leave. The men drank
silently. Then the man with the scar on his forehead cdled M adame Koto over and
they talked in whispers. He kept looking over a us duringthe pauses. It became clear
that they were silent because of our presence. M adame Koto, after the whispering
between them was over, nodded, started to come over to us, changed her mind, and
went and stood by the counter. | suddenly felt | wasinthe midst of asecret society.
M adame K oto, in agentler voice, sad:

‘Azaro, it’stimefor you to go and sleep.’
‘Yes, what isasmall boy doingup at this time anyway? asked one of the men.

‘That’s how children are spoailt,” said another.



‘Then they become thieves and sted from their fathers.’

Dad was steadily getting drunk. | could fed him clenching and unclenching his
fists. He worked his jaws, creaked, fidgeted and, after thelast of the men had spoken,
rising late to the challenge, he said:

‘He smy son! And heis not athief!’

There was a long silence. M adame Koto went and sat behind her counter and hid
her face in the shadows. One of the men laughed. It was a high-pitched laughter that
would have sounded more appropriate if it had come from a horse. His laughter was
cut short when the man with the scar said:

‘Wedon't want any trouble.’

‘Then why abuse my son?

‘All wewant is to hold ameeting here and we don’t want the boy around.’

‘Theboy goeswhen | go.’

M adame K oto came round the counter.

‘I want no troublein my bar,” she announced.

She began putting the benches face-down on the empty tables. When she had
finished she went outside.

‘If you don’t want trouble then both of you should go.’

‘No!" Dad shouted, downingacup of pam-wine and slammingit on the table.
Themen weresilent.

‘“Which party do you support? one of them asked, in areasonable tone of voice.
‘None of your business.’

‘It is our business.’

‘Wdll, | don’t support your party.’

‘Why not?

‘Becauseit isaparty of thieves.’

One of the men immediately shouted for M adame Koto. She camein, hands on her
hips.

‘What?



‘Tdl this man and his son to go.’
‘I want no trouble.’

‘Wdl you have to choose between them and us. If you don’t tell him to go we will
take our custom somewhere dse.’

‘I don’'t want trouble. If you want to hold your meeting, hold it. They will go.
Everything can be done peacefully .’

‘We want to hold our meeting now.’
M adame K oto looked at them and then at us.

‘Because you people have money you think you can prevent a poor man from
drinking, eh? Dad said, spluttering

‘Yes, wecan.’
‘Okay, comeand doit. Let meseeyou.’
‘Areyou chdlengngus?

‘Yes.

Three of the men stood up a once. They were huge. Each of them was a colossus.
They came round and towered over our table. | held Dad's arm.

“You want to fight in here and scatter the madame' s bar? Dad asked coolly.

Hewas actualy sweating and his voice quivered slightly .

‘Come outside then,” one of the colossi said.

‘First | haveto finish my pam-wine. | don't fight till I am drunk.’

‘You are adrunkard!’
Dad drank slowly, ddiberately. His arm trembled and | could fed the bench vibrating
beneath me. The men hung over us, waiting patiently. M adame Koto did not speak,
did not move. The other men went on drinking at their table. Dad poured out the last
drop of pam-wineinto theyédlow plastic cup.

‘Dregs,’ hesad. ‘You aredregs! Now | am ready .’

He stood up and cracked his knuckles. The men were unimpressed. They went
outside.

‘Go home!” Dad commanded me. ‘| will deal with these goats aone.’



His eyes were bold and bloodshot. He went to the door and stood between the
curtain strips. He spat outside.

‘Comeon!’

| stood up. Dad went out without a backward gance. | followed. | couldn’t seethe
three men. As soon as we were outside the door was shut quickly and bolted. Dad
looked for the men and couldn’t find them. | helped him look. The bushes moved in
thewind. An owl hooted deep in theforest. | went to the backy ard and found the back
door aso bolted.

‘They are cowards,” Dad said.

We heard them inside the bar, laughing and shouting. Their revelry increased and,
because they spoke in dien tongues, | couldn’t make out what they were saying. Dad
stood around, undecided. Then they fell silent in the bar. They talked in whispers.

‘Let’s go home’ Dad said, leadingthe way .

| trailed behind him, my ankle hurting again. He strode down the street. | hobbled.
Hedidn't look back once.

TWELVE

WHEN WE GOT home M um was still discoveringmore dead rats. The
room stank of their deaths. M um had swept them into a corner and was ransacking the
place. Some of them had died baring their teeth.

‘That photographer’ s poison has killed more than fifty-two rats,” M um said as we
camein, ‘and | can smell more.’

Dad sat in his three-legged chair and with unusua solemnity lit acigarette. His
hands were still trembling.

‘I nearly fought some gants,” he sad.

‘We should move away from this area,” M um replied somewhat absent-mindedly .
‘I would have killed them.’

‘Let’s go. An evil thingwill happen to us if wedon't move away .’

‘Nothingevil will happento us. | won't let them drive us avay .’

‘How arewe goingto pay the new rent?



‘“We will manage.’

‘I smell an evil thing’

‘It'stherats’

‘| dreamt | saw you by theroadside’
‘Doingwhat?

‘Lyingdown. You didn’t move. There was blood on your head. | talked to you, my
husband, and you wouldn’t answer. | tried to carry you, but you were heavy as alany.
| went to get help and when | came back you had vanished.’

Dad was silent. | could hear him tryingto find away into the dream. Then he
noticed me.

‘Goto sleep, Azaro. You shouldn’t listen when grown-ups are taking’

| got the mat, cleared the centretable out of theway, spread the mat, and lay down.
Dad smoked with greater intensity. M um said:

“Wewill haveto cut down thefood if we are goingto afford the rent.’
‘Don’t cut down thefood.’

‘We will haveto sleep on empty stomachs. Starting from tonight.’
‘Nonsense!’ Dad sad, tryingto control his temper. * Serve our food. Now!”’

| shut my eyes. The mention of food made mevery hungy. M um was silent. Thenl
heard her among the plates. | heard the plates on the table and smelt the good cooking,
the stew and the fried plantain. | opened my eyes. Therewas abig bow! of ebaand a
bowl of watery soup, with a modest quantity of meat. We ate silently, avoidingone
another’'s eyes. After eating Dad lit another cigarette. M um went out to wash the
plates and bring in the clothes that had dried on the lines. | lay down. M um returned
and we stayed up in silence, not looking a one another, for along time. Then M um
sighed and stretched out on the bed and faced the wall. Soon she was asleegp. The
candle burned low. Dad sat unmoving, his eyes hard. The candle went out.

‘Tel meastory, Dad,’ | sad.

He stayed quiet and | thought he had vanished. Then hetoo sighed. He moved. The
chair cresked. Outside, a dog barked. An owl hooted. A bird cawed likeahyena The
wind stirred and faintly rattled the broken window.

‘Once upon atime’ Dad began suddenly, ‘there was a gant whom they caled the
King of the Road. His legs were longer than the talest tree and his head was mightier
than great rocks. He could see an ant. When he drank, a stream would empty. When
he pissed, a bad well would appear. He used to be one of the terrible monsters of the



Forest and there were many like him, competing for strange things to eat. When the
Forest started to get smdler because of M an, when the gant couldn’t find enough
animals to eat, he changed from the forest to theroads that men trave.’

Dad paused. Then he continued.

‘The King of the Road had a huge stomach and nothing he ate satisfied him. So he
was dways hungy. Anyone who wanted to travel on the road had to leave him a
sacrifice or he would not dlow them to pass. Sometimes he- would even eat them up.
He had the power to be in a hundred places at the sametime. He never slept because
of his hunger. When anyone set out in the morning he was dway's there, waiting for
his sacrifice. Anyone who forgot the monster’ s existence sooner or later got esten up.

‘For a long time people gave him sacrifices and he dlowed them to travel on the
roads. The people did not grumble because they found him there when they cameinto
the world. No one knew if he had a wife or not. No one even knew whether hewas a
man or a woman. He had no children. People believed that he had lived for thousands
of years and that nothing could kill him and that he could never die. And so human
beings, because they were afraid of him, fed him for alongtime. And because of him,
and partly because of other things, afamine started in theworld. There was no water.
The streams dried up. The wels became poisonous. The crops wouldn’'t grow.
Animas became lean. And people began to die of hunger. And because they were
dying of hunger they stopped gving sacrifices to the King of the Road. He became
angy and attacked peopl€'s houses and caused a lot of people to perish while
travellingand he ate the living as well as the corpses of those who had died of hunger.

‘It got to a point where dl the people in the world couldn’t bear it any more and
they gathered together to decide what they should do to the King of the Road. Some
people said they should find away to kill him. But others said that they should firstg
and reason with him. Those who wanted to reason won the vote. So they sent out a
delegation of people.

‘They set out early one morning. They had a great mound of sacrifices which they
carried in severa bags and carts, bush animds, corn, yams, cassava, rice, kola-nuts,
enough food in fact to feed a whole village. It was agreat sacrifice. They travelled for
along time. They kept expecting the King of the Road to appear, but hedidn’t. They
waited for many more days. And when he didn’'t appear they thought that he had
somehow vanished or died and they began to celebrate and after their ceebration they
hurried back to the gathering with the great sacrifice. When they had forgotten about
him, on their way back, whilethey weretdlingstories, the King of the Road appeared
to them. He was very lean. He could bardy tak. He was dyingof hunger. He caught
them and asked if they had any sacrifice for him. His voice was wesk and he was
thirsty because he had not drunk enough water for along time. The people showed
him what they had brought. He ate it al in one mouthful. He asked for more. He
goaned and rolled and complained that what they had brought was so smdl it had
made his hunger worse. The people sad that was dl they had. So the King of the
Road atethe ddegation.’

Dad paused.



‘Get mesomewater,” hesaid after awhile. ‘ This story is making methirsty.’

Dad had been performing the story in the dark. | quickly fetched him somewater.
He drank. He breathed asigh of pleasure. He continued.

‘Therest of theworld waited for thereturn of the peoplethey had sent. They wated
for seven years. Then they sent another delegation. The same thing happened. Then
they decided to kill the King of the Road.’

Dad paused again and lit another cigarette.

‘All the chiefs and princes and kings and queens in the world sent out messages to
their people askingthem to gather dl the poison they could find. They gathered dl the
poisons and piled them up and transported them to where the great meeting was held.
While the different peopletravelled with the poison some of it spilled over and that is
why some plants can kill and why there are places in the forest where nothing ever
grows.

‘They gathered al the poisons from dl the four corners of the earth and made a
mighty dish with them. In the dish there were hundreds of fishes, roasted bush mest,
yams, and cassava. The cooks made sure that the dish was tasty. The food was so
much that it took more than one hundred peopleto carry dl of it. They travelled for a
long time till the King of the Road, who was by now sick with hunger, caught them.
He asked what they had brought for him as sacrifice and complained bitterly about
how the first two delegations were happy when they thought he was dead and about
what he did to them. The leader of the deegation showed him the wonderful food
they had brought him and said that they wished him long life. But the King of the
Road was so angy with human beings for starvinghim that he ate haf the number of
people who went on that journey. Then he sat down and devoured the grest dish.

‘He ate dl of it and his eyes began to swell because it made him even hungrier than
he was before. The more he ate, the hungrier he became. So he ate the rest of the
delegation. Only one person escgped. And that person was our grest-great-greet-
gandfather. He knew the secret of making himsdf invisible. He was the one who
came back and told theworld what had happened after the King of the Road had eaten
up the entire delegation.

‘What happened was that, after his unsatisfactory med, the King of the Road lay
down to rest. And then suddenly his stomach started to hurt him and he became so
terribly hungry that he ate everything in sight. He ate the trees, the bushes, the rocks,
the sand, and he even tried to eat the earth. Then the strangest thing happened. He
began to-eat himsef. He ate his legs, and his hands, and his shoulders, and his back,
and his neck, and he ate his head. He ate himsdf till only his stomach remained. T hat
night aterrible rain fl and the ran melted the stomach of the King of the Road. Our
geat-geat-geat-gandfather said that it rained for seven days and when it stopped
raining the stomach had disappeared, but he could hear the King of the Road growling
from under the ground. What had happened was that the King of the Road had
become pat of dl the roads in this world. He is still hungry, and he will dways be
hungry. That iswhy there are so many accidents in the world.



‘And to this day some people still put a smal amount of food on the road before
they travel, so that the King of the Road will eat their sacrifice and let them travel
safely. But some of our wise people say that there are other reasons. Some say people
make sacrifices to the road to remember that the monster is still there and that he can
rise a any time and start to eat up human beings again. Others say that it is aform of
prayer that his type should never come back again to terrify our lives. That iswhy a
small boy likeyou must be very careful how you wander about in this world.’

When he finished the story Dad stayed silent for along time. | didn’'t move. Then
suddenly he got up and went to bed. | couldn’t sleep. | kept seeingvivid colours, kept
seeing intimations of the King of the Road, lyingin state, eterndly hungry, beneath
the streets and beaten tracks and highways of the world. | stayed tossing, my mind
very active and awake, till | noticed for the first time the silence of the room, the
absence of therats. Dad must have noticed the same thing for he said:

‘Go and throw out some deed rats for theroad to est.’
| was scared, but | swept out under the cupboard and found two more corpses of
rats. | brushed them into adust pan, hurried out, and threw them into the mouth of the

darkness. As | hurried back in | fancied that | saw the King of the Road eating the
dead rats and enjoyingthem. When | got back in Dad was dready snoring.

| was floating in the dark, on awind perfumed with incense. | was staringinto the
simple ey es of the boy-kingwho had the smile of agod. | heard the wind tapping on
our door. It tapped acodewhich | understood. | lit acandle. It was the photographer.
He was dressed in abrilliant blue agbada. He wasn't crouching. He seemed to have
lost his fear. Hewas not as buoyant as thelast time | saw him, but he looked healthier.
He camein and took off his agbadatop and | saw he had asilver-plated cross round
his neck. He sat on the mat, cross-legged.

‘| am leavingtomorrow morning,’” he said.

‘Where are you goingto go?

‘| am goingto travel al theroads of theworld.’

‘And do what?

‘Take photographs of theinterestingthings | see.’

‘Be careful of theKing’

‘TheKingwill die’

‘TheKingnever dies.’

‘How do you know?



‘Dad said so.’

‘| am not afraid of the King’

‘TheKingis worsethan thugs, you know. Heis dways hungy.’
‘What King? ‘TheKingof the Road.” Helooked puzzled.
‘Okay,” hesadfinaly, ‘1 will be careful.” There was amoment’s silence.
‘Where have y ou been?

‘Hiding’

‘Where?

‘Inmy camera’

‘How?

‘Travelingon the back of the silver light.’

‘Doingwhat?

‘Visiting other continents. Flying round the universe. Seeingwhat men and women
do. Taking photographs.’

‘“What will happen to your dass thing?

‘I will leaveit.’

‘Soyou won't display your pictures any more?
‘Not herein this street. But | will display them to the wholeworld.’
‘How?

‘By magc.’

‘How?

“You ask too many questions.’ | fell silent.
“Your poison killed dl therats,” | sad.

‘I told you it was good.’

‘Will you gve me some?

‘Why ?



‘In casetherats come back to wage war on us.’
He thought about it.
‘I will leave somefor your mother.’

We were silent again. Then he asked if there was any food. | soaked some garri for
him, which he ae with dried fish. Then | noticed a bowl of fried plantain and stew
which Mum had put aside and | gaveit to him. After he had eaten he opened the case
of his camera and brought out a bundle of fine-smelling pictures. He looked through
them and gave them to me. There were pictures of afishingfestiva, of peopleon the
Day of M asquerades. The Egunguns were bizarre, fantastic, and big; some were very
ugy; others were beautiful like those maidens of the seawho wear an eterna smile of
riddles; in some of the pictures the men had whips and were lashing at one another.
There were images of a great riot. Sudents and wild men and angy women were
throwing stones a vans. There were others of market women running, of white people
sitting on an expanse of luxurious beaches, under big umbrdlas, with black men
serving them drinks; pictures of a child on a crying mother's back; of a house
burning, of a funerd; of a party, with people dancing, women’'s skirts lifted, baring
lovely thighs. And then | came upon the strangest photograph of them al, which the
photographer sad he had got from another planet. It was of a man hangng by his
neck from atree. | couldn’t see the rope that he hungfrom. A white bird was settling
on his head and was in a blurred attitude of landing when the photograph was taken.
The man’'s face was strange, dmost familiar. His eyes were burstingopen, they were
wide open, as if he had seen too much; his mouth was twisted, his legs were crossed
and crooked.

‘What happened to him?
‘They hanged him.’

‘Is he dead?

‘Yes.

‘What happened?
‘They hanged him.’
‘“Who?
‘Across the sess.’

‘The seas hanged him?
‘No. Another continent.’

‘A continent hanged him?

‘No.



‘What?

‘They.’

‘Who?

He paused. | was confused.

‘Some white people’

| didn’t understand. He took the picture from me and put it back amongst the others
‘Why ?

“You'retoo youngto hear al this.’” | became moreinterested.
‘Why ?

‘Why what?

‘Why did they hanghim? Hewas silent. | thought for amoment.
‘Is it because of the white bird?

‘“What white bird? Oh, that one. No.’

‘Why ?

He was silent again. Then he said:

‘Becausethey don't like piano music.’

| could see he wanted to change the subject. He put the pictures back in the case.
His eyes were different. His voice had changed when he said:

‘Eight of the peoplel took pictures of are now dead. When | look at the pictures of
dead people something sings in my head. Like mad birds. | shouldn’t betakingto
you likethis. You areasmal boy .’

He stretched out on the mat. That was when | noticed that he smelt of asweet
perfume, acurious incense. | asked him about it.

‘For protection,” he said. ‘ Protection from my enemies.’
‘| smdt it beforeyou knocked on the door,’ | sad.

He smiled. He seemed pleased with his charm’s efficacy . Helay very quiet and
after awhilel thought he was aslegp. | wanted to hear him tak.

‘Tel meastory,’ | sad.



‘Blow out the candle and sleep.’

‘Tdl meastory first and then | will sleep.’

‘If | tell you astory youwon't beableto sleep.”’

‘“Why not?

He got up and blew out the candle. The room was quiet. | could hear him breathing.
‘It'sahard life,;” he said.

‘That’swhat therats used to say.’

‘What do rats know about life,; he said.

‘Why isit hard? | asked. He was quiet.

‘Gotoslesp.’

‘“Why ?

‘If you wait till the sunbird starts to singyou won't be ableto sleep.’
‘Will you come and visit us?

‘Every day .’

| knew he was lying. That was when | knew we wouldn’'t be seeing him for along
time. It even occurred to me that we might never see him again. But his lie made me
less anxious. | was going to ask him to promise that he would come and see us often,
but he started grinding his teeth. | lay awake hoping that he would suddenly resume
taking, the way he did when he was drunk. He did start to tak, but hewas talkingin
his sleep, and | couldn’'t make out what fantasticd things he was saying. Then he
turned, and he kicked, and his teeth-grinding lessened, and his speech quietened. He
had convinced me. | would miss him.

In the morning he was gone. | felt sad hewasn’t there. He had taken pictures of
everyone except himsdf. And after awhilel forgot what he looked like. |
remembered him only as agass cabinet and aflashing camera. Theonly namel had
for him was Photographer. He left awritten messageto Dad to say hewas leaving and
to thank us for our help. Dad was pleased with the letter and on some happy nightswe
sat up and talked about many things and many people, but we were fondest of the
photographer. And it was because of our fondness that | was surethat some day we
would see him again.



BOOK FOUR

ONE

MADAME KOTO GREW distant. Her frame became bigger. Her voice became
arrogant. Shewore alot of banges and necklaces and seemed weighed down by the
sheer quantity of decoration she carried on her body. She walked slowly, like one who
has recently acquired power. Her face had taken on anew seriousness, and her eyes
were harder than ever. | didn’t go to M adame Koto's bar so much any more.

Dad spokebadly of her, though at first he did not prevent me goingto sit in her bar.
| would sit there amongst the flies which increased with the customers. When the
thugs came in | would slip out and wander. Afterwards | would play in front of our
house.

On some afternoons, after the first visitation of the thugs, it seemed that nothing
ever hgppened in the world. In the mornings M um went hawking. On some evenings
she returned early. She often had a vacant look on her face, as though the market had
disappeared.

In the afternoons the heat was humid. The shadows were sharp as knives. And the
ar was still. The boiling air made even the birdcals sound like something heard in a
stifling dream. The sweat of those afternoons became vapours in the brain. It became
possibleto sleep with eyes wide open. It was so hot that slegpwaking seemed naturd.
Timedid not moveat al.

| would sit on the platform in front of our house and watch the rubbish adong the

roadside reduced to crust by the flies and the sun. A flock of egrets, flying past
overhead, dway s made the children jump up and down in the street, singng

‘Leke Leke
Givemeone

White finger.’

The children would flap their fingers, pams-down, to theflight of the birds. When the
birds had gone, white dots in golden-furnace sky, the children would look & their
fingernails and find one or two of them miraculously speckled with whiteness.

Time moved slower than the hot air. In the distance, from the forest, came the
unending crack of axes on trees. The sound became as familiar as the woodpeckers or



the drumming of rain on cocoyam leaves. The noise of machines aso became
familiar, drilling an insistent beat on the slegp-inducing afternoons.

Sometimes it seemed that the world had stopped moving and the sun would never
set. Sometimes it seemed that the brightness of the sun burned people out of redity. |
sat one afternoon thinking about the photographer when | saw aboy running down the
street, his shorts tattered, his shirt flapping, and he was chasing the meta rim of a
bicycle whed. Three men were behind him, adso running. But as he passed the van a
terrible light, like the momentous flash of a gant camera, gppeared in the sky,
blinding me with its brilliance, and | saw the boy’s shadow vanish. | shut my eyes.
Luminous colours, like the flames of acohol, danced in my ey€dlids. | opened my eyes
and saw the meta rim rolling aong by itself. The boy had become his own shadow.
The three men ran past the metd rim. The boy’s shadow melted and the rim rolled
over and fel near the gutter. | screamed. A dog barked. | hurried over and picked up
the bicycle rim and went to the burnt van and looked dl around and | couldn’t find the
boy anywhere. | asked the traders at their stalls if they had seen the boy and they
replied that they hadn’'t seen anything unusud. | threw the rim on to the back of the
burnt van, now bulgng with rubbish, and sat in front of our compound, puzzled,
annoy ed.

That evening | heard that an old man who lived near us had been staring at alizard,
while drinking ogogoro in the afternoon heat, when a flaming-ydlow angd flew past
his face and blinded him. | did not believethe story.

TWO

THEN ONE AFTERNOON time moved and something happened in the
world. | had been sleeping on the cement platform and when | woke the
photographer’s gass cabinet was gone. Someone had set fire to the rubbish on the
back of the burnt van. The rubbish crackled with flames, the smoke was black and
awful, and through the afternoon the street stank of smouldering rubber and burning
ras.

It was impossible to escape the thick smoke, which formed a haze on the hot
unmoving air, and it was impossible to avoid the pungency of the smells, which were
harsh on the lining of the throat. So | began to wander. There was music and dancing
a MadameKoto's bar. The place was packed with complete strangers. M adame Koto
was singng joyfully above the loud voices and the vigorous revelry. The bar stank of
cheap perfume and sweat and spilt pam-wine and trapped hesat. The benches and
tables had been moved. Paper handkerchiefs were soggy on the floor. Bones and
cigarette stubs were dl over the place. | looked for M adame Koto but dl | saw were
men in bright hats, women in phoney lace, waving white handkerchiefs in the air,
dancing and stamping to high-life music. The men, covered in swest, so that it seemed
they had just emerged from steaming rivers, had bits of foam a the sides of ther
mouths. The armpits and the backs of the women’s dresses were wet. | couldn’t see
where the music was coming from.



It seemed that | had walked into the wrong bar, had stepped into another redity on the
edge of the forest. On the floor there were eaten bits of chicken and squashed jollof
rice on paper plates. The walls werefull of dmanacs with severe faces, bearded faces,
mildly squinted eyes, pictures which suggested terrible ritual societies and secret
cabds. There were odd-looking caendars with goats in transformations into human
beings, fishes with heads of birds, birds with the bodies of women. Sometimes the
dancing got so frenzied that a couple, crushed against the walls, would bring down
some of the cdendars, and would themselves sink to the ground.

Everyone danced in a curious heat. A woman grabbed my hands. | noticed afemae
midget near the counter, staring a me. A man danced on my toes. | looked up and the
midget was gone. It was very hot. | poured swest. The woman made me dance with
her. She drew me to her and my face pressed against her groin and an intoxicating
smell staggered me like a new kind of dangerous wine. The woman held my face to
her and danced slowly to the music while | suffocated in an old fever that sent a
radiant fire bounding through my blood. The woman laughed and pushed me away
and drew me to her again with a curious passion and | felt mysdf lifting from the
ground, feet still on the ground, head swirling, a spasm seizing me, and still lifting, till
| was dmost flying, someone squirted pam-wine on my face, and | collapsed
amongst the dancing feet in an excruciating pleasure. The woman made me get up.
The world swayed; my eyes became alittle drowsy; the woman turned me round, and
laughed again, and danced with me, shaking her hips. The pam-wine ran down my
face, down my neck, joined with the stickiness of my swest, and minged with the
pleasurable weakness in my legs. The music and the flies buzzed around my face.
Then a thick-set man, who had come between me and the woman, took one look
down a me, and very loudly, so that no one could possibly missit, said:

‘“Watch your women-o! There's a smdl boy here who wants to fuck!” Thewomen
burst out laughing. Thelir large hungry eyes sought me out. | fled into the crowd and
hid my embarrassment behind the counter.

That was when | located the source of the music. On the counter was an evil-
looking instrument with a metal funnel that would have delighted the imagination of
wizards. There was a disc which kept turning, a handle cranked round by a spirit, a
long piece of meta with a needle on the whirling disc, and music coming out of the
funne without anyone singng into it. It seemed a perfect instrument for the
celebration of the dead, for the dances of light spirits and fine witches. | fled for a
second time, fled from the inhuman thing, and fell backwards, tripping. A womanin a
red gown caught me.

The twang of an unnatura instrument raged through my head. Someone gave me a
cup of pam-wine. | gulped it down. They filled my cup and | drank it &l again. The
woman who had caught me had aface crinkled in rolls of fat. Foams of swest clungto
her hairline. The music was full of hunger, yearnings, and the woman danced as if she
were praying to anew god of the good life. Her eyes were dark with shadows, her lips
red as blood, and she had white cora beads round her neck. Her face was crowded
with laughter. She twirled mein an odd dance. Another man caught me, and twirled
me on. | became dizzy. Flies did somersaultsin my eyes. | becamelost in the curious
junge of the crowd, lost in the midst of gants.



The bar seemed to keep expanding. The density of bodies got worse. | was alittle
comforted when | saw the woman in the red gown again. She was dancing with afat
man who seemed to have power. He thrust himself towards her, crushing her groin in
the sensua yearning heat of the music. Then | saw through her changed appearance.
When | stopped being deceived by her hair which was different, as though agod had
refashioned it in her sleep — and when | saw through dl the make-up, and managed
to brush past the distractions of her strong perfume, | was amazed to find that | was
staring a M adame Koto. She was amused a my astonishment. She gave me a blue
plastic cup of pam-wine. A dead fly floated on its froth. | blew the fly awvay, and
drank. The bar gyrated.

‘M adame Koto!’ | cried.

She burst out laughing The man she was dancing with swept her away into the
music of celebration, into the tight-jammed bodies.

Then the bar took on asinister light. | saw its other sides, fdt its secret moods. The
men and women seemed like better versions of the spirits who used to come here, and
who had tried to sted me awvay. They had a greater mastery of the secrets of human
disguise. | heard their metalic voices and the laughter of ther perfumes, and
underneath dl the dancing and the energy was the invasion of a rancid smell. The
wind blew in and the smdl got worse as if it were blowing from a marsh where
animas had died.

Then | noticed the women. They had convincing veined hands, their complexions
were different on different parts of ther bodies, their eyes were hungry, and most of
them were lean. They seemed to be enjoying themselves, but their mouths, curled as if
in constant repugnance, spoke to me of an infernal unhappiness which | couldn’t
understand. And, like some of the men, when they laughed ther tongues were
freckled, or like parchment. Some of ther skins dgistened as if with scales. | tried to
escgpe from the bar, but couldn’t find away out of the crowding. | drank more wine.
Bodies, bangng against one another, grew more heated. | could see a man's hand
under atable searching between awoman’s legs.

Someone hit me on the head as | was staringat the hand. | turned and saw the midget
woman. She was short, with thick thighs, aheavy body, bigbressts, and the beautiful
and sad face of atwelve-year-old whose mother has just died. She held my hand and
led me deeper into the bar, behind the counter, where the instrument sang. She made
me sit down with her on a mat of chicken feathers. The midget woman had an
unbelievably young face, dl made up, and her ey es were the shape of lovely amonds.
Then, holding my arm, she spoke to me in a wonderful voice. She made a passionate
speech to me saying that she would take me with her and that she would love mefor
ever. Her eyes became sad. She said that she was certain that | no longer remembered
her. My eyebdls began to burn. The music stopped. She was silent, and she lowered
her face till the music started again. Then she began pulling my arm, pestering me
with words | couldn’t understand. | tried to get up, but she held me down. | tried to
break into a sudden run, but she grabbed the back of my shorts with muscular arms
and pulled me back and dragged me close to her. A heady smdl, like charmed
perfume and a secret sweating, came from her and dulled my brain. And then, with
her face close to mine, her lips full like a woman's, her face smdl like a grl’s, she



drew even closer to me and whispered somethingwhich | didn’t hear. She awaited my
reply. | stared a her with incomprehension. Then she repeated what she had said.

‘Will you marry me?
| blinked.
‘No," | replied.

She smiled. Her lips widened, as if they were made of eastic materid. Then she
threw her head back and startled me with the sudden force of her ironic laughter. Her
tongue too was freckled. Instead of teeth she had cora beads. | screamed. She began
to weep. | bolted, crashing against the counter, producing an ugy sound from the
instrument. | scurried around, saw the door, dashed for it, banged into the red form of
M adame K oto, and just about madeit outside.

Under the open sky, | stopped to catch my breath. My heart best fast. My legswee
quivering. | was still bresthing heavily when | caught a dimpse of M adame Koto
coming after me. | ran on; she pursued me in her red gown. She was barefoot and she
ran so hard that her hair fel off. Underneath | saw her red hair, patchy in places, and
dishevelled. It scared me. She made a determined effort and caught me just before |
got to the street. She dragged me back to the bar, laughing and berating me
affectionately.

“You keep running away from me,” she said.

She had two fresh cuts on her face. They were new scarifications. They were black
as if ash had recently been used to stop the bleeding. Her face was different because
of the marks.

‘You let my wigfal off my head,” she muttered, as she stooped and picked it up.

When we got to the door she pushed mein, blocked theway, and wore her wig. She
looked instantly younger.

‘Thisisaparty,” shesad. ‘Go and enjoy yourself. Go and pour drinks for people.’

Then she shut the backyard door behind her. It was rowdier inside. It seemed more
people had joined the ceebrations. | didn't know which way to turn, for | was
crowded on dl sides. The noise was louder. | wanted to avoid the midget woman. |
looked around for her. She was no longer behind the counter. | pushed my way to all
corners of the bar, but | couldn’'t find her anywhere. | wanted to spot her before she
spotted me, so that | could run. | went and stayed near the counter, and planned my

escape.

The men danced tightly with the women. Everyone swested profusdly. Thewomen
twisted and thrust their hips a the men. M adame Koto regppeared. She wore a
different attire, a striped black and white skirt, aydlow blouse. She seemed to have a
fant gdimmer of gold on her har. It was a mystery. She fanned hersdf with a
newspaper. Some of the men had taken off their shirts, revealing muscular bodies



with long scars. One of the women began yeling. No one pad her any atention. The
men were quite drunk. They swayed, instead of dancing, with bloodshot ey es.

One of the women was practicaly cross-eyed with drunkenness. A man grabbed
her round the waist and squeezed her buttocks. She wrigded excitedly. The man
proceeded to gind his hips against hers as if he didn't want the slightest space
between them. The woman’s breasts were wet against her blouse.

Outside, the wind blew hard. The music inside spoke of release from suffering. A
ghost appeared amongst the ceebrants. The wind blew, the strips of curtain were
fanned apart, and a ydlow bird flew into the heated space of the bar. Suddenly there
was commotion everywhere. The bird flew into the ceiling, rebounded against the
wadll, fell back dazed, and landed on the woman's hair. The woman screamed. The
bird tried to fly away but its claws were caught. Screaming in morta terror, the
woman touched her hair, fet the quivering bird, didn’t understand what it was, threw
her head forward and shrieked as though a demon had entered her brain. Her terror
spread through the bar and people scattered dl over the place. They had seen the bird
strugging in her hair, and had taken it for a bad sign. Then the woman stopped
shrieking. Her ey es were wide open.

‘Help me!’ shecried.

No one helped her. M adame Koto stood near the door, her hands at her breasts, an
exclamatory expression on her face. The woman shook her head, letting out a high-
pitched scream which must have scared the poor bird more than anything else, for it
best its wings so vigorously that its feathers cameflying off. In alast desperate resort,
the woman took off her wig, thrashed it in the air, and sent the bird sailing through the
bar. It hit awal, flew, and dropped in the middle of the dance floor, twitching. There
was a moment’s pause. People started to rush forward when the bird recovered, took
off into the celing, bounced down, flew about the tight space, crashed against the
counter, and fell first on the trumpet-like loudspeaker of the instrument, and then on
the turning disc. The music ground to afeathered halt.

‘It’ s landed on the gramophone!’ someone cried.

Thebird was still. | knew that this was my moment to escape. M adame K oto rushed
to the gramophone, snatched up the bird, held it tight, and hurried out of the bar
through the backy ard door. The ghost followed her. The celebrants let out anew cry, a
quivering cheer, as though the sign after dl had been favourable.

| went out after M adame Koto. Shewas not in the backyard. | went to her room and
pressed my ears against her door. From within | discerned a fever of chanting, a bell
ringng, the beating of a gong, a soft voice soaring. The bird had become part of her
mythology . | Ieft off listening and made my way past the bar. The music had stopped,
the voices were silenced. After awhile M adame Koto re-emerged. She spoke briefly.
The men departed, in a crowd, taking in hushed tones, as of awondrous event. They
had the gramophone with them. They kept looking backwards. The women stayed
behind.



THREE

FOR A WHILE | wandered up and down the street, not sure of whereto go.
The smdl of burning rats was still pungent in the air, so | followed the edge of the
forest and explored the paths that had completed their transformation into streets.
After along period of wandering | burst into aworld | had no idea existed before. The
forest there had been conquered. There were stumps of trees, bleeding sap, al around.

Workers in ydlow hemets milled up and down the place. There were wooden poles
jutting from the earth and wires were stretched in the air and trailed in cables on the

gound. Children were gathered, watching an unfolding drama. | asked them what was
happening and they said the men were connecting eectricity. They pointed to the
pylons in the wide open spaces. They pointed to thetents. | didn’t know what they
were taking about so | watched in amazement.

There were tents and lorries dl over the area. In one of the tents swung an
illuminated bulb. One of the boys stoleinto thetent with the sole purpose of blowing
out the light. Before he could succeed a worker came in, saw him, and chased him
out. We waited for the man to do something wonderful with the illumination of the
bulb. But instead of doing anything he shut the entrance of the tent. We waited for
something unusua to happen. We held our breaths. The tent entrance flapped open.
And while we were looking, we saw the man come out again. His colour had changed.
We could not believe our eyes. He was now a curious cream colour with blotches of
pink. We stared a him in complete astonishment. His hair was like straw, like bright
tassels of corn. He waked unsteadily. He wore dark sungasses, but his eyes were
visible beneath them. He wore wide-bottom shorts, a wide-brimmed hat, and a
billowing white shirt. And then to crown our astonishment the man whom we thought
had changed colour emerged from the tent. We suspected a devilish multiplication
had taken place. We ran away, screaming. And came back. We stared at the white
man, expecting him to fly, or to jump, or to somersault. Instead he gave bad-tempered
orders in an unfamiliar language. When he spoke the workers jumped and obeyed as
if his orders came from the wind. And when he sat down on afolding chair one of the
workers brought an umbrella and held it over him. A lizard stopped in front of him,
nodding. It stared a him for a long time. In a quick movement, he stamped on the
lizard' s head and ordered one of the workers to throw its corpse away. We watched
him, expecting him to lose his colour, or to dissolve in that blistering air. Another
lizard came and nodded in front of him and scuttled round him twice. He stared at us.
We stared a him. When he ordered the workers to drive us away, and when they
pursued us with sticks and whipped us on the back, | conceived aterrible dislike for
that white man. We watched him from a distance. The shade from the umbrella
thinned and the sun, burning relentlessly, was unkind to him. | disliked him so much
that | spoke to the wind and not long afterwards the air stirred, took on force, made
the distant treetops bow, raised dust, and blew avay the umbrelafromtheworker’s
hand.

The flies pestered him, circling his nose. Red ants formed an army round his chair.
Soon he was stamping and scratching his foot. We laughed and he suspected us of
some prank and he gave money to some of the workers and pointed at us and they
came in our direction, abandoning the cables for a moment, and we scattered and ran,



for we were convinced that if we were caught and taken back to the white man he
would eat us up. | fled home through the forest and for therest of that day remained in
the safety of our familiar street.

FOUR

WHEN MUM CAM E back from hawkingthat evening| told her about the
white man. A light of interest flickered in her eyes. But it died when she said:

‘Thethugs came again today . Election timeis near.’
What | had seen was greater than my empathy at that moment.

‘How can a man becometwo? How can ablack man turn white? M um asked, with
weary interest.

‘By magc.’
‘What magc?

Then | told her about theilluminated bulb and the cables and dectricity, about how
the white man had killed alizard and how hewanted to catch us and take us away .

‘What wereyou doingthere? she asked.

| didn't say anything She looked lean and worried. She complained of aheadache.
She lay on the bed and | noticed that she had a wound that was bleeding just above
her ankle. Her blood was unnaturaly dark. The wound was begnningto fester. | told
her about it, but she didn’t stir. The flies tried to settle on it and | drove them away .
She opened her eyes and, in arough voice, sad:

‘Go and play!’

| lingered at the door. Theflies settled on her wound. | watched her foot twitch. She
lifted up her head and was about to shout somethingwhen | hurried out of the room.

In the street, people were fighting. They fought round the van. The sun turned red.
The people who were fighting moved away in opposite directions, shouting threats.
The evening darkened. Birds circled in the air. Dust and smoke, like a thin vell, hung
in the sky. The wind roamed our street, blowing the rubbish dong, and sweeping
away the smdl of incinerated rats and burnt rubber. Sowly, the stars began to appear.

We waited dl night for Dad to return. It seemed our lives kept turning on the same
axis of anguish. When M um had slept enough she dressed her wound with the ash of
bitterwood. She showed no signs of pain. She made food, cleaned the room, and
counted her money in atin-can. She caculated her profits without any light in the



room. When she finished she began to repair our clothes, sewing on buttons, patching
holes in Dad's trousers. She stayed silent and worked with abnorma concentration,
her forehead wrinkled, like someone using one action to focus on the pain of waiting
When she had darned Dad's trousers, she began on mine. She tore off the back
pockets of my shortsto patch the holes in between the legs. She gave my shirts many
different buttons. She would not spesk. Thelight got very dimintheroom and | shut
the windows to encourage her to use a candle. But she went on working in the
absence of light. When she finished, she sighed. She put the clothes on thelinein the
room. The line was weighted down with a profusion of threadbare towels, old shirts,
trousers, wrappers, and sundry rags. It looked ready to snap a any moment. M um sat
down. Shewas motionless. Then she said:

‘Polish your father’s boots.’

What she really meant was: ‘What has happened to your father? | searched for his
boots and polished them in the dark. Then | put them in a corner and went to wash my
hands. When | got back M um wasn’t in the room. | found her sitting on the cement
platform at the compound-front. She was wavingaway the midges and the flying ants
and slapping a the mosquitoes that invaded her body . It was night aready and the sky
was of the degpest blue. Theair was cool and it tasted of rain. In the distance, towards
the centre of the city, a white light kept flashing towards the sky. Some of the
compound peoplejoined us outside and made small tak.

‘Isit true’, one of them said, ‘that M adame Koto now has prostitutes in her bar?

‘That’swhat | heard.’

‘And that she has joined the party ?

‘Not just that.’

‘What else?

‘They have promised her contracts.’

‘For what?

‘For their cdebrations and mesetings.’

‘“Wewill belooking at her and she will becomerich.’
‘Sheisrich dready .’

‘How do you know?
‘People say sheis goingto buy acar?

‘A ca?

‘And get dectricity?



‘Electricity ?

‘And she paid cash for baes of lace’
‘Bales of lace?

‘To do what?

‘To sew dresses for party people’
‘How did she manage?

‘She knows what she wants.’

‘My friend, weadl know what we want, but how many of us ever get it?
‘That’strue’

‘She must have used witchcraft.’

‘Or juju.’

‘Or joined a secret society .’

‘Or dl three’

‘Plus more.’

They fdl silent. They contemplated the night, their condition, and the whole area
sunken in poverty. One of them sighed.

‘Why islifelikethis, eh?
‘I don't know.’

‘Some people have too much and their dogs eat better food than we do, while we
suffer and keep quiet until theday wedie.’

‘And even if wedon’t keep quiet who will listen to us, en?
‘God,” one of them said.

Therest of them were silent. Thewind blew over us, bringng dust, discarded
newspapers, and the certainty of ran.

‘Oneday, by aquiet miracle, God will erase the wicked from the face of the earth.’
‘God'stimeisthebest.’

‘I wish God's time and our time would sometimes agree.’



‘God knows best.’
‘That’s what my brother kept sayingtwo months before he died.’
‘My friend,” one of them said with sudden passion, ‘our time will come.’

They fdl silent again. M um moved, started to say something, but stayed quiet.
Then she got up, took me by the hand, and we walked down theraw street, towards
the main road. She made it seem like an innocent walk, but | could fed the strength of
her anxiety .

All around us voices were raised in laughter and in pain. We passed apatch of bushes
behind which resonated the singing and the dancing of the new church. They sang
with a frightening vigour, with terrifying hope, great need, great sorrow. They made
me fed that any minute the world would end. The singng from the church made me
afrad of life We passed them and could hear them long afterwards. Further on,
behind a grove of trees, the earth throbbed with more chanting, dancing, singng. But
this was different. The chanting was deeper, the dancing more virile, making the earth
itsef acknowledge the besting on its doors, and the singng was full of secrets and
dread-making voices. They sounded like the celebration of an old pain, an ancient
suffering that has refused to leave, an old afliction renewed a night. They were the
worshippers a the shrine of suffering and we listened to their cries for the secrets of
transforming anguish into power. We could hear the incantations, the money-cregting
howls, the invoked names of destiny-atering deities, gods of vengeance, gods of
wedlth, womb-opening gods. They too made me afrad of life They too had come
from the hunger, the wretchedness, of our condition. M um didn’t seem to notice them.
Her face was ridden with anxiety, her bright ey es searched the street-corners, the bat-
fronts, hoping to see Dad. After we had waked awhile, and when the wind lifted the
edges of her wrapper, | asked her to tel me a story about white people. She sad
nothing a first. And then she said:

‘I will tell you astory another time.’
We were silent. It seemed she changed her mind.

‘“When white people first came to our land,” she said, as if she were taking to the
wind, ‘we had dready gone to the moon and dl the great stars. In the olden day s they
used to comeand learn from us. My father used to tell me that we taught them how to
count. We taught them about the stars. We gave them some of our gods. We shared
our knowledge with them. We welcomed them. But they forgot dl this. They forgot
many things. They forgot that we are dl brothers and sisters and that black people are
the ancestors of the human race. The second time they camethey brought guns. They
took our lands, burned our gods, and they carried avay many of our people to become
slaves across the sea. They are greedy. They want to own the whole world and
conquer the sun. Some of them believe they have killed God. Some of them worship
machines. They are misusing the powers God gave al of us. They are not dl bad.
Learn from them, but love theworld.’

| was surprised with what M um said. | was struck by the gentleness of her voice
when she spoke next.



‘Do you know what my mother said to mein adream?
‘No.’ -

‘She said there is a reason why the world is round. Beauty will rule the world.
Justice will ruletheworld. That’s what she sad.’

We went on in silence. | wanted to ask her alot of questions, but suddenly her
mood changed, her intensity increased, and she hurried on, her ears cocked, thewind
blowing us on, the night closing round us in the my steries of its darkness. And then |,
too, heard a voice crying out in the distance. It could have come from the thatch
houses, the zinc huts, the mud bungdows, the tin-can houses, or from the enigmatic
doors of the earth. M um stopped at a crossing of paths. The wind was hard and the
night howled. The whole area seemed to exhale an odour of strugde and death. Dogs
fought near awel. And from the darkness, out of one of the obscure paths, emerged a
figure in a dazzling white smock, bearing a lantern above her. The brightness of gems
was in her eyes, her hair was utterly dishevelled, and if it weren't for her smock |
would have taken her for asort of divine madwoman.

‘Repent! Repent!” she cried. ‘ Thelight is our life, and our lifeisin God! Theworld
is full of evil. Repent! Or in your darkness you will be driven out.’

We listened to her piercingvoice.

‘Say awake, you weak ones, guard your souls, for evils from Babylon have come
to snatch your lives awvay! Repent! Ask for light and your sleep will be transformed!”’

Sheroused the wind and parted the darkness with her voice and soon we could only
see the light of her lantern. And not long afterwards, emergng from the same path,
staggering like one who has been a cripple but has now found some strength in his
legs, was the figure of a man. He swore and cursed. At once, without even seeing his
face, M um ran over and embraced him. It was Dad. His hair was matted with mud. He
wobbled, but insisted on not being helped. His clothes were torn, his chest distened,
his ey es were deranged, and he smdt of blood and drink.

‘Thank that woman for me;’ he muttered. ‘ She saved my life. They were goingto
kill me but she appeared and they thought she was an anged and they ran away
screaming.’

We turned, but where there had been the light of the woman’s lantern there was only
darkness. We could only hear her voice, speaking of a perplexing era to come,
sounding from the distance. Her voice quivered on the night air, confusing her precise
location. She could have been rattling the doors to our ears from a hundred different
placesin thelivingwound of our area.

‘If you can’t thank her today, thank her tomorrow,” Dad said, in agony.

Aganst Dad’'s wishes, M um held him under thearms and helped him walk. | heard
her gasp.



“You are bleeding’

‘They weregoingto cut my throat. Thisisjust asmal wound. Azaro, my son, they
were goingto kill your father. Because | won't vote for them.’

His voice faled him. | held on to his other arm. The darkness filled with people.
The night had broadcast our sorrow; the people knew what had happened. T he faces,
hungy and swesting, peered a us, following us, along way down the street. They
showered encouragements and strengthening proverbs on us. M um thanked them. One
of the women burst out crying Dad hobbled on, his face screwed into a mask. The
wind blew against us. Women sang in our footsteps. When we got home, Mum
thanked them again, and they retrested back into the night, and left us to our
unhappiness. Therest of theworld was asleep.

M um boiled water and dressed Dad’s wounds and pressed his bruises. He told us
his story. It was afamiliar one. He had been accosted by some men. They were drunk.
They asked who he was voting for. He said no one. They set upon him, took his
money, were about to do something worse when the woman appeared. They fled.
When he finished the story we sat in silence. M um served food. For thefirst timein a
long while Dad didn’t sit up smoking and thinkinginto the night, rocking on his three-
legoed chair. He slept promptly after he had eaten.

He woke up the next morning complaining of stomach pains. The sheets had
fastened to his wounds, which had bled at night. M um had to apply warm water. The
dried surface of his wounds came off on the sheets. His pain was reopened. He went
to work as usud.

FIVE

| REMEMBER THE day distinctly when, on my way back from school,
great crashing noises exploded over the forest, as if dl the trees had simultaneously
falen. For a moment everything changed. The sky came close to the earth. The air
became charged, sharp, and unbreathable. | could not move. Then the air darkened,
the noise exploded again, and a bright light flashed over everything. The sky split
open. And the path became aclearing.

The world was still, as if it had momentarily become apicture, as if God were The
Great Photographer. The clearing turned into a new world. Out of theflash camethe
sharp outlines of spirits risinginto the air with weary heads. And then they fell down
and bounced and floated over the stiliness of the world. The spirits passed me, passed
through me, their eyes like diamonds. And when the next explosion came, followed
by another blinding flash, the spirits were obliterated. The heaviness of the air settled,
the clouds opened, and thefirst torrentid drenching of the land began.

The clouds dissolved into rain. Water flooded the earth. Suddenly, as if released
from a spéell, the photographic immobility of everything burst into commotion. The



wind cracked the branches of trees. The people raised a great cry. Every one began to
run. Some dashed to clear ther clothes from lines. Someran for cover. And many ran
for ther buckets, hurryingto put them under the eaves, to collect the purest and most
radiant water of the season. The rain released the children from the tedium of thelong
hot afternoons. They raised a different cry. They ran out naked, bdlies protruding,
screaming joyfully as the bright water soaked them, foamed their hair, and made their
skin shine,

Water was blown into rooms. M others cried out for that window to be shut or that
door to be locked. Birds and insects vanished. Thewater, rushing down runnédls to the
lower regons and the haf-dug gutters, soaking fast into the ground and rising quickly
above the land, released forever in my memory the mysterious aroma of anew season,
of leaves and rustic herbs, wild bark and vegetation, the secret essences of agoddess
risingfrom the earth.

The wind cleared the ar of our ared's desolation. Caught between the desire to
throw off my clothes and run naked into the first rain of theyear, or to avoid having
my clothes soaked, my books wet, | waited too long Theran lashed meand | merely
stood and watched as the water rose up past my ankles and earthworms crawled up
my feet. | brushed them off. It rained with such insistence. The wind whipped the
water on my neck so hard that each drop fet like astone. | feared the heavens would
unleash so much water that the earth would become an ocean.

During the harmattan we adways forget the rainy season. That’s why it rains so
viciously on the first day, reminding us with a vengeance of its existence. It poured
down so hard that sometimes | couldn’t see. | shut my eyes and waked blindly and
even then the rain lashed my eydids. | pushed on a an ange to the path. The
downpour was a persistent weight. The force of the wind knocked me sideway s and
blew me off the ground. The road became slippery. The earth turned fast into mud.
When | could see, the street seemed to have vanished. The forest was distorted. The
houses quivered.

And then terible wonders unfolded. Lights flashed three times in a frightening
succession. Two birds fel from the branches of atree, wings vainly fluttering. | heard
sheets of zinc crumpling and twisting, heard nalls complaining, wood splitting, and
then saw the entire rooftop of ahouse wrenched avay and blown across the floodtide
in the ar. Children howled. Women wailed. It could have been the end of theworld. |
saw a mud hut disintegrate and turn into clumps. The roof lowered and people came
running out. Two doors away a solid bungdow wall collapsed. The roof tilted
sideways. Inside was a confusion of household objects and clothes scattered
everywhere. At the mouth of our street ahousewas being carried avay on thewater,
as if its foundations were made of cork. Theroad becamewhat it used to be, astream
of primeva mud, ariver. | waded in the origns of the road till 1 came to the red
bungdow of the old man who was said to have been blinded by an angd. He sat
outside in the rain, partly covered in a white shroud. He had apipein his mouth. He
was staring through the rain, a the watery street, in ferocious concentration.
Fascinated by his intensity, by the wavy image of him in the rain, his feet deep in
murky waters, his red trousers soaked through, his green eyes clotted, | went closer.
Suddenly he pointed a me, his finger gnarled and wrinkled, like an old thin pepper.
And in the voice of nightmares, he said:



“You boy, come here, come and help an old man.’
‘Todowhat? | asked.
‘Toseel’

As he pointed a me, his hand quivering, rain pouringfrom his eyes, changingtheir
colour to purple, achill climbed my neck, and terror rooted me to the shifting ground.
The old man, ragng, shouted in a quivering voice that he could see. He got up and
took a few quaking footsteps towards me, his face ugy with joy, the white shroud
faling from his shoulders. He got quite close to me, but a light flashed, shaking the
earth, breaking the old man’s spdl. | saw him stop, frozen in his gesture. | saw his
face collapse, saw his eyes turn back to green. Then he began ranting and cursingthe
blindness that had come back to him; and with awind rising against me, awakening
goose-pimples dl over my body, | shook off my trance and backed away . But the old
man tottered after me and fell face down in the mud, and stayed there. | was too
scared to do anything, and no one either moved towards him or saw him. | raninthe
first direction that my feet carried me.

When | stopped | found mysdf panting against the wal of an unfinished house.
Millipedes and slugs and little snails climbed up the wal. They were knocked down
by the wind. Undeterred, they climbed up again. | heard the old man’s voice in the
ran and | hurried on down the path of origns. The earth kept slippingme. | fell into a
ditch. M ud-water got into my eyes and covered my body. When | eventualy found
solid ground | stood up and looked around and saw a sepia universe full of the
swaying statues of gants. There were shrines everywhere and God spokein the bright
wind and the gants spoke back in whispers.

| cried out for help and no one heard. As | stumbled around, waking into nettles,
gliding to the ground, bumping into tree-trunks, | redised that | was both lost and
blind. | washed out my eyes with ran-water and when some of the mud cleared |
found mysdf a one of the Road Construction sites. Thefreshly laid tarmac had been
swept away. Bushes floated on the water. Road-workers' tents had been blown
everywhere and al those who were building the road intended to connect the highway
had fled for cover and were nowhereto be seen.

Further on | saw thatch eaves over banana plants. | came to another site of
devastation. It was the place where the men had been laying out eectric cables. The
tents were gone. | saw an umbrela on the branches of a tree. Something had
happened. There was smoke in the ar. Bushes were blackened. Charred bits of
tarpaulin clung to the stumps of trees. The wooden poles were burnt. Workers stood
around the cables, staringat them, expecting something dramatic to happen.

The rain and wind forced me on to theforest edge, to the pit where they dredged up
sand. The white man stood there with his foot on the log. He wore athick yelow
rancoat and black boots. He was looking through apair of binoculars at somethingon
the other side of the pit. Suddenly the path turned into a ditch. The earth moved.
Floodwaters from the forest poured underneath us. | clungto astump. The white man
shouted, his binoculars flew into the air, and | saw him slide away from view. Heslid
down slowly into the pit, as astream of water washed him away . Thelog moved. The



earth gave way in clumps and covered him as he diseppeared. | didn’'t hear his cry.
The log rolled over, and a moment’s flash completed the halucination. | began to
shout. Workers rushed out of the forest. They rushed down the side of the pit to try
and find him. They dug up his hemet, his binoculars, his ey egasses, aboot, some of
his papers, but his body was not found. The pit was hdf-filled with water. Three
workers volunteered to dive in and search for him. They never returned. The pit that
had helped create the road had swallowed al of them.

| drifted in the chaos of grief and wind and rain and wavy patterns in theair and |
came to a haf-familiar fary-land where a signboard was face-down on the earth. The
door was open. Water poured in and drenched the tables and chairs. The place was
empty. And then | saw the dephantine figure of an ancient mother, sitting on a bench,
with a disconsolate expression on her water-logged face. She caught me before | fell,
and she carried me off to her room.

SX

SHE MADE ME bathe. She fed me steaming peppersoup. She rubbed a

gainy ointment al over me and massaged me with her rough fingers. She pulled out
the edges of her green mosquito net and made me lie down on the great bed of her

body-smells. She smiled a me beyond the netting, her face veiled in green. Then,
slowly, she receded till only her smile remained, faintly sinister in the green darkness
of my mind.

When | woke up it was raining steadily. Water lesked in through the window and
celling. The rain distorted my eyes, twisted the sheets of my memory. | was startled
by my new surroundings. T here were cobwebs on the massive mosquito net. | got out
and sat on the edge of the bed. The room stank of freshcut wood, feathers of wild
birds, camphor, aromatic plants, and an aundance of garments. There were clothes
on every nal and line. There were garments everywhere, cascades of fine lace, white
blouses, expensive wrappers with gold-threaded borders, massive skirts, headties,
dyed cloths, and gowns that had volume enough for many bedspreads.

White sheets screened off a corner of the room. Outside, the rain drummed on the
cocoyam leaves. The screen shimmered with images. All over the room there were
disembodied noises, cockroaches in flight, birds flapping their broken wings.
Something tapped away, measuring the heartbeat of the rain. Something breathed out
an ar of mahogany and bresthed in silence. | resisted the urge to look behind the
screen.

The mysterious smdls of ran on earth and plants blew in through cracks in the
window. The ran made everything dien. Its persistence dtered my vision. After a
whileit seemed to methat beyond the screen lay abazaar of my steries, a subcontinent
of the forbidden. | got up and tried to draw aside the white shest. It was heavy. A
cloud of dust wafted from its fabric. Shadows moved in theroom. On awadll the form
of an enormous sunflower changed into the shape of a bull. M osquitoes whined. A



spider drew itsef up on an invisible web. | decided to crawl under the screen. It
seemed | was crawling under an impenetrable foliage of whiteness. Dust rose to my
face. Cockroaches scuttled & my advance. Newborn rats broke into frightened
motion. Ants scattered across my arms as | went into the labyrinths of a stranger’s
secret life.

When | emerged on the other side | noticed the kaoline-painted floor. Its whiteness
stuck to me and wouldn’t come off. An earthenware bowl was near the wall. In the
bowl were cowries, lobes of kola-nuts, a sprouting bulb of onion, feathers of aydlow
bird, ancient coins, a razor, and the teeth of ajaguar. Three bottles stood next to the
bowl. In one was pure ogogoro. In another roots marinated in aydlow liquid. Inthe
third were little beings with red eyes in brown water. There was an upturned turtle
near the third bottle, its underside painted red, its feet kicking The turtle made noises.
| turned it over. It began to crawl away. | caught it, was surprised how heavy it was,
and | turned it on its back again. Theturtle stopped making noises. Then | sensed the
emanations of an enormous feminine presence and became aware, for the first time,
that someone was staring at me from the musty darkness of the chamber.

| could fed the intense gaze of an ancient mother who had been turned into wood.
She knew who | was. Her eyes were pitiless in their scrutiny. She knew my destiny in
advance. She sat in her cobwebbed niche, amighty statue in mahogany, powerful with
the aroma of fertility. Her large breasts exuded a shameless libidinous potency. A
saffron-coloured cloth had been worn round her gentle pregnancy. Behind her dark
dasses, she seemed to regard everything with equal serenity. She gave off an air of
contradictory dreams. | was mesmerised by the musk of her half-divinity.

| could hear her heart besting It sounded like an eratic clock. There was a
transistor radio near her seat. On the wall behind her was a blue mirror. Just above her
head, on a little shelf, was a clock that had stopped working. On a nail, behind her
head, was an iron gong and a bell. At her feet were a pair of red shoes. She gave off
the accumulated odours of libations, anima blood, kaoline, the irrepressible hopes of
strangers, and a yelow impassivity. White beads rested on her lgp. The clock made a
sudden clicking noise, and | started. She watched me intently. Under her gaze,
serenity and intensity were the samething.

The clock was still. | saw theyédlow bird in the shadows behind the ancient mother. It
was bound and its feathers kept twitching, its eyes shining in the niche. | became
aware of the cobwebs on my face. A fly droned behind me. Then it flew round and
settled on the nose of the pregnant goddess. The clock made another noise, startling
the fly. The turtle kicked. The bird fretted. | looked a mysdf in the blue mirror and
couldn’t see my face. | became afraid. At that moment the ancient mother in wood
spoketo me.

She spoke to me through dl the objects, through the defiant noises of the upturned
turtle, the bird beating against its captivity, the complaints of thefly. The clock began
ticking. A lizard scuttled over my foot, and | jumped. When | recovered | found
my self pressed against the wall, my heart pounding. Then | noticed that everythingin
the corner was aive. The bowl moved towards me. The mirror banged itself against
the wall, reflecting nothing. | sensed the wal moving, disintegrating benesth my
touch. Things crawled in the air. | saw a snal on the wal. | moved away and nearly



stepped on the turtle. It was on its feet, behind the bowl. | noticed that there were
snails dl over the white screen. They were big enough to edat. | staggered against a
bucket. Then | realised that there were snails dl over the ancient mother, on the face
of the mirror, on the edges of the bucket. | didn’t know where to turn. My head
expanded with the goddess who was spesking to me through the snails and objectsin
her chamber.

How could | find my way out of the maze of these dreaming objects which were dl
obstacles before me? How could | escape from the mystery of the head of asnake, its
sloughed skin on a newspaper? How could | escape the stones blackened with the tar
of new roads, or the singe finger pointing & mein ajar of transparent liquid? The
goddess in wood spoke to me through dl these things, but most of al she spoketo me
with her eyes. | didn't understand her speech. Without thinking, like someone
wandering around in a stranger’s dream, | climbed the body of the goddess and took
off her gasses. In the degp hollow of her sockets she had eyes of red stone, precious
stones the exact colour of blood. My breathing seized. Her eyes fixed on mewith such
heat that | hurriedly put her gasses back on. Sveat broke out al over me. | found
mysdf caught in a strange immobility. Thento my greatest horror, she moved — as if
she were about to crush me into her pregnancy. | jumped down from her great body
and fought my way through the tange of cloth, screaming.

| sat on thebed. My journey into the secret world changed things | saw in the room.
What | had previously thought of as tumbles of clothes became wigs, shawls,
undergarments, coloured headties, batik materias. Dull amanacs of secret societies
hung on the wadls. Snails inched dong the wadls, leaving a clean wet tral. In a
cupboard there were men'’s clothes, a black walking stick, and five umbrellas. Above
the cupboard was the legend, printed in gothic lettering GOD’S TIME IS THE
BEST. High up on the wal was the image of acrucified Christ and beneath it another
legend: THE EVIL THAT MEN DO. Therewere faded prints of M adame Koto and a
man on the wals. The man had only three fingers on one hand. He had a lively face
and sad eyes. It was an old picture, browned by sun and time. How could | escapetha
labyrinth of objects? | went to the bed, lay down under the green netting, and slept in
the feverish dreams of the room.

SEVEN

WHEN | AWOKE | fdt as if my memory had been wiped clean. Theroom
had changed. Intense shadows brooded on the walls. Futures not yet visible crowded
the spaces. Powers not yet active crowded the air. My eyesfilled with the shapes of
captors, the albumen of unbounded monsters, genies in murky bottles, homunculi in
the nests of bats. Unformed beings were everywhere; trapped ghosts and masquerades
in unwilling shapes of terror lurked in that forest of shadows. The rain had stopped
faling The wind whipped the zinc roof. | tiptoed out of the room and shut the door
behind me. | fet different. | fet asif awind from the future was blowingthrough me.



The passage was empty. At the backy ard someone had attempted to start afirewith
wet wood. The smoke was terrible. Evening had fdlen with the rain. The sky was
gey. The backyard was full of puddles. With each step | took towards M adame
Koto's bar | felt our lives were changing.

There were no lights in the bar. When | went in | thought the place was empty. |
moved noisdessly to my place beside the earthenware pot. The front door was
patialy open. Flies buzzed and | could hear the wall-geckos scuttling between the
tables. As | sa | distinguished the outlines of women in the darkness. They sat still,
their heads facing the front door. After awhilethey began to spesk.

‘When are they bringng our dectricity, eh?

‘How should | know?

‘M adame K oto has been talking about it for alongtime.’

‘She has become apolitician.’

‘Only promises.’

‘And tak.’

‘They will bringit.’

‘And this bar will shine’

‘And oneday it will turninto ahotd.’

‘But when will they bringthelight?

‘Oneday.’

‘Oneday | will build my own hotel.’

‘“How? Will you stea the money ?

‘Politics will gveit to me’

‘“Will you fuck politics?

‘Isn’'t that what you too are doing?

‘Not only me’

‘Who else?

‘M adameKoto.’

‘Don’t mention her name. Her ears are everywhere!’



‘I hear that sheis pregnant.’

‘For who?

‘How will I know?Was | there when they did it?
‘It"s possible’

‘Anythingis possible nowadays.’

‘Who told you she's pregnant?

‘Yes, how do you know?

‘Peopletak.’

‘Peopleadwaystak.’

‘| don't believethem.’

‘Peopletak too much.’

‘Rumour is achegp prostitute.’

‘So what areyou?

‘| am not chegp.’

“You’ re chegper than shit.’

‘What about you, en? The men say your anus smdlls.’
“Your cunt smells.’

‘Even chicken can fuck you.’

‘Rat fuck you.’

‘Dogfuck you.’

‘Shut up.’

“You too shut up.’

‘Pigfuck your mother.’

‘Goat fuck your mother and produceyou.’

‘Shut up!’



‘“Why do you keep telling everyoneto shut up? ‘You too shut up!’

They fdl silent for a while. The wind blew the front door against the outside wall,
straining its hinges. Then the women started up again, abusing one another in
blistering phrases, their voices sharper than gass. One of them lit up a cigarette.
There was a lull in their bored quarrds during which the wind moaned in the trees.
Then, dl over the areg, the crickets started their trilling. During the silence M adame
Koto came in through the back door, a lantern in her hand. She looked massive, as if
she had somehow bloated in the dark. Her face shone. Outside | could see a pam-
wine tapper, his bicycle encircled with climbing ropes; kegs of wine, tied together,
danged from his carrier.

‘No light? M adame Koto asked.

She came over to me and shone thelantern in my eyes.

‘Soyou'reup, eh?

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Fed better, eh?

‘Yes.’

‘Why did you touch the bucket of snails?

‘| didn't.’

‘Liar! Do you know how long it took me to find them. And many of them are still
hiding. Why do you cause me so much trouble, en? Did they send you into this world
to punish me?

‘I don't know.’

‘And you have been searching every corner of my room.’

‘No.’

‘What did you find?

‘Nothing’

‘What did you see?

‘Nothing’

She stared @ me for a while. The women hadn’t moved. Their faces remained
anded towards the door. Then one of them looked a me.

‘When did you comein?



‘I don't know.’
“You better start going,” M adame Koto said.

| stayed still. She went behind the counter. One of the women got up, went out, and
came back in with three lanterns. She put them on different tables.

‘“When arethey bringyour dectricity ?
‘Don’t ask me questions,” M adame Koto said.

She came round the counter, went out, and | heard her hagding with thetapper. They
reeched an agreement. The tapper made a raucous joke. | heard him wheding his
bicycle away, leaving a rusted cranking sound in his wake. M adame Koto came into
the bar with three kegs. Flies followed her. Wine spilt on the floor. The women didn’t
move. When she dropped the kegs near me she planted her fists on her hips and
roundly berated the women for their lassitude. They jumped up and made themselves
busy, arrangng benches, washing cups and plates. M adame Koto went out again. As
soon a she was gone the women resumed ther places and ther motionless
expectancy. Then the wind blew a man to the front door. He stood outside, visible
behind the strips of curtain. He came in and looked round and two of the women
rushed to him and led himto asest. It was Dad. The women sat opposite him. | went
over and he touched me on the head, and said nothing. His face was gaunt, his bristles
were growing wild, and there was a vacant stare in his eyes. | knew something was

goingto happen.
‘Let’s go home,’ | sad.

‘Why? I’ve only just arrived. It’s been adevil’s day. Fetch me some pam-wine.
Whereis M adame Koto?

‘Goneout.’

One of the women brought him palm-wine and waited for himto pay. Hewaved her
off.

‘I don’t know you,” shesad. ‘So pay now if you don’'t want any trouble’
Dad stared at her as if he might hit her.

‘He smy father,’ | sad.

‘So what?

Dad, very reluctantly, paid. | sat beside him.

‘Oneday, hesad, ‘troubleis goingto blow up inthis area’

One of the women sucked her teeth. Another one spat.



‘Spit dl you like, Dad said. *Your trouble still remains.’

The women left him. He hung his head and drank slowly. The women began to tak
about the forthcoming raly. They built such a picture of this politica rally that it
sounded like afantastic bazaar to be hdd a the end of theworld. They taked of cows
tha were going to be slaughtered, goats that would be roasted on spits, geat
musicians that would perform, cars of dl kinds that would be seen, and they invoked
visions of money thrown out to the people from bags, of thousands of people
convergng from al over the world to be fed, to be shown the miracles of power, and
the promises of anew future.

‘Rubbish!” Dad said, sucking his teeth.
Thewomen were at first silenced. Then, in agravelly voice, one of them said:
‘It’s people like you who egat rubbish!’

Dad finished off his pam-wine in one long slurp and then he belched. He stared
intently a one of the women and the woman gared back a him. The wind blew the
curtain strips into a frenzy. We dl looked a the door as if expecting an unusua
personage to step in from the rain. Dad went on staring right through the woman,
through the wadls, and the vacant concentration in his eyes frightened me. The lamp
nearest the door fluttered and went out. Then Dad gave achilling laugh that began the
faintest tremor of a fever in me. He went on laughing, with an unmoving face like a
mask in the darkness, and his laughter seemed to affect the wind. Something shook
the rooftop. | heard the curious wailing of cats from theforest. The wind roamed the
bar like a disembodied spirit looking for somewhere to sit. When Dad stopped
laughing the room seemed darker and the wind had stilled. We were dl edgy in the
long spaces of an undefined expectancy .

‘Let’sgo home,” | said, ashiver passingthrough me.
‘Shut up,” Dad said, eyes still vacant.

One of the women stood up and sat down again. Another one got up and, rolling
her buttocks, went and stood at the door. In the faint light | could see a scar a the
back of her neck. She stood there for along while, trembling. The rain started again,
slowly drizzling. Dad poured himself more pam-wine. Another lamp went out. The
eyes of the women were bright in the darkness. Thewind started; | heard it howl as it
gathered mass amongst thetrees. A terrible spirit stirred in its movement. Gusts of air
rattled the zinc roof, | heard the trees protesting, the wind blew on the croaking of
frogs. The woman at the door turned and, shaking every inch of movable flesh on her
body, cametowards us and went round atable and sat heavily . She sighed.

‘No customers tonight,” she said.

There was a moment’s silence. | looked a the door. The curtain strips parted, as if
gving way to a great form, and a three-headed spirit came into the bar. Each of its
heads was a different shape. One was red with blue eyes, the other was yelow with
red eyes, and the third was blue with yelow eyes. The spirit had about ten eyesin dl.



It came into the bar, stayed a the door, each head looking in different directions,
smoke issuing from the yelow eyes. Then it moved slowly and awkwardly into the
room. | watched it in fascination, feding a terrible fever risingto my brain. The spirit
came and stood in front of me. Then, from across thetable it elongated dl three heads
towards me and stared a mewith itsten eyes. Thefever got to my brain and an awful
noise like an incessant drill started at thetop of my skull. The spirit stared a mefor a
long time. | could not move. The colours of its eyes began to hurt me, began to burn
out my sight. Then avoicein my skull said:

‘Shut your eyes.’

| shut them and could still see. The heads of the spirit swayed and then were
retracted. Then the spirit, walking through the table as if it didn't exist, went and sat
between the women. Two of its heads, in opposite directions, stared a thewomen’s
faces. The one in the middle, the ydlow head with red eyes, stayed fixed on me. One
of the women coughed. Another one sneezed. A third stood up and sat down again.
Dad burped.

‘Something stinks in here,” said the woman who had just sneezed.

‘| fed sick,” said another.

‘| want to vomit.’

‘I can't move’

‘And no customers.’

‘No customers, no money .’

‘No dectricity.’

‘Supid rain.’

‘Bad wind.’

‘And M adame K oto has vanished.’

‘Where has she gone?

‘How would | know?

They fel silent. The wind was still, as if theland had findly gven birth. One of the
women brought out some snuff and sniffed it violently. And then, for along moment,
she gripped the table, her head swaying, her mouth poised and wide open. The spirit’s
blue head was in front of her. Then, suddenly, she gave the most devastating sneeze,
which fairly rocked the spirit’s head. The head drew back, startled. The other heads
widened their eyes and the one on the farthest side began to sway and toss about. Its

ey es became very big. And then it burst forth with amighty sneeze which practicaly
threw me against the wall.



‘“What iswrongwith you? Dad said.

‘Nothing’

‘A woman sneezes and it blows you avay? Areyou not aman?
Then | began sneezing. Dad hit me on the head. Another of the women took up the
sneezing. Dad joined in. Soon we were dl infected with uncontrollable sneezing. We
sneezed for such alongtime and with such intensity, that it seemed we would lose our
heads dtogether. The woman who began it sprayed her mucus everywhere and
sneezed out the last lamp. Dad dislodged snot into his cup of pam-wine and then
knocked the cup over. We were dl contorted in paroxysms, when the wind, roaming
the bar, took our sneezing away, and in its place left five rowdy men who laughed a
us. Wedidn't redlise we had stopped sneezing till one of them said:

‘Is this how y ou welcome customers?

Then the women, wiping their noses, strugging amongst themselves, faling over
one another, rushed to the men and led them to atable.

‘Morewine’ Dad sad.

No one pad any atention. The spirit’s centra head turned to Dad as if he had
suddenly materidised.

‘And morelight!” he added.
One of the women got up and lit the lamps. The spirit was reduced in visibility.

‘Just because you have customers doesn’t mean you shouldn’t serve me’ Dad said
in abad-tempered voice.

‘Shut up,’ said one of the men.

Dad gave the man his vacant, intent stare. The men stared back at him. Dad looked
away, sank back into himsef, and became silent. The woman lighting the lamps came
over.

“You want another bottle of pam-wine?

Dad didn’t speak, nor did he look up. He seemed to have wholly retreated into
himself. The woman repeated the question. Dad still didn’t say anything. He hung his
head.

‘Leavethat usdless man aone,’ said one of the men.

‘If hedoesn’t want to answer you, let him swalow his saliva,’ said another.

Dad looked up and looked down again. A man sneezed. The spirit moved one of its
heads and looked a him. The woman placed afist on her hip. Then she went to the



backyard, came back with a bottle of pam-wine, and slammed it on the table. Dad
poured himself some wine. The woman went and sat with one of the free men. They
began taking amongst themselves. The spirit got up and sat next to the man who had
sneezed. Dad finished the cup of wine in one swalow and then, with his face set, his
eyes charged, he looked up. He surveyed the men. Then he stared at the man who had
sneezed. At first | thought he was staring a the spirit. The man he stared at did not
notice.

‘“What areyou lookingat? thewoman with the man asked.
‘None of your business.’

The man looked up and caught Dad’ s ferocious stare.
‘Let’sgo,” | sad. ‘Theran has stopped.’

There was silence. Then Dad stuck out his hand and pointed awavering finger, like
a man making an astonishing accusation. | looked to see who hewas pointingat. The
centra head of the spirit looked surprised and its ey es flashed different colours.

‘“You coward!” Dad shouted, standing up, pointing quite unmistakably at the man
who had sneezed, and who had an ominous scar near his left eye.

‘“Who areyou cdlingacoward? the man asked, rising.

“You! It was you and your friends who attacked me the other night. You are a
coward!’

‘“You aremad!’ theman cried. ‘You are athief! Your father was acoward!’

‘If you are so brave’ Dad sad in a thundering voice, ‘why don’'t you fight me
yoursdf, done, now!’

Another silence. Then the women began to curse Dad, cdling him a troublemaker.
They tried to restrain the man, their hands clutching his shoulders, tryingto get himto
sit down. The man shrugged violently and brushed away their hands. Dad was still
standing, trembling, his finger pointed, his jaws working A woman screamed.
Another one sneezed. My eyes were wide open. | couldn’'t seethe spirit for awhile.
The man came round the table. The women tried to restrain him. He threw them off.
The wind started. The man strode to the centre of the bar and made a great show of
taking off his voluminous garment. He was taking it off for along time. It got stuck
round his neck, entanged with the beads and amulets. Another woman screamed. Dad
poured himsdf another gass of pam-wine, downed it, got up and went round our
table. He helped the man to remove his voluminous garment. The wind started and
seemed strong enough to blow the bar away. | fdt the floor tremble. When the man
had taken off his great garment he fumed and cursed and then started taking off his
shirt. It took a while. Dad went out to urinate. When he got back the man was bare-
chested, except for the amulets round his neck. Scar-marks, like weird brandings, ran
down his chest and converged a his navel. His followers had by this time surrounded
Dad. It was frightening to see how collected and calm Dad was. | began to cry.



‘We don’'t know you, one of the women said, amid shrieks. ‘We don’t know you and
you come here with your ugy son and spoil our business and cause trouble.’

Her face was quite wild, her eyes twisted, her fingernails like red claws.
Dad ignored her.

‘So what do you want to do? the man asked, fingering his amulet. ‘Do you know
thisthing | have here, en?If you touch meyou will fal down seven times and then. .’

Suddenly — it seemed like a flash of lightning was lost in the bar — Dad had hit
him in the face. It happened very fast. The next moment the bar door was wide open
and the man had dissppeared. We heard him groaning outside in the dark. The
lightning vanished back into Dad’s fist. Then the woman with the red fingernails
pounced on him from behind. She howled like a deranged cat, scratched Dad’s neck,
and tried to claw out his eyes. Dad knocked her avay and shefell on atable. The man
she was with rushed over and jumped on Dad and they rolled outside. | heard them
strugging to get up. The woman who had been knocked over saw me, came over, and
gave me a resounding slap. The spirit regppeared in the bar. | ran outside. The woman
followed. | ran into one of the men. He pushed me away and | fell on M adameKoto's
signboard that was on the soggy ground. It was still drizzling. | could seethat thetwo
men were fighting Dad. One of them held him from behind, and the other hit him
from the front. Dad jerked forward and downwards and tossed the man behind him
over his shoulder. Then he flattened the one in front with a crackling punch to the
nose. Both stretched out in a messy hegp on the mud. Dad, satisfied, smiled a me.
The woman jumped on him and pulled his hair and clung to him with her nails. Dad
found it difficult to shake her off. And by thetime he had managed to do so the other
men inside had come out.

‘Let’srun,’ | said.

The men surrounded Dad. The two that had falen began to stir. | tried to beat them
down with a stick, but it did no good. The men, five in dl, tightened the circle round
Dad. Shrieking in unnatura voices, the women urged them on, urged them to kill
Dad, to rub his face in the mud, force him to eat dirt. One man attempted to punch
Dad in the face, missed, and tripped. Another one lunged a Dad and brought him
down. Soon the whole lot of them fel on the two bodies on the floor and formed a
writhing heap. The fight became confused. Everyone seemed to be hitting everyone
ese. Then, out of the wrigding mud-covered mass of bodies, emerged the ydlow
head of the spirit. It looked fairly confused. Then the spirit disentanged itsef
atogether from the fray and wobbled towards me and stuck its yellow head closeto
my face, so that | couldn’t escape its flaming red eyes. The voice in my head, again,

sad:
‘Shut your eyes.’

| did and could still see. The spirit blinked rapidly and the brightness of its ey es hurt
me. The men had rolled off the hegp. Dad lashed a them wildly, swingng granite
punches. Then he ran to the backyard and returned soon afterwards with aterrifying
piece of wood. | opened my eyes. The piece of wood had severd long nails sticking



through it. | shouted. The spirit, ten eyes widened, leant its centra head closer to me,
and sad:

‘They told meto bringyou with me.” *Who?

“Your friends.’

‘What friends?

‘In the spirit world. Your companions.” Dad lashed out with the piece of wood.

‘You had a pact with them. Before you were born. Remember? The men scattered
as Dad widlded his ugy wespon.

‘Hold him!” one of the men cried.
“You hold him,” said another.

Dad pursued them. They fled. He pursued the woman. She ran, screaming, towards
theforest.

‘They said | must bringyou,” the spirit said again.

‘I won't come’’

The other women in the bar were now outside. One of the men picked up along
branch. Dad tore after him with amurderous expression on his face. The man dropped
the branch and ran.

‘Cowards!’” Dad shouted, triumphantly.

He kept tearing after the men and they kept fleeing. Then hewent into the bar. The
women scattered as he gpproached. He re-emerged with a cdabash of padm-wine
belongngto his adversaries. He drank steadily while kegping an ey e on the men.

‘So you won't come? the spirit asked me.

‘No.’

‘What about your promises?

‘What promises?

‘They will beangy .’

‘So what?

‘Don’t say | didn't warn you,” the spirit said.

‘About what?



‘Remember that | have only three heads. After | havefailed, your companions will
send the spirit with four heads.’

One of the women jumped on Dad while he was gulping down the last of the pam-
wine. Then they dl jumped on him and they called the men to come and finish him
off. Dad strugded. The calabash broke. A woman cried out. The men agpproached
cautiously.

‘And after that they will send the spirit with five heads.’

Dad shook off the women. They fdl from him. One of them managed to snatch
away his feared wegpon of nalls and ran off with it.

‘And when it gets to theturn of the seven-headed spirit nothingwill be ableto save
you.’

The men gpproached Dad more confidently. The women began to throw stones a
him.

‘And if you somehow escape from the seven-headed spirit y our companions will
come themselves.’

They stoned Dad and caught him on the head. He stoned them back. But the men
joined in and soon stones flew a him from many places in the darkness.

‘Prostitutes! Yam-breasted women of hell!” Dad bellowed. They began to stone me
too. Dad picked up M adame Koto's falen signboard and used it as ashield. We edged
backwards into the bar. When we were inside we locked the front door. The spirit
camein through the shut door and pestered meto follow him. Dad piled up benches to
keep the door securdly shut. The spirit followed me everywhere, reminded me of
promises that were not his business, pleading, threatening, with ahead in front of me
al the time, and another head talkingdways into my ear. Thethugs stoned the door. |
heard them run round to the back. Dad blew out dl the lights. The men didn’'t have
the courage to come into the darkness. The spirit, luminous, its eyes blazing,
wandered around in the darkness as if it had lost its sense of direction. Dad cursed. He
said he was bleeding. The mosquitoes fed on us. Wetried to remain still. | had no idea
what would happen next. The spirit, slightly crazy, wandered about the bar, and went
outside through one of the walls. Thunder boomed above. The spirit came rushing
back in. Lightning cracked. The spirit, confused, staggered and turned in al
directions. The rain began fdling agan. We heard someone creeping in through the
back door. Dad threw something. A man screamed and ran out. There was a long
silence. Then we heard the loud voice of M adame Koto at the front. She banged on
the door. The thugs bolted to the backyard. The prostitutes rushed into the bar and lit
the lamps and hurriedly ordered the place and took the benches away from behind the
front door. The spirit came and sat next to me. The prostitutes opened the door and
made excuses for it being shut, saying something about the ferocity of the rain, and
M adame Koto, drenched, her face thunderous with rage, stepped into the bar. She
shook hersdf like a great feathered bird and sent sprays of water everywhere. Dad sat
still, blood dripping from his forehead on to thetable. The spirit’s blue head watched
the blood with radiant fascination. M adame K oto stared at us. She said nothing. It was



clear she was making up her mind about us in some way. She went slowly up the bar.
The spirit got up and followed her. The prostitutes cowered against the wals, faces
pressed into the shadows. Dad stood up and said:

‘M adame Koto!’

She stopped walking. Water dripped from the bottom of her wrapper. The spirit
went right through her. She shivered.

‘M adame Koto, your friends nearly killed metwo days ago. | saw them heretoday .
They fought me and stoned me. Your women stoned me as well. What are you going
to do about it?

She said nothing. She went on towards the counter. She waked through the spirit.

‘You are a wicked woman, a witch,” Dad said in an even tone of voice. ‘And,
because you don’t care about human beings terrible things will happento you. M eand
my son will never set foot here again.’

M adame Koto turned to look a Dad. She seemed surprised, but not curious, a the
verba attack. She looked a me. Her eyes could have turned me to wood. | think she
became our enemy from that moment. She carried on walking. She disappeared into
the backy ard. Dad finished his drink, took me by the hand, and led me outside.

The thugs were gone. The rain poured on us and we didn’'t notice. The forest was
one watery darkness. The street had become a pond. The gutters overflowed. Aswe
went the solid earth turned to mud and we waded through the slush that reached up to
my knees. Dad said nothing. The steady faling of the rain silenced al human voices.
Thesky was very dark. As we neared home Dad said, chuckling:

‘“We showed them pepper, didn’t we?

‘Yes.
‘That’s how to beaman.’
‘How?

“When peoplefight you, toughen up, study them, wait for theright time, and then
fight them back. Fight them like amadman, like awizard. Then they will respect
you.’

| was shiveringnow. My teeth chattered. Dad strode on ahead of me. Therain ran
down my back.

When we got home there was a candlelit, there was the smell of anew pot of soup,
the room had been cleaned, it was warm, the door was open, but Mumwasn’t in. Dad
changed into his towd and went and had a bath. When he came back | went and had
one. By thetimel got back M um was sitting on the bed. On the table was a great
bow! of steaming peppersoup. M um looked fresh but lean. She had powder on her



face and her eyes were bright. When | camein, my littletowe wrapped round my
waist, M um smiled.

‘So you and your father have been fighting everybody, en? | went over and sat on
her lap.

‘Did they stoneyou too?

‘Yes, but | dodged.’

Dad laughed. M um rubbed oil over me. | combed my hair, and dressed. | fell aslegp
in Mum’'s arms. Then | woke up suddenly. Thelight was different. Therewas a
mosquito coil burning.

‘Have some peppersoup,” M um said.

| was now on the bed. | got up and finished what was left of the soup. It was hot
and it made my mouth and head come dive. My eyes burned. Dad was on his three-

legoed chair.
‘| saw aspirit today,’ | sad.
They both sat up. ‘What spirit?
‘With three heads.’
‘Where?
‘In M adame Koto's bar.’
‘When?
‘“When we were fighting.’
Dad looked a me dubiously. Then slowly he sat back.
‘What was it like?
‘It had three heads.’
‘What did it say?
‘That | should follow it.’
‘Where?
‘Where| came from.’

They both fel silent. Dad shut his eyes, rocked skilfully on the chair, and then he
opened one ey e and regarded me.



‘It'stimefor youto sleep.’ | said nothing.

‘So they would have killed me and dl you would havetold peopleisthat you saw a
spirit, en?

‘No,” | said.

‘Gotoslegp.’

| began to spread my mat.

‘Seep on thebed.’

| climbed on to the bed. M um cleared the table and spread the mat.

‘If aspirit cdls you,” Mum sad, ‘don’t go, you hear? Think of us. Think of your
father who suffers every day to feed us. And think of me who carried you in my
womb for more than nine months and who walks al the streets because of you.’

‘“Yes, think of us,” Dad added. | nodded.

‘And’, Dad sad, sternly, ‘from now on M adame Koto is our enemy. Azaro, if | see
you go thereagain, | will flogyou and put pepper inyour eyes, you hear?

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘Sheis awitch, awicked woman. That’s why she has no children.’

‘But sheis pregnant,’ | said.

‘How do you know?

‘Someone said so.’

“Shut up. And don’t listen to what people say. I's she pregnant for you?

‘No.’

‘Then shut up and don’t answer me back when I’m talkingto you.’

‘Yes, Dad.’

| turned away from him and faced the wal so as not to see his frightening
expression. Besides | feared that if | looked a him it might make him angry and he
might pounce on me. He muttered and cursed for a while. He abused the thugs, the
party, his job, the colonidists, the landlord, and therain. His temper, feeding on itsdf,
gew worse. He abused M adame Koto and wondered doud whether he should burn

down her bar. At that point Mum put out the candle. | heard her shifting on the mat.
Dad went on cursing in the dark.



EIGHT

ONE MOMENT | was in the room and the next moment | found my self
wandering the night roads. | had no idea howl had gotten outside. | walked on the
dissolving streets and among the terrestria bushes. The ar was full of riddles. |
waked through books and months and forgotten histories. | was following a beautiful
woman with a blue head. She moved in cadenzas of golden light. She floated on the
wind of aroyd serenity. Superimposed on distant plangency of M um prayingin the
dark, the woman turned and beckoned me. | followed her smile and listened to the
fugd birds. She drew my spirit on to fountains of light and lilac music and abiku
variations. The ar was faintly scented with resinous smoke and incense, flavoured
with the fruit of guavas and cherries and crushed pinegpples. | walked behind the
woman for a long time, waking to the tunes of dto voices beneath cypress trees. |
heard someone cadl my name from a heavier world, but | went on waking. Beyond
the hair of the beautiful woman there was alandscape with luminous flying-machines,
gardens brilliant with passion-flowers and canalilies.

My name sounded heavier. The woman urged me on. Her face, gentle in the light

of a dreaming nebula, promised the ecstasies of a secret homeand, a world of
holidays. A rough, familiar hand touched me on the shoulder.

‘Where are you going, Azaro?

It was M um.

‘That woman told meto follow her.’

‘What woman?

| pointed a the woman whose smile was forever in bloom, whose hair was blue,
and who was disgppearing anongst the pomegranate trees and the chorae of roses.
Her head became a solitary cloud.

‘Thereis no onethere; M um said.

‘Yesthereis’

‘I"'m takingy ou home.’

| sad nothing. She lifted me on to her shoulder. | could still seethe head of the
woman. | could still hear the voices in passionate gardens, could still hear their
sunflower cantatas. | saw ddicious grls dancing tarantéllas in fields of comets. The
woman’s head turned to gve me a last smile before she vanished atogether in a
Milky Way of music. The air became void of riddles. | heard the last notes of aflute

adago floating across a lake of green mirrors. M um took me home over the mud and
wreckage of the street, over the mild deluge, under an arpeggo of watery stars. She



was silent. | smdt the gutters and the rude plaster of the corroded houses. Then dl |
was left with was a world drowningin poverty, a mother-of-pearl moon, and the long
darkness before dawn.

BOOK FIVE

ONE

THE RAIN GOD was merciless for two weeks. It rained so much that the
sky seemed to have become as inexhaustible with water as the seas. At night water
leaked through our celling, which we soon discovered was full of holes. M um had to
sacrifice her basins and pots used for cooking to catch the water that dripped down. In
our room there were so many containers that it became amost impossible to move
about. Some of them were near the bed, some in the middle of the room, some on the
cupboard. We had to move the clothes-line and Dad’s boots. One night as | slept the
rain dripped on my head: it seemed therain was corrosive and ae through new places
in the zinc roof. | had to move my mat. Sometimes it rained so much that the
containers filled up and overflowed, and the floor covered in water. Thefirst time that
happened | woke up thinking | had wet the mat. My amazement bordered on horror
when | thought | had pissed so much in my slegp. | got up and quietly tried to clean
the urine. M um woke up. | fet ashamed. Then, | redised the trick the rain god was
playing on me.

The rain swept down so badly that |1 could no longer sleep on thefloor and had to
share the singe bed with my parents. When more holes opened above us we had to
keep movingthe bed round the room. It got so awful that we couldn’t find a place that
wasn't lesking. We ended up settling for having the water drip on our feet. Dad
complained to the landlord, but he merely threatened to increase therent further if he
fixed theroof. We couldn’t afford therent as it stood so we had no choice but to settle
for being soaked through at night.

Sometimes in the morning we would wake up and find slugs, worms, and millipedes
crawling about the room. Little snails appeared on our wals. In the containers we
found tiny fishes. Dad was convinced that an enemy was trying to poison us. He
became suspicious of the whole compound and warned me not to take anyon€e' s food
or play with ther children. We became quite lonely .

The rains made the days short. | was ill alot of the time. At first Mum went
hawking with polythene over her basin of provisions. But as the weather got worse
she stayed a home and she made very little money. Dad returned in the evenings
covered in mud, his clothes stinking, his eyes mad. He developed livid cuts and boils
al over his body. His feet became raw and twisted. It was a rough time for load-



cariers.

Our street turned into one big stream. Water flooded into our rooms from the
qutters. Sometimes it rained so much the compound began to stink because of the
water that flowed past the pail latrine. During that time children fdl ill, and many
people caught strange diseases and had to be rushed hometo their villages for specid
herba treatments. Those who could afford it built little cement dams in front of their
rooms to stop the bad waters goingin. The rest of us sat helpless in our rooms and
watched the water rise. | was cold most of the time. When M um got back from her
restricted hawking she would bathe and change clothes and sit on the bed, huddied up,
her teeth chattering. With the steady drone of rain around us, there was littleto say.
The noise of the fallingrain penetrated our bones, our silences, and our dreams. Dad’'s
face took on awatery quality. Sometimes when M um came back from hawking, with
earthworms clinging to her ankles, and rain pouring down her face, | couldn’t be sure
whether she was weeping or not.

| continued to attend school in the mornings. My exercise books got soaked, the ink
ran, and | was flogged dl the time. Our improvised school-building, of mud and
cement, roofless and low-wadled, crumbled in the rain. Plants grew wild in our
classrooms. Snhakes dlithered in to our hygene lessons. And when the rain got too
much we held our classes under the eaves of nearby buildings.

On my way back from school oneday it was raining heavily. | passed M adame Koto's
bar. A lot of cars were parked outside. Through the curtains | made out women with
red lips and painted faces, men in bright clothes. | didn't see M adame Koto. As |
passed the bar there was aflash in the sky. It broke over me, and | ran. | fled towards
the forest, but the wind was strong. It lifted me up and flung meto the ground. | got
up, stunned. At that moment | heard a terrible groan. Then atreefel in slow motion,
as if in adream, and collgpsed on several other trees. Branches and leaves blocked of f
the road behind me. | ran towards the lightning flash. | ran on water. Stones chafed
the soles of my feet. The ran whipped my face. Feding that | couldn’t go much
further, my lungs bursting, | ran under the eaves of ahouse near us. It was only when
| was there, shivering, temporarily free from the violence of the westher, that |
redlised | had run right into the territory of the old man who had been blinded by a

passing angd.

He too was on the verandah, sittingin achair, his face turned towards me, his eyes
geen and hdf-dissolved. He was smoking a pipe. He wore a hat. When | saw him |
was scared. | was about to run out and brave the lightning, when he said:

‘Don’'t go, boy .’

His voice was both gentle and frighteningin therain.

‘Why not? | asked, trembling.

He knocked his pipe against the char, and gave me a sinister smile. His eyes
moved oddly .

‘Because, hesad, ‘if you don’t listen to me, and if you go, you will drown in apit.



Shakes will crawl into your mouth.
Thewind sprayed my face.
‘Comehere’ hesad.

‘Why ?

‘I want to seewith your eyes.’
| wanted to run.

‘Don’t move!” he commanded.

| froze. My limbs were numb. | was rooted. | couldn’t move. The old man laughed.
His teeth were more or less brown and his mouth was like awound.

‘COM E HERE!" he commanded again.

| stayed still. The wind rose again and hurled a fine spray of rain a us. After a
while, | felt mysdf moving Something in me moved. | resisted. But the wind was
stronger. The blind old man laughed as | strugded. | discovered that the wind had
divided me, had separated me from mysdf. | fet an inner sdf floating towards the
blind old man. Or was it that the blind old man was floating into me, invading my
consciousness? | wasn't sure.

The wind stopped. The rain fdl in silence. Everythingwent dark. | tried to blink, but
couldn’t. As if | had woken into a nightmare, thick green substances passed over my
eyes. They settled. Gradudly, my eyes cleared. When | looked out a theworld again,
what | saw made me scream. Everything was upside-down. The world was small.
Trees were like slow-moving gants. The rain was a perpetua nightfall, and night a
perpetud rain. The earth was full of craters. It kept moving as if it were a monster
fretting in sleep. The spaces between things were populated with the most horrifying
spirits | have ever seen. They had wounds al over them which dripped pus. When
they taked green spit poured from their mouths. | screamed. My eyes caught fire.
Then the smile of the boy-king appeared to me and vanished, cooling my sight. |
heard shrieking witches confessing their evils. The monster that was the earth opened
its gaping mouth and out sprang a big yelow animal with blazing ruby eyes and long
claws. It legpt into my eyes, and | fell back. A savagewind blew inmy head. My eyes
heated up again, and | thought they would combust. T hen blackness came over me.

When | opened my eyes | found mysdf still standing. Therain poured on my face.
Behind me the blind old man had fdlen off his char. He clawed the air with his
crooked fingers. His pipe was on the ground. His hat was intherain. And in the hat,
brilliant against the brown felt, was abigwhite cat. It was abeautiful cat with gnomic
eyes. When | moved the cat legpt. In an instant, it disgppeared. The blind old man
caled for help. A door opened. Two women came out. They saw the old man twisting
on the wet ground, his mouth open, choking. They saw me standingthere. They made
strange connections between us. They shouted. | fled out into the maevolent weather.
They did not follow.



Theran hurt my skin, but | ran without stopping. As | ran, | saw afuture history in
advance, compacted into a moment. | saw an unfinished house crumble under the
force of the rain. And then al that was left were meta rods sticking out of thewatery
earth. It happened so fast | was convinced | was still seeing the world through the
blind old man’s eyes.

When | got home M um was at the door, balingwater out of the room with aplastic
bowl. All the holes were leaking like open taps. The bed was thoroughly wet, the
clothes dripped. There were pots and buckets everywhere.

‘Help me empty the pans,” Mum said as if | had been there dl dong. | dropped my
school bag. Sill wet, | began to empty the buckets and pots. | put them back in their
places.

‘I'mcold,” | said.

‘Empty the pans.’

‘I'm goingto beill.’

Shewent on balingwater out of the room, into the passage.

‘If you don’t fal ill I will gve you a big piece of fried fish. And if you empty the
pots and help medry theroom, | will tell you astory.’

‘What story?
‘About rain and therain god.’

| emptied the pans with greater enthusiasm. Our co-tenants looked out a us from
their windows. The rain showed no sign of abating. When | finished emptying the
pots | got aragand hedped M um dry thefloor. Night fell over the rain. When the floor
was as dry as we could makeit, we washed our hands. M um went out to prepare our
dinner. | stayed in, overcome by a chill. | listened to the wind. | lay on the bed and
covered mysdf with awet blanket. As | slept | heard the momentous growlings of the
ran god. When he flashed his eyes, there was asharp light everywhere. Sometimes it
was like adazzling bottle hurled against ablack wall.

The room was warm with the smell of food. A lit candle was on the table. Giant
shadows moved fast on the walls. | sa up. Dad was punching the air, ducking,
bobbing and weaving, hitting out a his shadow. | watched him till he noticed me. He
sad:

“Your father is goingto become aworld champion.’
‘Of what?

‘I’'m going to be aboxer.’



He sounded very pleased about something He went on hitting out, grapplingwith
the air, in-fighting, blocking. The rain had become gentle. M um was looking better,
her hair was nest, her face gowed alittle. Dad boxed round her.

“Your father has gone mad,” she said.

‘“Why?

‘Heistrainingto be aboxer.’

We both watched him attacking the mosquitoes and the flying ants. He was
swesting and his face was screwed up in asurd concentration.

“You see how poor weare, M um said. ‘How are we goingto feed aboxer, eh?

Dad suddenly stopped, as if he had been struck in the stomach. Then he slowly
collapsed to the floor and lay there, pretending to have been knocked out. M um
laughed. A light flashed past in one of my eyes, asif | had acamerain my brain. For a
moment everything was still. The wals dissolved, the room vanished, and in the
relative space of that timewe moved to somewhere else.

‘We are now on themoon,’ | said.

‘Isn’t food ready? Dad asked, getting up and dusting his trousers.

M um passed the food and we ate in silence. Dad had atremendous appetite and he
ate the poor food with clear rdish. After we had finished Dad lit acigarette while me
and M um cleared the table. Dad smoked on his chair, draggng deeply and exhdingin
longsighs. M um sat down with her basin and began counting her money .

‘Thisrainy season is goingto make us poor,” she sad.

‘Soon there'll be abresk,” Dad said.

Then | remembered the story M um promised to tell me. | asked her about it and she
smiled, but went on with her cdculations, using al her fingers. Suddenly Dad
shivered, his shoulders trembled. He got up swiftly, put on his boots, and went out.

‘“What happened? | asked.

“Your father felt something’

‘What?

‘A message, awarning’

‘How?

“In his body .’



| fdl silent. An inexplicable dread came over me. | could hear the world breathing.
M um stopped counting her money, put the basin away, and sent me to buy a small
messure of ogogoro.

Outside it was dark. The ran had stopped fdling but the air was wet. Water
deamed from every surface. The passage was covered in puddles. The compound was
silent, as if the rain had extinguished dl the sounds. The buildings were still in away
| had never noticed before. The walls were wet through and water dripped down from
the rooftops. At the compound-front | heard water gurdingin the gutters. Therewas
no one around. The trees weaved in thedark sky and | could only hear them as leaves
breathing. | shivered and crossed the street. The burnt van seemed to have reduced in
size. Glass splinters on the ground were the only reminder of the photographer’s
cabinet. | knocked on the ogogoro-sdler’s door. It was awhile before she opened.

‘Yes?
Her serious face, with long scarifications, frightened me. | asked for the measure. She
took my bottle and went back into the room, leaving me in the wet passage. | could
hear the family taking within. After a while the woman came out, her face still grim.
She had a dollop of eba in one hand. In the room behind her | could see her five
children and her husband, seated in a circle on the floor, eating from the same bowls.
She gave me the bottle and my change. | left the compound, which stank of dried fish
and urine, and went to the front. | was thinking about the photographer when | saw a
man go behind the burnt van. | thought it was Dad. When | got there | encountered a
perfect stranger urinating on the door of the van. His urine steamed.

‘What areyou looking at?

‘Nothing’

‘Get away from here, you badly trained child.’

‘I am not badly trained.’

‘Shut up,’

‘No.’

‘What? he shouted. Then he cursed.

“You made me piss on mysdf.’ | laughed and backed away .

‘Who is your father, en? he asked angrily.

| turned and started to leave when | heard him curse again. When | looked | saw
that he was coming after me, urinating. | brokeinto arun.

‘God punish you, useless child!" he cried.

‘God punish you too, | sad.



He pursued me. | ran. The ogogoro spilled. | went and hid in a bush and crawled
round till I got to the backyard of a house. | could still hear the man shouting abuses
a the new generation of children. His drunken voice faded into the darkness,
occasiondly emerging louder.

‘Stupid children,” he said. ‘' Looking a my prick. Asif his father doesn’'t have one.’

When his voice had gone far enough | crept out of my hiding-place. The wind rose
again and whistled in my ears. A cat shrieked and leapt out from the darkness near
me. | jumped in fright. Blood pounded in the side of my face. Then | heard gentle
voices cdling me in the dark. | went towards the street. The voices moved. They
began calling me from the bushes nearest the front window of a bungdow. When |
heard the voices | was afraid. The wind dropped. When | answered the voices they
changed and began singng my name in twisted melodies. | chalenged the voices to
come out, to show ther faces. | was of the opinion that they were not spirits but
children mocking me in the darkness. | got angry and threw bits of wood and balls of
wet paper a them. But to my surprisethey threw stones a me. One of them got meon
the shoulder. So | put down the ogogoro bottle and threw stones back at them,
swearing and cursing. | got so involved with throwing stones, angry a not hitting
them, at not hearing them cry out, that | didn’t notice when the voices stopped. The
next thing | heard was the bresking of gass. | had shattered a window. A light came
on in the room. | heard a key turnin alock. The curtain parted and the blind old man,
holding a lantern, face pressed against the broken window, looked out & me with
malignant concentration. His eyes became flames. He shouted for help. It was only
when | redised that it was the house where the blind old man lived that | picked up
the bottle and ran home.

‘Where have you been? M um asked, when | camein.
‘Nowhere’

“You have sand on you. Sand and mud. You have poured ogogoro on yoursdf. You
stink of it. What have y ou been doing?

‘Nothing’

She got up and came over to me, menacingy . Her face changed.
“You have been drinking the ogogoro, eh?

‘No, no,’ | sad, helplessly.

She reached out, swifter than the wind, and caught me. She hit me on the head. She
lifted up her foot, took off aslipper, and lashed me on the back.

“You are still achild and yet you are drinking ogogoro, en?
‘No.’

‘Seding ogogoro, eh?



‘NoV’

‘Hidingin the bush and drinking, en? she shouted.

Each statement was accompanied by the cracking of the slipper on my back. | tore
away and ran to the door, opened it, and saw Dad standing there, like astranger. He
didn't move. Mum put down the slipper and sat on the bed. Dad came in, shut the
door, and said:

‘An evil wind is blowingin my head.’

Hedidn't sit on his chair, but stood at the window. T hen he said:

“How longwill aman haveto strugge?

There was a moment’s silence. My back was singng with the lashes. | wanted to
cry out, but Dad’s mood made it impossible.

‘Thereis some ogogoro on thetable,” said M um.

With vacant eyes, like someone who had woken up from a deep sleep into astrange
land, Dad picked up the bottle and went to the door. M um covered her head with a
headtie. Dad made profuse libations, using up haf the drink. He prayed to his
ancestors to save us from poverty, from hunger, from trouble. He asked for guidance
and signs of what to do. Then he poured ogogoro for us al and downed hisin one. He
shut his eyes.

‘Something strange is going to happen,’” he said wearily, ‘and | don’t know what it
is’
Dad stayed still, his eyes shut. Now and again he tossed his head backwards.
‘An evil wind keegps aman poor,” he said.
Me and M um watched him intently. He stayed silent for a very long time. M um
began clearing the room. The place stank of ogogoro and rain. | prepared my mat, and
lay down, when crude knocks sounded on the door. | thought of the photographer. |
opened the door and saw aman, awoman, and the blind old man.

‘That’s him!” one of them sad.

Instantly | tried to shut the door, but the man wedged it with abigfoot, and pushed
hisway in.

‘Who isit? asked Dad.
‘I don't know,’ | said, running to hide behind him.

The three gpparitions came into the room. A terrified look appeared on Mum’s
face. The old man — blind, chewing his mouth—waved his caneintheair. The other



man held on to the old man’s arm. The woman stood in the middle of the room, hands
agyessively on hips. The blind old man, cocking his head, moved his face in one
direction and then another. Green liquid leaked out of his eyes. He waved the cane
again and knocked the candle over. M um picked it up and stuck it back on the saucer
on the table. The blind old man’s cane hit her on the bottom and M um straightened
and the cane fell from the blind man’s hand. The woman picked it up and put it back
in his grasping fingers. Then she said, in an angy voice:

“Your son broke our window.’

‘| didn’t,” | said.

‘Shut up,’ said Dad.

‘He broke the old man’s window with stones.’” *You should discipline your son,’
the man said. * Flog him,” added the woman.

Then the blind man, moving forward, stumbling, arms stretched, confused by the
unfamiliar room, working his mouth, said:

‘Whereis the boy? Bring him here.” | went and hid beneath the bed.
‘“Wewant you to pay for thewindow,” the woman said.
‘Glassis expensive.’

‘Bring him here, let me hold him,” came the blind old man in a cracked, unnatura
voice.

‘How do you know it was my son who broke the window? asked Dad.

‘The old man saw him,” said the woman, changing her stance. There was silence.
‘Theblind old man? asked Dad, alittle incredulously.

‘Yes.

Another silence.

‘How did he see?

‘He saw your son stoning the window.’
‘How?

‘“What kind of questionisdat? ‘I sad how?

‘The old man can see when hewantsto.’

| looked out furtively from behind the bed. The blind old man was now completely



still, his hands frozen in the air, his head cocked, his ey es moving strangely. Then, to
my utmost horror, the old man pointed his canein my direction. Everyone turned
towards me. The blind old man, caught in asinister fever, began stammering. Weird
noises issued from his mouth. Then, suddenly, he broke free from the man who was
acting as his eyes. He came forward, pushed past M um’s knees, and tripped against
the table, fellingthe candle, plungng the room into darkness. He crashed on the bed
and fought hisway up. Dad lit amatch. The old man, arms flailing, aterrible, gutturd,
ancient how! pouring from him, charged towards Dad like amad anima. For some
reason Dad was scared, and he fdl off the chair. With uncanny resolution, the old man
moved towards me, ey es wide open, green tears streaming down his face. Then he
stopped. Dad lit the candle. With another howl, the old man pounced at me. | ducked.
He fdl behind the bed. The woman and the man rushed to pick him up. When hewas
standing again, he made another demented cry, threw their arms off him, like an
enraged beast, and stalked me again. M um screamed. T he blind old man tracked me
round the room. | kept runningin circles, round the centre table. | was completely
horrified a the thought of being clutched by the old man. Then suddenly hewas
silent. He became very still. He was like someone serenely fightingto get out of a
dream. The room changed. The lights became tinged with red. Then to my amazement
| saw that the old man had two heads. One had good ey es and a gruesome smile of
power. The other remained normal.

‘Come here, you abiku child, you stubborn spirit-child. You think you are
powerful, eh?| am more powerful than you,” the old man said, in aresonant, young
man’ s voice.

‘Leave my son adone,’ M um said before letting out a deafening high-pitched shriek.
The old man stopped in his tracks.

‘Wewill pay for thewindow,” Dad said, in avoice of conciliation. The two heads
of the old man became one. Then, as if released from a spell, the woman sad:

‘Of courseyou will pay.’

The other man came forward and held the old man. The woman gave him back his
cane. The old man slumped curiously, his shoulders dropped, his back hunched, his
head cocked. He became passive and frall. His bones rattled. He stumbled and
muttered. A macabre agedness came over him, as if his uncanny exertions had dried
up his life. Without another word al three of them left the room.

Holding our breaths, we watched them leave. When they had gone M um got up and
locked the door. Then she turned on me.

‘Why did you break their window, eh? Do you want to kill us? Don’t you see how
poor we are, eh? Have you no pity on your father? Do you know how much gass
costs, en?

‘| didn’'t bresk it.’

‘Who did?



‘The spirits.’

‘What spirits?

‘How can spirits break awindow? Dad wondered.

‘I don't know.’

“You use these spirits as an excuse every timeyou do something bad, eh?
‘No.’

‘“You'relying’ ‘I’'mnot,” | screamed. | beganto cry. ‘You'relying’

‘I’'m not. It was the spirits. They stoned me and so | stoned them back.’
‘Why did they stoneyou?

‘I don’t know.’

‘So you went and broke the window because the spirits stoned y ou, en?
| was silent.

‘Do you see what a dangerous son you are? You will kill us, you know. You will
kill us with your troubles. Look at what you'vedone. You let that blind old man come
into our room. Do you know what powers he has? Did you seetheway he behaved?If
he had caught you, only God knows what would have happened.’

Mum got so worked up in her fear that she came over and grabbed my ears. She
held them tight between her fingers and thumbs. She twisted them till 1 thought she
was going to wrench my ears from my head. | howled. My cry seemed to enrage her
further, for she pulled and twisted my ears harder and pinched them and then she
swiped me across the head. She hit me so hard | went flying across the room. |
collgpsed against the wal and slid down to the floor. | sat still, egyeing M um with a
vengeful solemnity .

‘Don’t look a your mother likethat!” Dad said.

| lowered my eyes and cried silently, tears dripping on to my thighs. | stayed like
that even when M um put out the candle. | stayed sitting against the wall when they
went to sleep. | didn't move from my position even when they snored and turned on
the bed. It did not matter whether they saw my protest or not. | was determined tosay
likethat to the end of time.

And then it was morning. | found myself stretched out on the mat, acloth covering
me. Tear-tracks were stiff on my face. | woke up happy. It was only after M um gave
me some bread and set out hawking that | remembered | was supposed to be angy
with everyone.



TWO

IT WASIN the evening, after Dad came back with the carpenter and apane
of gass, that | got thefull force of his anger. | was in the room when he returned from
work. He came in, put down the gass, changed his clothes, and went out. He didn’t
say aword. | followed him at adistance. He went with the carpenter to the old man’'s
house. It was the same carpenter who had built M adame Koto’ s counter.

The blind old man sat outside on the verandah, with a cat in his lap, and apipein
his mouth. He wore the same hat |1 had seen him in. Dad said nothing to him. He
showed the carpenter the window. With a hammer the carpenter broke the jagged
edges of the gass left standing in the window frame. T he noise startled the cat, which
jumped away from the old man's lap. When the dass fdl into the room it brought
protestations from the woman. She complained and insisted that the carpenter sweep
the room. The carpenter said he wouldn't, and dropped his tools. The other man came
out. Other people from the compound came out as well. The man began to push the
capenter around. Dad stepped in. The man pushed Dad around as well. | could see
Dad strugging to contain his anger. The shouting and arguing attracted a crowd. Soon
even M adame Koto cameto see what was happening and when she saw Dad shetried
to cdm everything down but only succeeded in drawing a spate of abuse from him.
She slunk away, cursing Dad and men in generd.

The argument about sweeping the room raged for a while. Then the old man
shouted that they should alow the carpenter to continue with his work.

‘Do you peoplewant mosquitoes to kill mein my old age!’ he said. The quarrels were
instantly resolved. Thewoman adlowed the carpenter to continue on the condition that
he made the gass fdl outside. The carpenter, however, only resumed work after Dad
had appeased his anger with bottles of beer and some kola-nuts. The old man nodded
as the carpenter put the gass back into the wooden frame. Then, asif to completethe
pleasure he derived from listening to the carpenter work, the old man cdled for his
accordion. While the carpenter fixed the dass and dextrously hammered away a the
little nails to keep the panein place, the blind old man played the ugiest music | have
ever heard. The music made the carpenter miss a nall and hammer his thumb. The
music made me slightly nauseous. Dad obviously hated it. He kept frowning & the
blind old man, who play ed happily, his pipein his mouth. Dad retreated to the far end
of the housefront. The carpenter, anxious to flee from the noxious sound of the music,
worked swiftly. The old man soon got tired of the accordion. Not long afterwards the
carpenter finished, the pane sat in the window. The woman complained that the gass
wobbled in its frame, but the carpenter ignored her and packed his tools. Dad swept
the dass into a dustpan and threw the rubbish to the back of the van. Asheand the
carpenter left, the old man said:

‘The next time that son of yours troubles mel will teach him alesson he will never
forget.’



Dad said nothing. He went home with the carpenter, and bought him another beer.
The carpenter drank happily. They talked about M adame Koto. They didn’t talk gbout
politics. | watched them from the door.

‘Comein, or go and play!” Dad sad.
I went in.
The carpenter, slightly drunk, offered to fix Dad's chair.

‘No, | likeit like this,” Dad said philosophicdly. ‘It reminds me that whatever we
sit on will oneday make usfall.’

The carpenter laughed, finished his beer, hagded about his payment, received his
money in agrumbling spirit, and left.

It was when M um returned exhausted from hawking, her face a mask of dust and
shadows, that Dad suddenly pounced on me. He whipped out his belt from his
trousers, locked the door, tore the shirt off my back, and flogged me mercilessly. He
lashed me as | ran, wincing, round the room. He thrashed me with the full energes
and muscles of his great furious body. His floggng filled me with lightning flashes of
pan. Every part of me burned with rawness. He had a savage expression on his face.
The bdt cracked like a horsewhip. | jJumped and danced in fiendish contortions. He
belted my feet, my neck, my back, my legs, my hands. He chastised me the way a
master boxer beats an inferior sparring partner, with rage and methodicd application.
As hedid so, hesaid:

“You are astubborn child, | am astubborn father. If you want to return to theworld
of spirits, return! But if you want to stay, then be agood son!’

| gave up running round the room and collapsed in ahegp near the door. | no longer
felt the pain. Not once did | cry out. He wanted evidence that his punishment was
being fdt. | didn't gve him that satisfaction. His anger increased. And so after along
time, when | was no longer sure whether he was still punishing me or whether | was
merely dreaming the pain, he stopped, gave up, hdd his am, and sat on his chair. |
lay onthefloor. M um came and lifted meto the bed.

‘Don’t gve him any food tonight!” Dad thundered, getting up.

That evening | watched them eating. Later, M um relented and gave me some food
in secret, but | refused it. Dad slept peacefully that night, snoring like a bully. The
next day | refused to go to school. | refused to play. | refused to est. And | stayedin
bed, growing in stature, full of vengeance. That was how | went into acurious state of
being. | began to feed on my hunger. | fed well and had a mighty appetite. | dipped
into mysdf and found other worlds waiting. | choseaworld and lingered. Therewere
no spirits there. It was a world of wraiths. A world of famine, famishment, and
drought. | dwelt amongst them for along time. M um would sometimes wake me up.
Dad gumbled incessantly about the amount of money it cost to feed me. He ranted



about the cost of dass, the humiliations | had made him suffer in secret and in public,
about the agony of his work and how | made his dreams wither because | was such a
bad son. | stopped listeningto him. | withdrew from the world of fedings, sentiments,
sympathies. | refused to eat the next night. My mouth becamedry. | lost energy and
felt mysdf becoming light. | felt aterrible ecstasy growingin me. | smelt theworld of
holiday s, the world of spirits. | saw thefields of music, the fountains of delights. My
head filled with air. My face shrank. My eyes expanded. | listened to the music of
famine.

On the third day of refusing to eet, | began to leave the world. Everything became
distant. | willed mysdf away, wanting to leave, singng the song of departures that
only my spirit companions can render with the peculiar beauty of flutes over desolate
mountains. Mum'’s face was far away. The distance between us grew. Dad's face,
large and severe, no longer frightened me. His assumption that the severity of his
features gave him power over anything made him look alittle comica. | punished him
by retreating from theworld. | tortured them both by listeningwith fullness of heart to
the unsung melodies of spirit companions. My stomach, feeding on the diet of the
other world, on the air of famine, grew bigger. | drank in the evils of history. | drank
in the food of suffering that gathers in the space just above the air we breathe, just
within range of al that we see. And then | heard M other weeping. | refused to be
moved. | sank into the essentia indifferent serenity of the spirit-child’s soul— the
serenity that accepts extremes of experience camly because the spirit-child is a home
with death. | did not sleep for threedays. | did not est. M um wept. She seemed along
way off, in aremote part of the earth. | ranged deeper into that other world.

On the fourth day, the amnesia of hunger began to spread its curious ecstasy over
my paradoxica soul. Then | found the three-headed spirit sitting beside me. He had
never left. He had been waiting patiently. He could aways count on the unintended
calousness of human beings, their lovelessness, their forgetfulness of the basic things
of existence. For awhile, the three-headed spirit stayed silent. Dad was on his chair,
polishing his boots. He looked a me furtively. | fet the fralty of parents, how
powerless they redly are. And because Dad said nothing to me, because he made no
attempts to reach me, made no gestures towards me, did nothing to appesase me, did
not even attempt asmileat me, | listened to what the three-headed spirit was saying.

‘Your parents are tresting you atrociously,” he said. ‘Come with me. Your
companions are desperate to embrace you. Thereis atruly wonderful feast awaiting
your homecoming. They yearn for your lovely presence. You will be treated like a
prince, which is what you are. Human beings don’t care. They don’t know how to
love. They don't know what loveis. Look a them. You are dying and al they dois
polish ther boots. Do they loveyou? No!’

| pad attention to the words of the spirit. And his words led meinto ablueterrain
beyond the hungers of the flesh. Sunbirds sangfrom branches. T he trees were golden.
| travelled on the wind of amnesiatill we cameto amighty green road.

‘This road has no end,” said the three-headed spirit.

‘Wheredoes it lead? | asked.



‘Everywhere. It leads to the world of human beings and to the world of spirits. It
leads to heaven and hdll. It leads to worlds that we don’t even know about.’

We travelled the road. All the trees around could move and had their own form of
speech. Every tree had a distinct persondity and character. Some of the trees were
quite evil and the bizarre forms of witches and wizards were perched on ther
branches, eyeing us with specid interest. As we travelled on | saw a bird with
M adame Koto's face. It circled over us three times and flew on ahead. The road
sloped downwards. The desper we went the more vivid the colours of that world
became. There were colours | never knew existed, colours so dazzling, so full of
hedth and radiance, colours that blurred al distinctions between brightness and
darkness, that seemed to occupy the highest octaves of new dreams, that | travelled in
a state of perpetud astonishment. The world kept changng. T he road began to move.
It behaved like a river, and it flowed against the direction of our journey. Travelling
suddenly became very difficult. My feet hurt, | was excruciatingy hungy, and with
each step | fdt like gving up. | had thought the journey to the other world would be
an effortless one.

‘Arewetraveling this road to the end?

‘Yes,” the spirit said, waking as if distance meant nothing.
‘But you said the road has no end.’

‘That’s true,” said the spirit.

‘How can it betrue?

‘From acertain point of view the universe seems to be composed of paradoxes. But
everythingresolves. That is the function of contradiction.’

‘] don’t understand.’

‘When you can see everything from every imagnable point of view you might
begn to understand.’

‘Canyou?

‘No.’

Dad got up from his chair and stood over me. His breathing manifested itsdf as a
heavy wind in the world in which | was travelling. The wind blew me on. | felt very
light. Every time my exhaustion threatened to wash over me completdy, this wind
lifted meup in theair. The spirit caught me and dragged me down to the ground.

‘Don’t fly away,” the spirit said. ‘If you fly away | don’t know where you will land
There are many strange things here that devour the traveller. There are many spirit-

eaters and monsters of the interspaces. Keep to the solid ground.’

Dad coughed, and | tripped over a green bump on the road. Wetravedled on. Then we



came to the begnnings of an orange-coloured valey. The colours of the vadley aso
kept changng One moment it was blue, the next it was silver, but when | first saw it
the valey was orange. Trees with each fruit as ahuman head populated the roadsides
and the high grounds of the valey. | recognised some of thefaces. Thefruits fdl, the
faces dropped to the ground, the sun meted them, they became precious waters which
flowed to the roots of the trees, and new faces gppeared as beautiful fruits on the
branches. The process of faling and regrowing seemed very quick and | saw severd
faces die and be reborn in moments between asinge footstep.

The valey was essentially populated with strange beings. Instead of faces they had
masks that became more beautiful the longer you looked a them. M ay be their masks
were ther faces. They had houses al dongthe sides of thevaley. They dso had ther
paaces and centres of culture below, under the earth. Their acropoles, dongwith their
fabulous cemeteries, werein theair. In thevalley they weredl hard a work.

‘What arethey doing? | asked.

Dad crouched low, his face close to mine. He touched me, and | shivered.

‘They arebuildingaroad.’

‘Why ?

Dad hedd my hands. | felt cold and began to tremble. He breathed in my face and
the wind amost knocked my head awvay and | kept being flung up into the spaces and
the spirit findly had to hold me down by my hair.

‘They have been building that road for two thousand years.’

‘But they haven't gonefar at al.’

‘I know. They have only built two feet of theroad.’

‘But they areworkingso hard.’

‘What has that got to do with it?

‘All they seem to be doingis building theroad.’

‘Absolutdy .’

‘But why arethey buildingit?

Dad touched my face and his hands burnt me. He shook me. | felt my bones rattle.
My head rocked violently. He churned the emptiness of my stomach, and stirred the
fury of my famishment. He stared deep into my eyes. Some of the inhabitants of the
valey stopped workingand turned their masked faces towards us. Dad threw me back
on the bed, got up, and left the room. T he people resumed working.

‘Because they had amost wonderful dream.’



‘What dream?

Dad slammed the door shut when he left the room. Theforce of its slamming shook
meadl over.

‘They had been living for eternity as faces on the great tree. They got tired of
eternity. They were the ones that the sun didn't met into precious water. They
became beings, people in masks. One day their prophet told them that there were
worlds and worlds of people high up. The prophet spoke of a particular people. A
geat people who did not know their own greatness. The prophet cdled that world
Heaven and said they should build a great road so that they could visit those people,
and that those people could visit them. In this way they would complete one another
and fulfil an important destiny in the universe.’

‘Why did the prophet cdl that other world Heaven?

‘Because his people are the dead.’

‘How can the dead have prophets?

‘Thereare many way s to be dead. Besides, the dead are not what you think.’

‘Carry on with what you were saying.’

‘About what?

‘About why the prophet cdled the other world Heaven.’

‘Yes, because the prophet’s people are the dead. Heaven means different things to
different people. They wanted to live, to be more dive. They wanted to know the
essence of pan, they wanted to suffer, to fed, to love, to hate, to be greater than hate,
and to be imperfect in order to dways have something to strive towards, which is
beauty . They wanted aso to know wonder and to live miracles. Death is too perfect.’

‘So why has it taken them so longto build so little?

‘Ther prophet sad many things which they never understood. One of the things
their prophet said was that the road cannot be finished.’

‘Why not?

‘What their prophet meant was that the moment it is finished dl of them will
perish.

‘Why ?

‘I suppose they will have nothing to do, nothing to dream for, and no need for a
future. They will perish of completeness, of boredom. Theroad is ther soul, the soul
of their history. That iswhy, when they have built alongsection of it, or forgotten the
words of their prophet and begun to think they have completed it, landquakes happen,



lightning strikes, invisible volcanoes erupt, rivers descend on them, hurricanes tear up
ther earth, the road goes mad and twists and destroys itself, or the people become
distorted in spirit and start to turn the road into other things, or the workers go insane,
the people start wars, revolts cripple everything and a thousand things distract them
and wreck what they have built and a new generation comes adong and begns agan
from the wreckage.’

| looked a the road with new eyes. It was short and marvellous. It was awork of
art, a shrine amost, beautiful beyond description, created out of the most precious
substances in the world, out of amethysts and chrysoberyl, inlad with carndian,
brilliant with patterned turquoise.

‘“Why isit so beautiful?

‘Because each new generation begns with nothing and with everything They know
al the earlier mistakes. They may not know that they know, but they do. They know
the early plans, the orignd intentions, the earliest dreams. Each generation has to
reconnect the origns for themsaves. They tend to become alittle wiser, but don’'t go
very far. It is possible that they now travel slower, and will make bigger, better
mistakes. That is how they are as a people. They have an infinity of hope and an
eternity of strugges. Nothing can destroy them except themsedves and they will never
finish theroad that is ther soul and they do not know it.’

‘So why don’t you tell them?

‘Because they havethe great curse of forgetfulness. They are dedf to thethings they
need to know the most.’

‘Can | tell them?

The spirit stared hard a me, and continued travelling. We went down into the valey.
When we got to the lowest point the colour of the place transformed from orangeto
deepest red. The sun was blue. Constdlations were visible in the sky, each star a
different colour, luminous and pulsing. The redness of the place camefrom thelights
convergng on the substances of the valey. The redness hurt me dl over and then it
changed, astonishingy, to a ravishing golden hue, pierced with a shimmering of
crimson lights. The vdley was a place of marvdlous redity. We went amongst the
inhabitants working in the valey, creating their road. As they worked, striking their
tools against the earth, aganst meta, compressing and distilling the gemlike
substances with which they made their road, they produced wonderful music. The
music came entiredly from their tools, from their work. When we were amongst the
inhabitants of that golden valey | experienced arare serenity. The people could not
speak; they had no need of speech. Lights came out of the holes of their eyes. The
lights were understood. They clustered round us and led us to their houses. We stay ed
amongst them and rested. We were treated like honoured guests, like people whose
coming had been prophesied in oracles and riddles. We were gven food, which the
spirit told me not to eat, but which he ate with great relish, feeding al three heads,
while | became more wraith-like with hunger. My growling stomach aarmed our
hosts. They held feasts in honour of our presence which lasted severd days. They had
clearly misunderstood the prophecies concerning our arrivd, if it was us they meant,



for towards the end of the feasting M um came into the room and wept over me. Her
tears became a rainfal which wiped away the most recent labours of the people. Dad
came in and shouted a me and his anger resulted in thunder and rainstorms and
hurricanes. The people began to look upon us as harbingers of disaster, bringers of
misfortune. They were so disgusted that they began to make plans to sacrifice us on
dtars of gold in the names of those most revered prophets whom they had consistertly
misunderstood.

‘It'stimeto leave,’ the spirit said.

Mum wept over me, pleading with rue in simple words of love, and | was alittle
moved. It rained so heavily that the houses of the valey got flooded. A river, roaring
and ddlighted with the prospect of fresh destruction, descended on the land, smashed
the houses, fdled the trees, which instantly regrew, and destroyed sections of the
enchanting road. The spirit grabbed me and led me over the wreckage. The acropolis
had become a place of ruins. Time had accelerated over the land. Heliotropes and
hibiscus, wal-flowers and canalilies grew wild in the once flourishing sites of the
enactment of their M ysteries. Their city stank of dead lands. The people were in deep
mourning, not for the children and families that had been killed in the flood, but for
the destruction of parts of their road. Their wailing sounded everywhere. The sun was
now apurewhite. The sky was black. The stars were drunk with the brilliance of their
own indescribable colours. The road of two thousand years had been lad waste and
the people bewailed their fate and some of them committed suicide at the loss of a
way and their bodies were burnt at the root of evil trees. Thewarriors began to search
for us everywhere, bdieving that only our deaths could in some way restore the
potency of ther ancient dream, the power of their way. As the spirit led us through
secret tunnels of water, up into theland, agroup of warriors attacked us. They stoned
us, shot arrows a us, and fired guns a us. We fled. | was wounded in the stomach.
Thewound bled into my hunger. | shouted a them, saying

‘Why areyou atackingus?It’s not our fault. .
“Shut up!” the spirit said.

| ignored him.

“...Your road will never befinished anyway!’ | cried.

| had barely completed the statement, which was drowned out by al the noise and
wailing around, when amost ominous roll of thunder gathered.

‘You areafool!” the spirit said.

“Why ?

The thunder broke over our heads and lightning cleaved the land and in front of us a
monstrous chasm burst open on that strange earth. On the other side of the chasm our

own road continued. The chasm was the lowest point of our journey.

‘Because,’ said the spirit, ‘you have annoyed their god.’



‘How?

‘Their god didn’t want them to understand what the prophet said.’
‘Then why did their god dlow the prophet to say it?

‘Becauseit is true’

“You mean their god doesn’'t want them to know the truth?

‘Yes and no. They will know what they need to know when they need to know it.
Only gods know the truth. Only &l of the gods united into one God can know al of
the truth. The people will have to become gods, and they are not ready, and will not
be ready for thousands and thousands of years. Besides, it is bad to have too many
gods in the universe. And so the people know as much as they need. When they need
more, seek more, they will find more. Do you think it is good to know dl the truth
when you are just beginningto build agreat road?

‘No.’
The spirit was silent.
‘I don't think they heard me anyway. Therewas alot of noise around.’

‘Don’t worry about that. The people are deaf to the truth. It istheir god you have
angered. Our journey will become abit more perilous, that’s al.’

It was my turn to be silent. All around houses collapsed of their own enigmatic will.
The road howled. The land contorted in the agony of a bad dream. The people were
bewildered. Wondrous flowers burst out of the barren places, sprouted out of the
wreckage. The blood of the dead bloomed into silver-coloured trees. Red geraniums,
like spontaneous flames, legpt into being on the golden edges of the valey. Roses
flowered in the ar. The acropolis smelled of death and beauty, the aroma of beauty
conquering decay. The weeping inhabitants didn’t notice the transformation taking
place under the adcoholic potency of theair.

‘How arewe goingto cross this chasm?
‘It was your fault.’
‘I amsorry .’

‘We are going to have to cross it. Your companions are desperately waiting for
your arriva.’

‘How arewe goingto cross it though?

The spirit said nothing. Thunder growled in the distance. The lights changed over
everything and the golden hue degpened till it became akind of radiant darkness.



‘| an goingto haveto tieyou to my back, because| still cannot trust you!
‘Why can’t you trust me?
‘I’m still not sureyou want to return to your companions.’

Before | could protest the spirit caught me, pinned meto the ground with its weight
of a mountain, and tied me up with silver cords. At the same moment M um cameinto
the room, lowered her face to mine, and embraced me tight. The spirit tied me to its
back.

“You' ve become so light anyway that you will be no problemin theflying’

Mum taked to me in the degpest hours of the darkening golden hue. Her embrace
tightened. The spirit stood poised over the chasm.

‘Areyou ready ?
‘No,” | sad.

M um pressed her warm faceto mine and lifted me up. The spirit legpt into the chasm.
The silver cord kept me steady. My feet danded. My hands were free. A powerful
wind rushed through my mind. My hunger enveloped mein its void. Something inside
me expanded with terror. The spirit flew over, fighting the white wind, dipping into
the chasm. There was a terrifying whiteness at the bottom of the abyss. | screamed.
The whiteness was aforcethat seemed to pull us down. Suddenly, | couldn’'t see. The
wind fdt like rocks hurled a us. The abyss was full of lurking terrors, monsters,
prodiges, black illumination, white cries and incantatory noises that never ceased
speaking with the wind’s frightening voice. With a supreme effort, the spirit lifted us
higher, into aroseate sky. M um held me doft and carried me to the bed. She hovered
with mein the air for awhile, spesking good words to mein the voice of thesky. The
spirit said:

‘Don’'t be afrad.’

| wasn’t any more. Mum's voicewas in my soul. The spirit hovered over the green
road and as we landed | heard a great noise behind us, abolt of thunder, the clapping
of mighty godlike hands. M um laid me gently on the bed. The silver cords binding me
to the spirit were loosened. They vanished. When | got up and looked back | saw that
the chasm had gone and the valey of gold had disappeared.

‘They haveregppeared somewheredse,’ the spirit said.

The spirit pushed on and | followed reluctantly. The road swept upwards. There
were no trees around. | heard the susurration of rivers.

‘Up a the top of the road is where dl the rivers of this world meet,” the spirit
informed me.

‘What happens there?



M um touched my face. Her fingers smelt of rosemary .
‘“When we et therel will tell you.’

Mum left the room and | traveled lightly. | found it difficult going up the long
road.

‘I'mhungy.’

‘Don’t eat anything,’ the spirit said. Taking my cue, he produced some food from
the ar, and ate happily. ‘If you eat anythingyou won’'t arrive and you won'’t be able
to return. You'll be stuck herein the dreaded interspaces.’

We travelled up the road for alongtime. | grew weary, but the spirit wouldn't let
me rest. We came to a swamp full of crocodiles and snakes. The swamp kept
bubbling. Yelow gases wafted up from the surface. And then the bird with M adame
Koto's face dighted on the bank. A snake slithered towards the bird. There was a
sudden noise, and the bird took off. To my horror ayelow hand emerged from the
swamp, shot up in the ar, and caught the bird with a terrible precision. The hand
withdrew swiftly into the swamp and the bird vanished under.

Further on | saw alizard with the blind old man’s face. It was playing an accordion
at theroadside. | chased it.

‘Come back!” the spirit ordered.

| ignored the spirit and pursued the lizard, which scuttled into an aquamarine
undergrowth. | tore after it into the undergrowth. The lizard ran on. | stamped on its
tal. Thetall came off. Thelizard stopped for amoment, mystified. Then | pounced on
its head with astone, but the lizard escaped me and dropped its tiny accordion, which
| squashed completely with the stone, producingalittle din of angry music. | was still
searching furiously for the lizard, to smash it utterly, for | was sure it would have
some sort of effect on the blind old man, when the spirit came and dragged me away .

We went on climbing the road. Soon its gentle green surface gave way to green
rocks and stones. They were sharp underfoot and they hurt with each step. Then the
stones and rocks became a fine spread of bright green gass which cut into me. | bled
al the way up the endless road. Behind me the redness dittered on the green, and the
blood evaporated, and its mist coloured theair.

“You need to lose dl your blood beforeyou arrive,” said the spirit. When | thought
| could no longer bear the pain underfoot and the hunger, when the roadsides became
littered with dried corpses, skeletons of babies, skulls chattering rhymed verse, the
road changed into a green stream. It was carpeted with thickly matted weeds. We
waked on the carpet of stream-weeds.

‘Soon we will get to the great river,” sad the spirit. ‘Be grateful. When we cross
the river there is no turning back. Your companions and the whole of the spirit world
and the goddess of the spirit-rivers will have a wonderful banquet awaiting you,
becauseyou arether prodigd friend.’



We travelled on. | dragged behind, my stomach flaming, my soles wounded, and
my blood no longer red but blue, like ink, inscribing my barely decipherable history
on the matted weeds. The spirit marched on in front, occasionaly looking back to
make sure | was still following. Then the stream became aplateau of cotton-wool, or
was it mist, or was it clouds? | heard wailing al around. The spirit, after awhile,
yelled:

‘Look! | seetheriver-bank!’

| did not share its exultation. We gpproached the river-bank. The river was an
expanse so smooth, so unruffled, it seemed impossiblethat it was composed of water.
It seemed like nothing, emptiness, ar. Near the bank, on what should have been the
water, there was a dug-out canoe. Next to the canoe was a figure, head covered in a
black hood, whom | assumed to be the ferryman of the dead.

When we got near the bank | saw no birds. No breezes wafted over the river. There
was no spray, no mist. Nothing stirred on its blinding expanse. There were no sounds
of any sort, not even the gentlest ripple of water could be heard. As we neared the
canoe the figure stood up. Over the expanse of unnaturd water, still and frightening,
an infinity of silver, the figure's reflections were multiplied. It was only when |
looked at theriver properly that | redised it was avast, undisturbed mirror. The canoe
stood on a haze of light, without troubling the mirror’s surface. The lights of that
world, convergng on its shimmering surface, made me utterly transparent, asif | had
disappeared from redlity, become a ghost. For amoment my ey es, suffused with light
and silver, were blinded. Then Dad came back into the room with the moon in his

eyes.

He hovered over me.

‘My son,” he sad, gently, ‘there is a wonderful wind blowing in my mind. | drank
the moon tonight. The stars are playing on aflute. Theairr is sweet with the music of
an invisible genius. Love is crying in my flesh, singng strange songs. The rain is full
of flowers and their scent makes me tremble as if | am becoming ared man. | see
great happiness in our future. | see joy. | seeyou wakingout of thesun. | seegold in
your eyes. Your flesh ditters with the dust of diamonds. | see your mother as the mos
beautiful woman in theworld.’

And then he was silent.

| wanted him to carry on spesking. His words offered me water and food and new
breathing. But he stayed silent and his quiet breath did not stir the slightest wind on
the face of the great mirror.

And then, to my utter astonishment, Dad kndlt by the bed. Herested his head on the
pillow and the smel of acohol floated on his quiet breathing. When he moved his
head, turning the moon in his eyes away from me, as if he were ashamed of revealing
something that would free him, the figure by the canoe turned towards us and lifted
off its black hood. Sanding there, crowned in black light, was anaked y oung woman,
with an old woman'’s face. Her eyes were harder, and dinted brighter, than diamonds.



‘Whereis the ferryman? asked the spirit imperiously .

The spirit’s voice reverberated, becoming sharper each time, over the horizon of
mirrors. Thewoman did not reply. Shetook astep towards us and for thefirst time
| noticed that she had the feet of alioness. Her eyes werethose of atiger. The spirit
went forward, atempted to brush her aside, to reach the canoe. Lightning flashed
from ther contact. The light was so dazzling that for awhile dl | saw were two
small moons revolvingin agass of clear dcohol. Dad was saying:

‘| see us dancing on lovely beaches. The water-maiden sings for us. | seethedays
of our misery turn over and become bright. My son, my only son, your mother has
never ceased being a young woman rich with hopes, and me a young man. We are
poor. We have little to gve you, but our love. You came out of our deepest joy. We
prayed for you. We wanted you. And when you were born you had a my sterious smile
on your face. The years passed and we watched the smile grow smaller, but its
mystery remains. Don’'t you fed for us? Every moment that my head is burstingwith
loads at the garage, my soul is brimming with good dreams for you. In this life you
have seen how sweet even sorrow can be. Our life gppears to be asad music. So how
can you come and then leave us? Do you know our misery? Do you know how you
make even that bearable? They say you are an abiku child, that you care nothing for
your parents, that you are cold, and that you have eyes only for that specia spirit who
is a beautiful young grl with golden bandes and copper anklets. But | do not bdieve
them. You have wept for us and watered the tree of love. We have suffered for you.
Suffering is our home. We did not make this strange bed that we have to sleep on. But
this world is red. | have bled init. So have you. Your mother has bled in it even more
than we have. There are beautiful young grls here with soft tender voices and eyes
tha God made with moonlight. Must | sing to you dl night, for seven days, and
sacrifice two white hens, and two dizzying bottles of ogogoro, before you hear me?
And even now your mother is wandering about in the night, crying to the wind and
the road and the hidden angdls, looking for a way to reach you. Does this life not
move you? When you play in the streets and see the children die, and hear the
mothers weep, and hear the old ones sing of each miraculous birth, is your heart
untouched? We have sorrow here. But we aso have celebration. We know the specia
joys. We have sorrow, but it isthe sister of love, and the mother of music. | have seen
you dance, my son. And if you will not listen to my song, | will not singany more.’

Again hefdl silent.

| tried to move, to indicate to him that | had been listening, that tears flowed in my
soul, but he made a sudden movement which darmed me. | heard a loud noise in
advance. | looked for his eyes. | saw only the spirit crouching, swaying violently, a
wegpon in its hands, attacking the woman. They fought one another through al ther
reflections. The spirit struck the woman and a great din, sted on sted, crashed dl
around me. The spirit went on striking her till golden blood flowed from her wounds.
She made no attempt to defend hersef. The golden blood flowed down her and
resolved itsdf into a dazzling protective shield. Then she drew a wegpon from her
body, and waved it inthe air. Suddenly | saw both of them mirrored to eternity. They
were everywhere and each reflection was red. And then, as if behind agass window
illuminated at night, | slowly made out Dad’'s face. He watched me with calm eyes,
while the spirit fought the woman. They fought on the river of gass, fought on the



canoe, fought inthe sky. And Dad spoke gently in my ears, asif | wereaflower.

‘We are the miracles that God made to taste the bitter fruits of time. We are
precious, and oneday our sufferingwill turn into wonders of the earth. The sky is not
our enemy. There are things that burn me now which turn golden when | am happy.
Do you not see the mystery of our pan? That we bear poverty, are ableto singand
dream swest things, and that we never cursethe ar when it is warm, or the fruit when
it tastes so good, or the lights that bounce gently on thewaters. We bless things even
in our pain. Webless themin silence. That iswhy our music is swest. It makes theair
remember. There are secret miracles at work, my son, that only timewill bringforth. |
too have heard the dead singng They tell me that this life is good. They tell meto
liveit gently, with fire, and dway s with hope, my son. Thereis wonder here and there
is surprisein everythingthat you cannot see. The ocean is full of songs. The sky is nat
our enemy. Destiny is our friend.’

Kneding by the bed, he sang wonderful tunes into my ears. He told me stories in
songs about our ancestors who had left their origina land and made a strange place
their home, about grandfather who fought a great spirit of the forest for seven days
and was made the Priest of the Shrine of Roads; about gods who divided the universe
between the land of spirits, the land of humans, and the infinite regons of heavenly
beings, and who gavein dl realms a specid homeland for the brave.

Then abruptly he stopped spesking The lights changed. Time contorted. Weapons
created great sparks over my face. Dad held aknife over me. | heard the cry of awhite
bird. The old woman, waving her weapon, golden in the brightness of mirrors, swung
a the spirit, and severed one of its heads. The spirit let out a horrifyingcry, utterly
human. The woman slashed off its second head. Feathers fdl in frenzy over me. The
blood of the spirit spattered my face and momentarily blinded me. And when | looked
agan | saw Dad tower over me, a white hen in one hand, a knife of menacing
sharpness in the other. M um stood with her back to the window, surrounded by nine
blue candles, and a configuration of cowries. Dad hed the white hen firmly, wings
and feet and head. Blood dripped down his arms. There was another figure in the
room, whose shadow expanded the spaces, filled it with the aroma of wild village
shrines, and the solemnity of rock-faced priests. He danced about the room with a
mighty fan of eage feathers that threatened to set the room into flight. His dancing,
fervent and insane, with red amulets and cowries cackling round his neck, became the
whirling torment of the twice-beheaded spirit.

The weagpon of the old woman with the feet of alioness had become golden-red.
One of the heads of the spirit had rolled on to the river of mirrors and its eyes stared &
the eternity of reflections in a bad-tempered astonishment. The spirit, turning round
and round, howling, spinning, confused, made for the dug-out canoe. He suddenly
jumped in, pushed the canoe out on the mirror, and began to row on the lights. The
old woman went towards him, striding on silver, weapon raised. Dad’s knife, full of
reflections, was lifted above me, as if | were to be the sacrificid victim of my own
birth. 1 screamed. The knife in Dad’s hand descended swiftly, slashed the air twice.
The herbalist released a piercing cry. The old woman struck the spirit a the same
moment, with a mighty swipe of her wegpon. Dad slashed the chicken’s throat. The
old woman severed the spirit’s last head. The spirit fought vainly in the canoe as the
chicken twitched. Its blood dripped on my forehead. The herbdist fell silent. The



spirit’s head, landing on silver, looked around, saw itsdf separated from its body, and
let out its final scream of horror, cracking the surface of the river. The mirrors
shattered. It became dark. Splinters and reflections caught in my eyes.

THREE

MUM WAS STTING beside me, stroking my eydids. Dad sat on his
chair, his forehead creased, stubbles of beard on his chin. There was a full bottle of
whisky on the table. There was the smell of superb cooking in the air. | opened my
eyes wide and said:

‘Whereis theroad?

Dad immediately rushed a me and kept my eyes open with his fingers. M um
poured a black liquid into my eyes. The liquid hurt when | shut my eyes. But when
they werewide open they did not hurt. | stared wide-eyed at everything The herbdist
was gone. His shadow and the flight of his eage feathers remained. M um made me
drink bitter herbs. Dad made razor incisions on my chest and shoulders and forehead
and pressed stinging potions on the cuts. | cried out for food. They pad no attention. |
tried returningto my journey but couldn’t shut my eyes. M um fed me water, and pap,
and orange juice. Dad, lingering in the shadow of the herbdist, looked as if he hadn’t
slept dl his life. M um was so gaunt, and bony, and beautiful in her sorrow, so radiant
a seeing me dive, that | wept for them both. Dad burst into song. M um stroked my
temples. | hadn’'t eaten for two weeks. The doctors had pronounced me dead. But |
had never redly left theworld of theliving.

FOUR

| WAS FED gradudly; from pap, they moved me on to heavier food. M um
spent much love creating for me the most ravishing dishes. | wondered where they got
the money for delicious soups of goat-mest and stockfish, the peppersoup full of new
yams, the vegetable dishes, the stews with aromatic peppers and bright-red lobsters. |
had become very lean and insubstantia, too weak to move. Waking was panful, my
soles hurt, my eyes developed odd irritations. Each night the liquid they poured into
my eyes made my sleep shalow. | slept the way rabbits do, with eyes open, to fool
antagonists. Dad stayed up most nights, dternating with M um, watching over me.
Candles burned into the dawns.

The herbalist came again on another visit. He performed rituas and treated me with
the degpest suspicion. He told Dad and M um to be kinder to me, to not shout, not
beat, not restrict me, to not quarrel anongst themselves, and he hinted at the prospect
of performing the ceremonies that would cut off my access to the world of spirits. He



said something about the importance of retrieving my spirit tokens which he bdieved
| had hidden in secret places. He spoke to them a night, while they thought | was
asleep. | immediatdy thought of him as an enemy. He collected his exorbitant fee and
when heleft hetook his sentient shadows away .

And so for along time they spoke to me gently, and trested mekindly, asif | werea
newborn child. When | ate the choice dishes M um prepared both sat opposite and
watched me, smiling. Mum’s eyes became bright with joy and, curiously, with pride.
Dad watched me as if | wereastrange and surprisinganima. They kept pleadingwith
me to eat morethan | wanted. They bought me soft drinks and Dad shared his whisky
with me. If they had enormous difficulties earning money, if Dad had suffered untold
humiliations, unspeakable torments borrowing the money or carrying loads, if M um
waked the entire city selling her provisions, cryingout in dust-dried streets, her voice
hoarse, they did not show it. Somehow my return had assumed great importance. | felt
bad that | may have increased ther suffering. | tried to please them, to run errands,
wash plates, stay in, attend school. But they seemed more anxious to please me and
they took offence if | tried to do anything. During that time Dad swept the room,
fetched water from the well, came back from work away s with a cheerful spirit, was
ddicate and kind to Mum, and would hug her often, and would sit on his chair,
smoking and singing bright ancestral songs.

It seemed that our lives would know anew dawn, take on new colours of sweetness,
and that in the warm spirit our miseries would be transformed into something
miraculous and tangble like the birds of heaven. The world was new to me,
everything was fresh. It was the earliest days of creation. | marvelled at cobwebs and
cockroaches. | couldn't stop staring a peopl€e's faces and their eyes. The fact that
human beings talked, laughed, wept, sweeted, sang, without some visible thingwhich
made dl the animation possible, the fact that they weredivein their bodies, contained
this thing called life in their flesh, seemed incredible to me. | watched babies with
open-mouthed wonder. | couldn’t get over the fact that we can look out of our eyes,
out of our inner worlds a people, but that people, lookingat us couldn’t seeinto our
eyes, our thoughts, our inner worlds. How transparent one feds, but how opague: it
mystified me. Even the act of motion, human beings walking on two legs, baancing
on them, surprised me. With eyes wide open from anew fear of sleep, | looked at the
world, | tried to see dl that was in it, | embraced dl things into my life. | hugged the
adarming mystery of redlity, and grew stronger.

Everything felt strange to me. Everything felt as if it were both floating away and
being reborn for ever. Even our neighbours who had grudges against us came one
evening to pay us a visit. They brought gfts of sweets, drinks, and lengths of new
cloth. They brought ther children to play with me. They drank and talked merrily
with Mum and Dad, as if there had never been great animosities between us. Ther
faces were dl vaguely familiar. | felt | had been avay alongtime. Duringthat period
names were a mystery to me and | pronounced their different nicknames or public
names over and over again as if for the first time. | played, it seemed to me, in slow
motion, with the children, touching them tenderly .

Our neighbours spoke warmly to me. As they spokel watched their faces. My heart
heaved for them al. Like a stranger, | saw the suffering on their faces, the years of
misery and suspicion, their extreme sensitivity to slights, the vigour of ther reactions,



the energy of their appetites, their boundless enthusiasm and hope. T heir faces, solid
and thickly masked with time, seemed fragle to me. Everywhere terror looked out a
them. Years of frustration had turned their eyesinto instruments which looked out at
the world with a peculiar, unforgving, sharpness; often, even, with meanness. And
yet, therethey were, with privation before them, hunger behind them, paying us avisit
to welcome me back from being dead.

FIVE

DAD BOUGHT THEM drinks. M um served them food. They dl taked in
subdued tones as if in the presence of acorpse. It was from them that | learnt of some
of thethings that had been happening during thetimethat | had been avay .

There had been a bregk in the rany season. Houses had been flooded and whole
families had been forced to move Sreets had become streams. Improvised
gaveyards had become so waterlogged that coffins had been seen floating past
houses, or beached in front of the abodes of certain minor poaliticians. Electric cables
had been brought down by the force of wind and rain and, some people added, by the
forces against progress. Fishes had been found in wdls. A snake had slid into a house
and killed a woman. People said the snake had been sent by an enemy. | heard stories
of politicians, who were members of secret societies, who tried to hold back theran
because of the grand raly which they had to keep postponing. | heard that M adame
Koto had joined them. | aso heard that one day she had slipped on the muddy ground,
had taken a nasty fdl, and had to berushed to apowerful herbdist. That was how the
tak went, from the most ordinary eventsto the most singular, from the man who had
raved under a tremendous downpour, swearing that he saw red eages with flowersin
their mouths, to the woman who was said to have gven birth to abigwhite egg.

They spoke of strange things and omens, of the blind old man who had woken up one
night screaming that a gant lizard was pursuing him and that it had smashed his
accordion. They spoke of omens in the movements of gant constellations. A star had
falen into the Atlantic. Another star had burst into being over our area. Birds of gold
had been seen a night. Sweet songs had been heard by women in the dark, songs
wandering down the empty street. People dreamed of statues that walked, bringng
gfts to the area; they dreamed of birds and butterflies, of hybrid animals, of antelopes
with jeweled necklaces, of beggars who were princesses, of arain of gold dust, of the
land suffocating with plenitude while the mgority starved, of a cornucopia two
decades long with darkness to follow, of miracles on hungry roads, of the wise man
who would emerge from nowhere to rule and transform the future agonies of the land.
They even tadked of widespread rumours, confirmed on two continents, about one of
our most important politicians who had been sighted on the moon. Listeningto them
instilled in me an absolute awe of theworld. | was lightning-struck by life. When they
left, my brain fairly combusted with the redities they had conjured in low voices. A
brilliant aura linked Mum and Dad that night. They gowed with an dmost spectrd
radiance. | felt exhausted and restless. | wanted to see the world again. M um sang.
Dad sad:



‘Birth brings dory .’

| slept on the bed that night. Mum and Dad slept on the mat. Later | heard them
moving and whispering, moving and shaking the floor, as if they were in a hurry to
fill theworld with gories.

SECTION TWO
BOOK SX

ONE

BECAM E STRONGER. | ventured out into the street. It dawned on me
that |1 had been granted a greater freedom, so long as | stayed dive. When | went out
to play it seemed that something had dtered the world. Bushes and strange plants had
gown wild everywhere. The rain had beaten holes in the gound. Streets were
unpassable for mud. Trees had falen across paths and roads. Electric cables danged
inthe air. | tried to wander — my feet had begun to itch — but water blocked off my
attempts. The rain too had made theworld smdler. In the forest the ground was thick
with mud and ydlow leaves and sacrificid offerings. | wandered about in the
devastation of our area. It wasn’'t much fun. The rain had completely joined whole
streets to the marshland. All the streets in our area were once part of ariver. As
aways, theriver god was claming back his terrain.

And so with nowhere to go | was forced to be content with the distractions our
street offered. As | had to avoid two places aong our street | found them both quite
magnetic. | climbed a tree, sat on a branch like an avkward bird, and watched both
houses. Children were playing outside the blind old man’s bungdow. He was not
around. His chair was on the verandah, soaked with rain. His window had been
broken and the room seemed empty. M adame Koto’s bar was different. The barfront
was covered in water and weeds. Planks on stones led to the bar. Her signboard was
askew. The curtain strips had thinned and | could just about seein. Electric cables had
been connected to her roof from a pole on the street. She was the only one who had
this privilege. A few cars arived a the barfront and blasted their horns. A great
number of women came out of the bar, chattering and laughing. Dancing to strains of
music, they filed across the planks. M adame Koto, her stomach bigger than ever, her
right foot bandaged, came out and waved to them. The cars drove the women away .

M adame Koto paused at the door, and surveyed the world. Her white beads sat
proudly round her neck. Soon her eyes fixed in my direction. She stared a me for a
long time. Then, to my amazement, she started coming towards me. | tried to get
down from the tree, but the branch caught the back of my shorts. | resigned mysdf to
what she would do. Rolling the fat of her body with each measured step, avoidingthe
treacherous puddles and mudholes without seemingto do so, she strode up to me. She



was massive. The sheer weight of wrappers gave her a queer grandeur. Therewas an
impressive new exhaustion on her face. She stood beneath the tree, fixing me with a
stare, and said:

‘Azaro, what areyou doing?

‘Nothing’

‘Do youthink you are abird?

‘No.’

‘Why wereyou staringa me just now?

‘I wasn't.’

‘Come down!’

‘No.’

Shedared a me. Then, suddenly, she sad:

‘What wereyou doingin my dreams?

‘Nothing’

She made an attempt to catch hold of my feet, but | withdrew them. She jumped,
landed badly, hurt her foot, and gave up tryingto get me to come down. She said:

‘If | catch you in my dreams again | will eat you up.’

Then she hobbled back to her bar. When she had disappeared behind the curtain
str4s her women came out and stared a me and made abusive signs. When they got
bored with watchingme | got down from the tree and went home.

Dad had returned early from work. He was bare-chested and sweating He had
attached a bag full of rags to the wall and was punching it. He looked a me, swest
pouring down his face, and sad:

‘MYy son, your father is practising’

‘For what?

‘To beworld champion.’

He went on hitting the bundle, making the walls tremble, each punch vibrating the
foundations of the house, grunts escaping from his mouth. He went on punchingthe

bundle till aneighbour banged on the door.

‘What are you trying to do, eh? he shouted. ‘You want to bresk down the wall?



Go and join thearmy instead of disturbing peoplée!’

Dad stopped punching the bundle and began shadow-boxing Each especidly solid
punch at the air was accompanied by the names of rea or imagined enemies and a
string of abuses. He jumped about, ducked, jabbed, threw upper cuts, feinted, and
bobbed. Foam appeared on the sweat of his chest. He grew tired. Hewent and had a
bath. When he came back | began to serve his food. He stopped me. He served the
food himsdf. We atetogether.

When we finished | went off to wash the plates. Dad sat in his chair, smoking. He
was restless when | returned. | watched him silently. Helooked at me every so often
and smiled. Not long afterwards the landlord turned up. He didn’t knock. He pushed
his way in, left the door wide open, and addressed his complaints to the whole
compound.

‘They tell me you have been bresking down the walls! If you damage anything in
my house thunder will destroy you. And you better start getting ready to move away. |
amtired of your trouble!’

He stormed away. Dad carried on smoking. He hadn’t moved. When the landlord
left Dad got up, shut the door, and went back to his chair. We didn’t say anythingtill
M um returned.

TWO

WE HAD NO idea how serious Dad was with his boxing. He began to train
dementedly. Sometimes he would wake up at night and bob and counter-punch, hit
and jab, swing punches and lash out a imagnary adversaries. In the mornings, before
he chewed on his chewing stick, before he ate, he would work out dl around the
room. He would wake me up with his footwork and laboured breathing. | would look
up from the mat and see his gant feet jumping around my head, his elbows protecting
his face. He punched at the clothes-line, till theline snapped. He punched at flies and
jabbed a mosquitoes. He specidised in fighting his own shadow as if it were his most
hated antagonist. He would get me to stand on the bed and hold a folded towd for
him. He would punch it from al anges. His movements became crab-like, and he
developed the oddest upper cuts. The more he became involved in boxing, the more
he ate. His appetite got so large that M um pleaded with him to stop. We couldn’t
afford the money, she said. Dad ignored her. We cut down on what we ate so he could
build his body. He didn’t know that we did.

It got worse. Dad took to sparringwith the air on his way to work. On his way back
he did the same thing, shuffling, performing fancy footwork, executing kink jabs,
throwing combinations. We began to think something terrible was happeningto him.

‘Poverty is drivinghim mad,” M um said.



People began to look at us as if wewere freaks. The room becametoo smal for Dad
to practisein. He had by then punched practically everythingin sight. He had made
my mat threadbare by standingit against the wal and thumpingit. He had punched
holes in the mattress. He burst the bottom of one of M um’s basins. He stopped
listening to anything any one said. He became so engrossed in his obsession. We
couldn’t understand it. But it was when hetook to boxing on the verandah that we
abandoned al attempts to comprehend what had seized hold of his brain. Something
had changed in him. His ey es became cool, serene, fierce, and narrowed, dl a once.
He seemed to look a peopleasif they weretransparent, insubstantia. His knuckles
became big and raw from bashing the backy ard walls. One day | stumbled on himin
the backy ard. He had acloth round his fists and he was hittingthe wal with al his
strength. He went on hittingtill the white cloth was covered with his blood. Then he
stopped.

‘To beamanis not asmall thing’ hewould say to me.

His shadow-boxing, however, began to attract atention. When he punched walls
in the backy ard the women would appear round the well, on the slightest pretext.
Fetchingwater without usingit suddenly became fashionable with the married and
unmarried women. He didn’t mind performing to the crowd of women and children.
But he got dissatisfied with the backy ard because the water spilt on the floor made it
difficult to do his footwork. Oneday heslipped and fell. The women laughed. The
next evening he shadow-boxed down the passage. And that night, when he thought
theworld was aslegp, he resumed trainingin the compound-front.

On those nights Dad had the best sparring partners. He fought the wind, the midges,
and the mosquitoes that rose from their millions of larvae dl over the swamp of the
road. | would wake at night and be aware immediately that he wasn't in the room. It
was the absence of his restless energy. | would rise, tiptoe out of theroom, and go to
the housefront. Like a hero of the night, done, invincible, and dways battling, Dad
boxed dl over the grounds. He dway's fought severd imagnary foes, as if the whole
world were against him. He fought these foes unceasingy and he dways knocked
them out. When they had hit the floor he would throw up his arms triumphantly . For
me, then, he was the king of the ghetto nights. | would watch him for alongtime. The
night became safer for me. And while he trained | would wander our road. When he
was around the night turned everything familiar into another country, another world.
What a new place the night made the ghetto! The houses were still. There were no
lights anywhere. Theforest was amass of darkness, adeep blue darkness, degper than
the surrounding night. The houses, the trees, the bushes, made of our road a curious
mountain range. The houses were humped like sleeping monsters in the dark. Isolated
trees were a cluster of gants with wild hair, sleeping on their feet. And theroad was
no longer aroad but the orignd river. M gesticdly it unfolded itsdf in the darkness,
one step at atime. It was when | wandered theroad at night that | first became avare
that sometimes | disappeared.

At first it frightened me. | would be waking aong, never able to see far, and then |
would pass into the darkness. | would begin to look for myself. | became adark ghost.
The wind passed through me. But when | kicked a stone, or tripped, or when alight
shone on me, | would become miraculously reconstituted. | would hurry back to our
housefront, where Dad was still training, unaware of my presence.



He seemed so solid on those nights. The darkness became his cloak and friend. His
eyes burned bright. Hetaked to the wind and his voice was powerful; it had weight, it
was the voice of a new man. When he had finished his training he would skip and
shuffle about in fascinating footworks, caling himsef Black Tyger. The name began
to fit. | never saw him so radiant and so strong as when he practised a night. And it
was through his night training that his name began to spread. When he shadow-boxed
he began to attract strange kinds of attention. | was watching him one night, with
mosquitoes swarming al over me, when | saw a singe light come down the road and
stop not far from him. The light was by itsdf. It was smaler than amatchlight, but it
stayed there and watched Dad box with the darkness. As time passed the number of
lights that watched him increased. One day | counted three of them.

‘Dad, there arethreelights watchingyou,’ | sad.
‘What?

He was startled to hear my voice. | guess it was thefirst time heredised that | was
there.

‘What lights?
| showed them to him, but he couldn’t see them.
‘It'syour eyes,” hesad, and went on with his boxing.

The lights watched him till he finished. They didn't move. The wind had no effect
on them whatsoever. When wewent in | looked back. They werestill there.

On another night Dad was training with a peculiar ferocity when | saw a bright
yellow par of eyes come from over the swamp. It stopped not far from Dad and
watched his moves. Dad ducked, shuffled sideways, switched from an anchor punch
to aright cross, from an upper cut to a hook punch and ended with ajab. | saw the
eyes following him. The eyes studied him as he changed from orthodox to southpaw
stances. | went over to theyédlow pair of eyes and found nothingthere. | went back to
where | had been sitting and the eyes resppeared. They stayed watching Dad till he
finished for the night. We l€ft, | stole back, and the ey es were gone.

An unusua thing happened the next night that | stayed up watching Dad. Thelights
turned up, one by one, as if they had a meeting, as if they were forming an earthly
constdlation. Then the yellow eyes came over from the swamp. And when Dad was
taking a short bresk after the night’s first session, a huge man stepped out of the
darkness. He was too big for me not to have heard his footsteps. It seemed he had
stepped out of nowhere, out of adifferent space. | couldn’t see his eyes.

‘Who areyou? he asked Dad. Dad sized him up.
‘My nameis Black Tyger,” Dad sad, fearlessly.

‘Good.’



‘And who areyou? Dad asked in return. The man chuckled.
‘They used to cal me Ydlow Jaguar,” the man replied. ‘ Good.’
‘So you will fight me?

‘Yes,’ Dad said.

The man chuckled again.

“Your fameis begnningto travel. But | will put anendtoit.’
‘Don’t talk too much,” Dad said, taking up asouthpaw stance.

It worried me that | couldn’'t see theman’s eyes. Thetwo men circled one another.
Dad lashed out a him and the man grunted. Dad hit him again on the face and this
time Dad cried out.

‘“You'relikewood!” Dad said.
‘Now you'retaking,’ the man said, and struck Dad in the face.

Dad fél, rolled over, and landed in a puddle. The man waited for him. | still
couldn’t see his face. Dad got up slowly, his head hangng. Suddenly he rushed the
man. Thethreelights dispersed at the assault. Then | noticed that many other lights of
different colours had appeared. The two men fdl in another puddle. They picked
themselves up. Dad hit the man with al his might. The man grunted again and Dad
cried out.

‘You'relikeatreg!’

The man launched a barrage of punches at Dad. And | saw Dad ducking, parrying,
shuffling, blocking with his ebows, bobbing and weaving, but he didn't gve way, or
gve gound. Then Dad, planting his feet solidly, let out a continuous anima cry, a
wounded cry, and unleashed an onslaught of wild blows. Herained them down on the
man. He released a veritable hurricane of combinations, of swingng punches, wild
hooks, vicious crosses, crackling upper cuts. | saw the man rush backwards, | saw his
head lower, his arms helpless. Dad didn’'t stop his cry till he had beaten the man into
the swamp. My spirits lifted with pride. And then the darkness, seeming to rise thicker
from the swamp, covered them both. There was silence. | waited. | heard nothing. |
saw nothing Then after awhile | heard feet tramping through mud. Dad emerged and
slouched towards me.

‘Whereis theman? | asked.

‘I don't know,” Dad said, his voice heavy with exhaustion. ‘He disappeared in the
swamp.’

And then | heard someone kicking in the mud. Then amighty voice, speskingwith
the power of the darkness, rose and sad:



‘| havejust started!’

And the man, al thunder and density, came rushing back into the fight. As he
pounded towards Dad, emergng from the darkness, two things struck me about him:
he was covered completely in mud, and his ey es burned ydlow. He descended on Dad
like a whirlwind, a mistra, a tornado. He shattered Dad's defences. He anticipated
Dad’'s every movement. And he knocked Dad about the place, cutting him down with
swift punches and combinations, merciless blows, blinding and accurate counter-

punches. Dad fel under the savage assault like a puppet. The man had become a
ferocious energy, an unnatura force of nature, a storm. Like the five fingers of

lightning over the forest, he appeared everywhere a the sametime.
“Your eyes aretoo bright!” cried Dad.
And then | redised that theyelow pair of eyes had joined on to the man.

‘| am a mad Jaguar!” the man boasted, and poured afrighteningtorrent of blows on
Dad.

The man went on beating Dad, pulverising him, crushing him with an avaanche of
ceasdess punches. | could see Dad fdling around in exhaustion and bewilderment.
There was a terrified and cowardly look in his eyes. Blood poured down the sides of
his nose and the corners of his eyes. Dad was taking a crued beatingbut hedidn’t turn
around and run. He took the blows. He absorbed them. He withstood them. He soaked
them into his body and spirit. | heard the wrenching of his neck. | heard therattle of
his teeth whenever the man’s knuckles connected with them. | heard the grinding
crunch of fists on bone. Dad cried out and groaned. And then he cowered. With his
fists bardy held up, Dad bent low, as if he were grovdling The man towered over
him, his ydlow eyes steaming in the darkness. And then Dad crouched. He made the
movements of a trgpped wild anima. Then, slowly, he moved this way and that,
swaying, hands in front of him like a praying mantis. Then | saw how Dad was
transforming. He was going back to simple things. He was going back to water, to the
earth, to the road, to soft things. He shuffled. He became fluid. He moved like alarge
cat. Siding backwards, he entered into the midst of the gathered arabesque of lights. |
felt a great strange energy rising from him. He was drawing it from the night, and the
ar, the road, his friends. The man closed in on him and Dad went on dancing
backwards, shuffling, floating on his agonies, into the darkness. The lights followed
him. And when his back hit the body of the burnt, rustingvan, Dad stopped. He had
nowhere elseto go. Then suddenly, and | don’t know why, and it may be one of those
riddles of the Living that only the Living understand, suddenly, | cried out. My voice,
sounding a moment after | had uttered the words, floated on the wind. My voice
sounded too thin and frail for what it helped unleash.

‘Black Tyger, USE YOUR POWER!’ | cried.

And Dad, dead on cue, utterly surprised the man with the unrestrained and
desperate fury of his own counter-attack. Dad rose miraculously in stature. And with
al the concentrated rage and insanity of those who have asinge moment in which to
choose between living and dying, Dad broke the chains of his exhaustion and
thundered such blows on the man as would annihilate an entire race of gants. | don’t



know if it was the sheer monstrous accumulation of al the blows and punches, the
howitzer combinations, or if it was just one that connected with the right place, but
suddenly, amidst the blur of Dad’s madness, the man let out a terrified howl. He
staggered backwards. Dad followed him, baffled, arms raised. Then the man stood
straight and still, his bright yelow eyes askew. The wind sighed above his head. The
yedlow eyes dimmed. Then they shut. When his eyes closed it became darker al
around, as if amysterious lamp had been blown out. Then like atreethat had waited a
long time &fter its death to fal, the man keded over slowly. And when he hit the earth
with an unnaturd thud, the strangest thing happened. The man disgppeared. Into the
earth. Into the darkness. | have no way of tdling Steam, tinged with ydlow, like low-
burning sulphur, rose from the wet earth. The gathered lights had dl gone. The night
was silent. And then ahyenalaughed in the forest. We looked for the man in the dark,
but couldn’t find him. Dad was mystified, crushed with exhaustion.

‘What happened? | asked.

‘I don't know,” he whispered.

We waited. The wind moaned over the sleeping ghetto. Branches creaked. We felt
around on the earth and then | came upon ahole. Dad went in and fetched amatch. It
wasn’t a hole, but the full imprint of a grown man on the ground, as if he had fallen a
long way. Dad was covered in mud and blood. His mouth had been besten out of
shape and his lips had grown monstrous in ashort space of time. His nose was dl cut

up and the swelings on his forehead frightened me. Blood drooled from the cut near
his ey es and from the corner of his mouth.

| began to fed cold.

‘“What was his name again? Dad asked, blowing out the match.
‘Yellow Jaguar,” | sad.

Dad gipped mein asudden horrifying redisation.

‘Yellow Jaguar used to be afamous boxer in this area,’ he sad, lowering his voice
fearfully.

‘What happened to him?
‘Hedied threeyears ago.’

A shiver ran through my bones. | heard the wind draw a bresth. Dad had besten a
boxer from the spirit world. He trembled. Then he held on to me, as if for support. |
could fed him quaking.

‘It’s cold,” | said.
‘Let’sgoin,’ hesad, hurriedly.

Then he lifted me up, ran back into the compound, and into our room. He locked



the door. He sat on his chair. In the darkness we listened to M um slegping on the bed.
Dad lit a cigarette. He smoked, his eyes blazing. | could smell the mud, the sweet, the
fight, the excitement, the terror, and the blood on him. | could smdl the fists of
Ydlow Jaguar on his spirit. | could smell Dad’s rebirth in advance. Sulphur stank on
his breath. It was a mystery. When he finished his cigarette he went and had awash.
He came back and swiftly got into bed. | heard him tossing, turning, and creaking his
body al night. He couldn’t sleep for thinking about the dead boxer. And neither could
l.

THREE

DAD STAYED AT home for six days after the fight. His bruises got very big, his
eyes swdled to extraordinarily bulbous proportions, and his lower lip grew larger than
a misshapen mango. He wasn't ill, but he wasn't well either. Helingered in acurious
state of shock, between agony and amnesia He was silent the whole time and his eyes
were vacant. Occasiondly he would gve me a concussive smile, an idiotic wink. We
had to feed him pap, as if he were the biggest newborn baby in the world. He slept for
long hours, day and night. He slept like a baby. He grinned like one every now and
then. He howled like one. And he sometimes even betray ed the curious stare of genius
that only babies and certain madmen have. For a time helost control of his limbs and
he jerked constantly on the bed. He drooled and farted indiscriminately. He made
funny faces and twiddled his great big fingers like a horrible buffoon. | expected his
wounds and bruises to reved the full extent of the beating he had taken. But the
bruises proved short-lived, the swellings were not darming, the growth of his bulbous
eyes ceased, and his wounds didn’'t bleed after a while. Thetrue extent of the beating
was not visible and that is what worried me. | watched him kicking on the bed like a
beetle or an upturned cockroach, as if he had found anew freedom to be aninsect, to
enter into other states of being not permitted to adults. He would be morose for hours
and then suddenly delirious and idiotic. Our poor relations came to seeus. They had
heard what transformations had come over him, but no one could find an explanation
for his condition, nor understand what had happened. All they could offer were the
usud litany of stories about the hundreds of strange cases they had picked up over the
years of consoling themselves on the miseries of others. We kept the business of
Dad's having fought a dead man to ourselves. During those three day s the house was
crowded with visitors and wel-wishers. Dad’s cart-pulling, load-carrying colleagues
came and they brought gfts and sat around, drinking in silence. Even the landlord
came to see us briefly. He hoped, he sad, that Dad had learned his lesson, and that
when he recovered he would gve up destroying his wals. He brought no gfts and
didn't even notice Dad’s condition, or the mood of the house. Everyone ese fdlt it.
Visitors were silenced by Dad's ddiriums and baby -taks, his flatulence, and vacancy,
his inability to recognise people, his fits of playfulness. He seemed very tragicin his
grotesque condition of an adult trgpped in the consciousness of a child. The mood in
the room was sad. It was as if an eephant was dying. No one wanted to see how
monstrously comica Dad was in his condition. If | had said that a fully grown man,
bearded and big-chested, married and with a son, was being born as certain huge
animas are born, | would probably have been chastised by al the grown-ups around.



On the day that Dad’s bruises began to take on strange colours, M adame Koto paid
us avisit. She too had heard of Dad’ s condition. When she entered the room every one
fell silent. This dso included those who didn't even know who she was. She sat on
Dad's three-legged chair. She looked a everyone and everyone avoided looking at
her. She had changed. Her face had become big and alittleugy. Her foot had swollen
and was wrapped in filthy bandages. There was apatch of rough darkened skin on her
face which made her expressions sinister. She had become more severe, more remote,
more powerful. Her perfume filled the room and her expensive clothes illuminated
everyone's poverty. Her stomach was bigger. Her eyes were fierce and disdanful.
Outside the room there were two men who had come with her. They looked like
thugs, paid protectors. M um invited them in and they stood in the doorway, blocking
most of thelight. One of them held abundle under his arm.

For alongmoment M adame K oto did not speak. Then, jabbing Dad on the shoulder
with her stubby fingers, she asked:

‘What happened to you?

Dad stared a her without recognition. She jabbed him again. He made insect-
noises. She turned to me. Then she looked round the room. She drew up straight on
the chair.

‘So nobody wants to tak to me, en? shesad, suddenly. ‘What wrong have | done
anybody that you al keep quiet when | comein, en? Havel stolen your money ? Did |
burn down your houses? Am | your landlord?

Therewas apause. Then:
“You too proud,” someone ventured.
‘And you support that party,” said another.

There was another pause. No one said anything. T he silence waited for her reaction.
It didn’t haveto wait very long.

‘“You aredl jedlous!’ shesad. * And none of you can touch me.’

She stood up. She began to gesticulate, waving her arms about, but Dad made
noises from the bed. M adame Koto restrained herself. She rearranged her wrapper, a
clear sign that she had put up with enough and was now leaving. She made her exit
address to Dad.

‘I heard you were ill and | came to see you. We are adl human beings. We are
neighbours. Your son helped me. | brought some gfts for you. | have no quarrel with
you. This earth is too smal for people to forget that we are al human beings. As for
these other people who keep quiet whenever | come into the room, they will see what
| am made of, they will find out what | am.’

Shetook the bundle roughly from her protector and put it on thetable.



‘| pray you should be strong soon,” she said, and left the room.

M umwent out with her. | heard them talkingin the passage. The people gathered in
the room were uneasy. Dad made faces a them. There was along silence. Dad went
on making strange faces, his blue bruises and his green wounds concentrating his
expression into a distillate of indecipherable mockery. He was actudly in great pain.
One of the gathered visitors, spegking for the others, said it was timeto go. But they
didn’t move. Mum and M adame Koto stayed taking in the passage for awhile. The
gethered visitors stayed a while too. In silence. When M um returned, her face bright,
the gathering dispersed, one by one, leaving their modest gfts behind.

On the sixth day, when Dad had shown a few vague signs of improvement, the
blind old man came to pay his respects. He wore abright yelow shirt, ared hat with
feathers in the fet, and blue sungasses. He was led in by ayounger man. He sat on
Dad’s char. He had brought his instrument.

‘When | heard that you wereill, | brought my accordion so | could play for you,” he
sad in hisweird voice.

Dad goaned. Mum served him ogogoro and the blind old man made a libation and
drank the acohol down as if it wereasoft drink and began to play the accordion with
astonishing vigour. Now and again he would swing his blind eyes in my direction, as
if he were demanding applause. He played blissfully, happily. He played the most
dreadful music that could possibly beimagned by the most fiendish mind of man. He
deafened us with the sheer fabulous udiness of his music. He made our flesh crawl
and bristle with his noise. Mum's face began to twitch. | kept jerking A strange
smell, as of arotting corpse, or of a great animal in the throes of death, rose fromthe
music, and occupied the room. It was incredible. Dad twisted and contorted on the
bed as if the crudty of the music were causing him greater agony than dl the
unearthly blows of the celebrated Yelow Jaguar. M um opened the door and window
to let the music out. Thefoul air of the compound came in. Dad began to sit up on the
bed, strugdging, kicking, fighting to get out of the womb of the vile music, as if he
were trgpped in a space too smdl for his spirit or his frame which was accderatingin
growth. Fighting to get up, he groaned, dmost weeping because the music hurt him so
much. The blind old man turned to me again and intensified the full ugy power of the
music. Dad was struck still, unable to move, frozen by his own efforts. Then suddenly
the old man stopped playing Dad slumped back down. The old man sad:

‘How many timesis aman reborn in onelife?

He chuckled, looked a me, and carried on playing with unrestrained zest. Then
someone came in through the door, bringng ghosts and memories and a magc,
fleeting smile. | looked up. A flash dazzled me. It was the photographer. He had just
taken a picture. He hurried over to Dad’s bedside. He made a quick speech about his
best wishes and hopes for recovery. Dad did not recognise him. The photographer
didn't let it bother him. He took Dad's hand and shook it. Dad made faces. The
photogrepher took another picture. The flash hurt Dad and he groaned. The
photographer, with an ar of mystery, sad:

‘They don’'t know | am here. So I’'m going.’



He touched me on the head, fondled my hair, put on his hat, and crept out into the
compound as if everyone were after him.

‘“When people keep running, something keeps pursuing them,” the blind old man
sad, in his sepulchra voice.

The old man started to play again. Dad was so irritated that, to our anazement, he
got out of bed and saw the blind old man to the door.

On the seventh day Dad rose miraculously from his condition. It was as if he had
snapped out of atrance. The colours of his bruises had become fairly normal. His face
was still disfigured, his eyes still swollen and angry, his wounds livid, but something
in him had mended. His recovery surprised dl of us. | woke up to find him jumping
and shadow-boxing again. He looked lean but his eyes gowed. It seemed as if his
illness and his escepe into the world of infancy had gven him fresh energes and
accelerated his heding He went to work, but came back early. He slept for a while,
boxing in his dreams. When he woke up he made me tell him about his epic battle
with Ydlow Jaguar. He made me tdl it severd times. He didn't seem to be able to
remember most of what had happened. He spoke of the fight as something that he had
dreamt, and theillness as the only thingthat had been redl.

Mum returned late and told us of the preparations for the great raly. She sad
women were earning a lot of money cookingfor the event and that M adame K oto had
offered her ajob. She asked Dad if she should accept.

‘Peoplewill think you are aprostitute,” Dad said.

‘But what about the money ?

‘Wedon't need their stinkingmoney .’

M um sulked for the rest of the night. It didn’t bother Dad because dl he wanted to
do was talk about his fight with Ydlow Jaguar. He grew so obsessive about the fight
tha al through the next day hetaked about it, made merepeat my account of how he
had crouched low, and moved into the dark, how he had launched his counter-attack.
The only thing that spoiled it for him was that there had been no one else gpart from
me who had witnessed the strange battle.

‘Areyou sureno one else saw it?

‘Yes.’

‘Nobody woke up?

‘No.’

Dad gunted in agony. It seemed to hurt him a little to have performed such a
heroic feat unwitnessed.



‘So no onesaw it?

‘No.’

‘Not even awoman?

‘No.’

‘No other children, no one passed dongthe street, no traders?

‘No.’

‘S0 no one else saw me besat him?

‘Noone’

‘Not even adog, aca?

‘Not even adogor cat.’

‘No strangers?

‘No. Except threelights.’

‘What three lights?

‘Threelignts,’” | sad.

He hit me on the head.

‘Then other lights came and joined them.’

He hit me again. | shut up. Dad was so impressed by his performance that he badly
wanted to boast about it. He knew no one would believe him. But that, in the end,

didn't matter because after Dad got well he developed interesting powers and a kind
of madness.

‘M ay be you haveto overcome things first in the spirit world, beforeyou can do it in
thisworld, eh? hewould say to thewind.

He went around, demented and restless, as if ajaguar had somehow got trapped in
his brain. An unbearable energy bristled in him. Whenever he came near mel felt him
shiveringlike agreat anima startled by its own ferocity.



FOUR

AND SO DAD resumed training. He woke us up with his exercises. He
went off to work, and came back early. In the evenings, after he had slept, he would
practise a the housefront. The neighbours, who stayed outside drinking and talking
because of the heat in their rooms, watched him. M ost evenings they brought out their
chairs and stools and made themsalves comfortable in anticipation of Dad’s arrivd.
When enough people had gathered he would bound out of the room.

‘Black Tyger!” the peoplewould cheer.

Then shameessly he would begn to shadow-box and make grunting noises. His
activity drew so much interest that street hawkers, prostrate from a whole day’s
wandering, would stop to watch him. Sdlers of oranges, boiled eggs, bread, roasted
gound-nuts, would crouch and stare a him. Some of them did quite wel for
themselves, sdling their wares to the compound people. Some of them, seated on the
sand, their basins of goods beside them, would eventudly stretch out and fal asleep
while Dad trained. M alams and children on errands, old women on visits and charm-
sdlers, dl stopped to watch for no other reason than that a crowd had formed around
him.

M eanwhile, Dad jumped about, throwing combinations to the four winds.

‘Isthis anew thing? one of them would ask.

‘Yes.’

‘Isthat so?

‘Yes’

‘A new thing, en?

‘Completey new.’

‘Sowhois he?

‘They cdl himBlack Tyger.’

‘Isthat so?

‘Yes.

The shop-owners and street traders around did excelent business on account of
Dad. They dl did good business, except M um, who was unaware of the interest Dad
was generating, and who a that moment was probably poundingthe dust of the great
ghetto wastes, sdling nothing but a box of matches for the whole evening. While
Mum wended her long way back home the street traders sold drinks and swests,
cigarettes and mosquito coils, kola-nuts and chewing gums, chegp sungasses and
kerosine lamps. They wove Dad's antics into their sdes cries; meanwhile, Dad

sparred with the air and dust and shattered bricks with his fist. He developed such a
reputation from fooling around at the housefront that everyone became afraid of him.



His fame spread on the wings of their fear.

I would wander round our area and pass bars and drinking houses and hear people
talking about Black Tyger. | heard his name mentioned in the wind. Women taked
about him in dark places. People argued about how he rated in comparison with
current boxing heroes and decided in Dad’ s favour, because he was unknown, because
he belonged to the ghetto, and because he was not afraid to show the range of his
styles to the people. When | told Dad about dl this his obsession grew. We became
very poor because of his obsession. We ate very little and he ate a lot, because his
increased powers needed it. His appetite grew legendary, like that of the eephant.
After he had trained for the evening, bathed, drank bottled malt and stout, he would
settle down to eat. He ate ravenously. We would stare a him in horror as he
swallowed mighty bdls of eba

‘There was once aman,” M um would say to me, ‘who choked on eba. They had to
cut open his throat to get it out.’

‘That man was not Black Tyger,” Dad would say, in between one gulp and another.

Not only did he swalow such death-defying dollops of eba, he ate gargantuan
guantities as well. He ate as if his body were some sort of abyss. And he atefast, as if
he were attacking the food, rangng counter-gulps and eating-combinations on the
massive portion. He ate so much that Mum became very lean indeed and | lost
gppetite for food. Dad did dl our eating for us. And a the end of every med he
aways complained about how the eba was never enough and how he could have done
with more stew. He never spoke of the taste of the cooking. My stomach began to

expand.

What made dl this worse was that he brought back less money from work. He spent
al his time thinking about boxing Hewould travel long distances to seeafreeor a
chegp boxing match. Hewould disgppear for hours. Then he began to spend less
money on food. For onething, he drank more. After he had esten he would go out and

visit around of bars and everywhere, on account of his new-found fame, people
bought him drinks. He would come home drunk. The more he trained, the more he

drank. And the more he drank, the madder he became, the more restless. He could
spend an hour cresking his joints, freeing his body of trapped energes and frustrated
dreams of greatness.

He began to scare us. In the evenings, when | knew he was coming back from
drinking, I would take to wandering the streets. But in the late afternoons, when he
trained outside, | was dway s in the crowd watching him improvise and conjure new
movements into being. People began, however, to comment on my swelling stomach.
While keenly watching him exercise, two men said:

‘His son starves.’

‘Hiswifeis lean.’

‘Haveyou noticed that as he gets stronger . .’



‘His son gets thinner.’

‘While his power increases . .’
‘His wife' s presence decreases.’
‘While he learns new tricks . .’
‘His son’s legs become like sticks.’
The pair of them laughed. A deeper voicein the crowd sad:
‘Heeats up dl their food.’

A woman said:

‘ Something has entered his head.’
The pair of wits began again:
‘Bigman ..’

‘With no shame.’

‘Bigmuscles. .’

‘With no bran.’

They laughed drunkenly. Hearing dl this didn’t make metoo happy and after some
time | temporarily stopped watchingDad train. | played donein the street while
peoplewatched him perform his new feats. He had now taken to breaking planks with
his fists, smashing bottles on his head, lifting severa people on his arms, and bending
meta rods round his ebows.

| was sitting done, avay from the crowd, watching the street, when a sharp flash of
blue cracked me between the eyes. | heard the blind old man cry. out. | didn't
understand. A dogbarked. The sky was clear. | watched the street and then suddenly |
saw the metd rim of a bicycle whed rolling dong by itsdf. | froze. The metd rim,
rolling aong, dispersed flashes of lights with each revolution. | waited. | looked
around. The street was empty, but the meta rim rolled towards the burnt van. | heard
a noise. | blinked. And when | looked again | saw a shadow, and then the shadow

became a boy. He wore white shorts and a blue shirt and he was driving the hoop
aong, round and round the burnt van. Where had he come from? | was amazed. He

seemed to have appeared from nowhere. | was furious. And then, just as suddenly, he
disappeared. | got up and went to the van. The metd hoop was on the ground. |
looked round the van and saw nothing. | was about to leave when ashadow blocking
out the sun from my face made me turn round. Standing on the top of thevan, likea
child-conqueror surveying his newly won lands, was the boy who had been burnt out



of redity during the blistering afternoons of the harmattan and who had now
materialised in the bresk of the rainy season. He was watching Dad practise from his

height.

‘Areyou the boy who vanished? | asked.

‘No.’

‘Did you turn into your own shadow?

‘No.’

He answered my questions, barely gving me agance.

‘Comedown!’ | said. ‘Why?

“You are not alowed to play on thevan.’

‘“Why not?
Disconcerted by his serenity, | clambered up the van and tried to push him down. We
began to fight. | hit him in the face and he hit meback. I hit him again and he grabbed
me round the waist and we wrestled. He tripped me, | fel, and he fel on me,
knocking the wind out of my chest. Soon we were on solid ground. | kicked him, he
caught my foot, and threw me down. | jumped back up and lashed out in dl
directions, with the sort of blind ferocity that Dad sometimes had, and one of my
punches made contact. His nose sprouted blood. He was untroubled by the bleeding
and he unleashed a volley of blows on me, cracking the side of my face, and we
wrestled again, and fell, and we got up, and hit one another blindly and soon severd
adult hands tore us away from one another. Like two wild fighting cocks separated in
abloody battle, we kicked and raged in the air, cursing and swearing.

On another day, when Dad was training, | saw the boy standing on thetop of the
van again. | went over.

‘Come down from there!’ | sad.

‘No.’

| clambered up again. Hedidn't move.

‘My father’, he said, ‘ has gven me something specid.’
‘For what?

‘If you touch me...’

‘Yes...

‘And | hit you...’



‘Yes. .

“You will fall down seven times and then die’

‘Who isyour father? | asked him.

‘My father isagreat cobbler and carpenter,” hereplied.

‘My father’, | said, ‘is Black Tyger.’

Andthen | hit himintheface. He hit me back. Nothing happened. | began to laugh.
‘Why areyou laughing?

‘Because of the stupid thing your father gaveyou.’

He didn't say anything After a while he got down from the van and went and
played nearer the crowd watching Dad. | stayed on the van for some time. It wasn't
much fun and | got bored and | noticed that people were staringat me. | got down and
went to look for the boy. At first he didn’t want to tak to me. Then | told him again
that the man shadow-boxingwas my father. His facelit up in transferred admiration.

‘What’ s y our name?
‘Ade. What’s yours?

| told him. We shook hands. His father was a cobbler and carpenter and a fierce
supporter of the politica party on the side of the poor. He was aso something of a

medicine man and counted many feared thugs as family friends. | was somewhat
impressed.

He took me to their house. They lived in our area, in one smal room. Their family
was large; his father had two wives and ten children. | don’t know how they al
managed in that room. His mother was buck-toothed and small and ferocious. She
was the eldest wife. His father had great scarifications, noble and impressive likethe
statues of ancient warriors; he was tal and his spirit was rather terrifying. His teeth
were kola-nut-stained and his eyes bloodshot, and he beat his children alot, in the
name of the sternest and most corrective discipline. His voice had a chilling, piercing
qudity. I didn’t like him much.

Ade took me to his father’s workshop and showed methetools of histrade— his
hammers and tongs, his chisds and boxes of heavy nalls, his long work-bench and
tables crowded with a mountainous tumble of shoes and handbags, the place smelling
of due and rusted nails and old metal and raw earth and ancient wine spilled on fresh-
planed wood. The shadows gave off the aroma of cobwebs and the intense sleep of
cockchafers, of fetishes twisting on rafters. The ceiling was dark with a fastness of
ancient cobwebs, and lengths of leather hung from the celling. The workshop was an
exciting place and it seemed | had found an entirdly new universein which to explore
and play. We tried on the different shoes, with their incredible variety of sizes and
shapes. We hid behind the cabinet. We banged nails into fresh-planed wood. We



dued bits of abandoned leather together, trying to creste new shoes instantly. We
were totaly absorbed in our play when his father came in suddenly. He saw us
playing, saw the laughter on our faces, and brought out the long whip he kept on a
nail behind the door. He thrashed us on the backs and we ran out screaming. | decided
not to go there again.

| tried to get Ade to wander the streets with me, but he never went far. He was
scared of his parents. If they cdled him and he didn’t answer he got whipped for it
later. | told him to run away from home and to come and stay with us, but he was
afrad. He said his father would thrash him and put pepper on the wounds. He showed
me his back and | saw the old whip marks alongwith numerous razor incisions for the
herba trestments he received. | fet sad for him. And because of him | didn’'t go
wandering for awhile. | tried to take him to M adame Koto's place, but hewouldn’t
oo there @ther. His father had told him that she was a witch who supported their
politica enemies.

We were playingin the forest oneday when we came upon M adame Koto. Shelay on
the earth, a the root of the legendary iroko tree, her white beads like ajewdled snake
in her hand. When she heard us coming she jumped up and dusted hersdf. Shelooked
very embarrassed.

‘“Who's your friend? she asked, blinking.

‘Ade’ | sad.
She gave him a curious intense scrutiny. Ade said he was going home. He wandered
off and waited ashort distance away, watching us furtively. M adame K oto turned her
disquieting gaze on me. She studied my stomach. The merest hint of compassion

crossed her face.

‘Soyou don't likemy bar any more, en?

She smiled.

‘Areyou hungy? ‘No.’

‘How isyour father?

‘No.’

She stared & me. Then she unwound her wrapper and untied the big knot at the end.
| had never seen so much money in my life. She had athick wad of pound notes a her
wrapper end that could easily have choked ahorse. She unwrapped severa notes and

gave them to me. At first, lookingover a Ade, | refused. But she pressed them on me,
shutting my fingers tightly.



‘If your mother asks, tell her you found themin the forest, en?
‘No.’

‘Don’t tell her | gavethem to you, you understand?

‘Yes.

She touched me gently on the head. For the first time | saw that she had changed.
She was now wholly enveloped in an invisible aura of power, a force-field of dread.
Her stomach was redly big and she seemed very wide. There was a heaviness about
her that made her look as if weariness had moved into her face as a permanent con-
dition. Even her shadow weighed me down. Her eyes were distant. They couldn’'t
come near human beings any more. They had the same quality that the eyes of lions
have. Her face was round and fresh and she seemed very well.

‘| am not happy,’ she said, suddenly.
‘Why not?

She gave me a puzzled look, as if she were surprised that | had spoken. Then she
smiled, and turned, and shuffled down the forest paths with the grace that most human
beings seldom have. The midges trailed her.

Ade didn't spesk to me for days because M adame Koto had gven me money. And
when | gavethe money to M um it caused an upheavd in the house. It turned out to be
much more money than | had imagined. She made me sit on the bed and spent hours
subjecting me to the most rigorous questions about where | had found the money. She
feared that it belonged to some trader, to ritudists who could infuse syllabic curses
into their possessions, or some powerful figure who might hunt us out and punish us.
But it was her suspicion that | had stolen it which annoyed me so much that | burst
into angy weeping Dad sat in his chair, rocking himsdf, smoking. M um insisted that
| take her to the spot where | had discovered the windfal. | told her | didn’t
remember, that | had stumbled upon it as if | were in a dream, and that it was on the
ground near some bushes.

‘Are you sure it wasn't spirits who gaveit to you, en? M um said with morethan a
hint of mockery .

‘Yes,” | said.

Then Dad broke out of hisimperturbability and threstened to beat meif | didn’t tell
the truth. | went on lying He got so impatient that he slgpped me on theface. | stared
hard a him. My body suddenly became serene. Then he held me to his chest and
swayed and said:

‘Forgve me, my son. | did not mean it. But we are not thieves in our family. We are
roydty. Weare poor, but we are honest.’



Then he asked me again where | had stumbled upon such an amount of money . Still
| went on lying. They gave up tryingto get any senseout of me. They had been a it
for hours and night had falen. They decided they wouldn’t touch the money for a
week and if they didn’t hear anything from anybody they would consider it agft from
heaven. Dad, in a mood of celebration, sent meto buy abig bottle of ogogoro. When |
got back he spent another hour prayingto our ancestors and to theinscrutable deities.
Then he and M um spent therest of the night discussingwhat they would do with the
money. Dad wanted to buy al the pargpherndia he needed for boxing. M um wanted
to open a shop of provisions and a boutique. They argued bitterly al night and | fel
asleep to the sound of therr ragng acrimony. When | woke up in the morning they
were still boiling with discord. They were both foul-tempered. For three days they
went on likethat. Another four day s passed and they still hadn’t reached an agreement
and they quarrelled the whole time, dredgng up old memories about a hundred
unforgven matters relating to money. Duringthat time Dad used some of the windfall
to buy drinks, entertain friends, and to buy a pair of canvas shoes and a second-hand
par of boxing goves. As it turned out there was more than enough to gt Mum a
completely fresh stock of provisions for her trade, to buy us al some new clothes, to
pay our rent, and to feed us happily for more than agood month.

FIVE

THE DAY OF the geat politicd raly, which had been much talked about
and much postponed, drew nearer. The most extraordinary things were happeningin
M adame Koto's bar. The first unusual thingwas that cables connected to her rooftop
now brought eectricity. Illiterate crowds gathered in front of the bar to see this new
wonder. They saw the cables, the wires, the pylons in the distance, but they did not
see the famed dectricity. Those who went into the bar, out of curiosity, came out
my stified. They couldn’t understand how you could have alight brighter than lamps,
sealed in dgass. They couldn’t understand how you couldn’t light your cigarette on the
gowing bulbs. And worse than al that, it was baffling for them to not be ableto see
the cause of theillumination.

M adame K oto, much too shrewd not to make the most of everyone's bewilderment,
increased the price of her pam-wine and peppersoup. Then, for awhile, she began to
charge a modest entry fee for merely being ableto enjoy the unique facilities. Shewas
after dl the only person dong our street and in our area who had the distinction of
electricity. She was so taken in by this distinction that she had her signboard amended
to highlight the fact.

The next thing was that people heard very loud music blaring but saw no musicians
performing After that came stories of strange parties, of women running naked into
the forest, of people who got so drunk they bathed in pam-wine, of party members
gving away large quantities of money to the women whose dancing pleased. There
were lush rumours of the things the men and the women did together, screaminginto
the dectrified nights. In the midst of dl this M adame Koto grew bigger and fatter till
she couldn't get in through the back door. The door had to be broken down and



widened. We saw her in fantastic dresses of silk and lace, edged with turquoise
filigree, white gowns, and yelow hats, waving a fan of blue feasthers, with expensive
banges of silver and gold weighing her arms, and necklaces of pearl and jade round
her neck. When she waked dl her jewdlery clattered on her, announcing her
eminence in advance. She painted her fingernals red. Her eyeashes became more
defined. She wore lipstick. She wore high-heded shoes and moved with an
increasingy pronounced limp, walking stick aways in hand. She began to resemble a
geat old chief from ancient times, a reincarnation of splendour and power and
clannish might.

Cars began to converge a her place. The lights burned till deep into the night and
aways from the street | could hear them taking, planning heatedly, and could see
their shapes through the strips of curtain. Rumours, dways stale, began to circulate
that she had joined the most terrifying cults in the land, that she had been accepted in
organisations that usudly never dlow women, that she performed rituals in the forest.
| heard of bizarre sacrifices, goats being slaughtered at night, of people dressed in
white habits dancing round her house, heard of cries that pierced the ghetto air, of
drumming and thunderous chants, but the strangest thing | heard of was the
forthcoming birth of the four-headed M asquerade. No one knew what it was.

People came to believe tha M adame Koto had exceeded hersdf in witchceraft.
People dared a her hatefully when she went past. They said she wore the harr of
animas and human beings on her head. The rumours got so wild that it was hinted
that her cult made sacrifices of human beings and that she ae children. They said she
had been drinking human blood to lengthen her life and that she was more than a
hundred years old. They said the teeth in her mouth were not hers, that her eyes
beonged to a jacka, and that her foot was getting rotten because it belonged to
someone who was trying to dance in ther grave. She became, in the collective ey es of
the people, a fabulous and monstrous creation. It did not matter that some people
insisted that it was her politica enemies who put out al these stories. The stories
distorted our perception of her redity for ever. Sowly, they took her life over, made
themselves red, and made her opaguein our eyes.

In spite of what people said, however, she prospered, while the rest of us suffered.
She opened another bar in another section of the city. She divided her time between
both. She opened a mighty stdl in the big market where she sold garri, lace materids,
and jewdlery. She had many servants. Conflicting stories, however, did reach us
about her wedth. Some said she wasn't very rich, that she had too many people to
support. Others maintained that she had so much money she could feed the entire
ghetto for five years. | heard that she spent endless day s counting her profits, that
when she went to the bank she needed an armed truck. Then we began to hear of how
mean she was, that one of her servants needed money for treating a liver condition
and she wouldn’'t gve him so much as a farthing. On the other hand, we heard that
she had gven alot of money to a woman she didn’t even know, whose child would
have died from food poisoning if it hadn't been for Madame Koto's timey
intervention. It began to seem as if there were many M adame Kotos in existence.

And then oneday as | was playingwith Adewe saw severd people gathered outside
her barfront. They dl stood in the mud. They dl wore white smocks and had
ostentatious Bibles. Their leader had the biggest Bible of them dl. It looked like an



instrument of vengeance. He had wild hair and the rough, scraggy beard of a sdf-
anointed prophet. He was barefoot. If it hadn’t been for the authority with which he
held the wooden crozier, he could well have been mistaken for acomplete madman. A
large cross dandged from his neck. The whole goup of them, whipped up to
paroxysms of denunciation by ther leader, constituted the representatives of one of
the most influential new churches springng up in the city. The group consisted of
prophets of varying ranks and they danced with righteous fervour and prayed with
fearful certainty in front of the bar. They evoked visions of fire and brimstone,
sulphur and torment and damnations. They prayed asif they were purgngthe land of
a monstrous and incarnate evil. They sprinkled holy water over the ground and threw
holy grains of sand towards the bar. They stayed for alongtime, singngwith brio and
might, in lusty voices, in perfect rousing harmony, chanting and stampingin the mud.
Ther presence stopped people going to the bar. The women in the bar would
occasiondly peep out between curtain strips and the leader of the group, the chief
prophet, foaming a the mouth, would point a crooked finger a the women and the
singng would reach new proportions of intensity. They carried on till nightfal and
completely succeeded in imprisoning M adame Koto and her women within the bar,
souring their business for the day .

The following evening they returned, bringng a larger congregetion. We saw them
chanting and beating their church drums aong the street. It seemed they had an entire
orchestra with them. Brass sections pierced the air with their clash and roll, the
trumpets blasted the wind, and the deep voices of the prophets leadingtheway to the
battle against evil woke the street from its mid-season slumber. As the procession
gpproached M adame Koto's bar the world joined them. They became agreat flood of
human beings, a surgng mass of spectators, like an army of divine vengeance. They
sang different songs dl a once. They arived aa Madame Koto's bar and found it
shuttered. They sang, played their music, chanted, and stomped. They belowed and
beted out their holy tunes till they were hoarse. Those who had expected something
to happen were disappointed. The only thing that happened was that the frustration
made factions of the crowd begn to quarrd. Fighting broke out between musica
sections, between prophets of differing denominations, between contending
visionaries. The head priest was leading a song of exorcism, his staff and Bible high
in the ar, when the fighting encircled him. He found himself torn between quelling
his unruly flock and launching his bitter attack against the scourge of M adame Koto's
electricity. He managed to deliver, in the midst of dl the chaos, a tremendous
philippic on the apocaypse of science. The shouting grew wilder amongst his
congregation. A man was hurled to the mud. Another man was being stranged with
thefolds of his smock. Soon every one seemed to befighting every one else.

‘The DEVIL has comeinto our midst!’ the head priest cried.
No onelistened.
‘Let us stand as oneto drive out this ABOM INATIONY’

No one heard.



‘THEY WILL START WITH ELECTRICITY AND THEN THEY WILL BURN
UP THE EARTH!" hethundered.

No one cared. And then the most extraordinary thing happened. The sky was rent
asunder. The arr lit up as if an unbearably radiant being was going to descend from
the heavens. The light in the sky, flickering brigntly, stayed for a long moment.
Everyone fdl silent and frozein the presence of the unknown annunciation. A terrible
enchantment hung over us like asinge flashing sword. The wind flowed in silence.

‘GOD HASANSWERED OUR CRY!" said the head priest.

The sky darkened and lowered. The ar became full of presence. The wind was still.
| smdt, in that moment, dl the known and unknown herba essences of theforest. The
world swam in aromas.

‘HALLELU ... HALLELUYA!’ cried the head priest.

His congregation picked up the cry, lifted it up to the heavens, and fel silent,
waiting.

Then in the degpest reaches of the sky something cracked. It broke loose adtogether.
Then it rolled down the unnumbered vaults of the heavens, gathering momentum and
great wondrous volumes of sound as it neared us. Then it exploded over our heads and
before we could recover from the incredible drama of the universe the sky opened and
yielded ariver of rain upon us.

The congregation scattered everywhere. The commotion was farcica and wild.
People screamed, children howled, mothers yeled. Only the head priest stood firm.
Soon the entire crowd, the vaiant brass sections and the rousingwind ensemble, fled
their many ways, lashed by the torrentia rain. | watched them fleeing as if from a
burning house. The head priest cdled to them, denounced them, urged them to have
courage and to be steadfast in crisis. He waved his staff and Bible in the air, and
thunder cracked above him. But he did not move. He did not gve ground. He went on
praying with great fervour. He cursed the abomination that was M adame Koto and
referred to her as the GREAT WHORE OF THE APOCALYPSE, and he danced and
sang done, while the rain mercilessly drenched him.

He soon became a ridiculous sight. He resembled a monstrous drenched chicken.
He shivered as he prayed. His smock clung obscenely to his buttocks. As his passion
waned, gradudly extinguished by the indifferent rain, he trembled more. Everyone
watched him from the cover of rooftops and eaves. Trapped in his solitary defiance,
his Bible dripping a second flood, his beard a sad sunken ship upon the waters, his
voice disappearing in the din of cosmic events, he had no choice but to continue with
his absurd posture. He chanted, shaking a the knees. And as he chanted, ralling
against prostitutes, science, theories of evolution, the enshrinement of reason against
God, and evil women of Babylon, a procession of cars drove down the street. They
parked around him. The car doors opened. M en and women in fine attire spilled out.
They dl had umbrdlas. M adame Koto was among them. She wore a massive and
dazzling black silk dress, with white shoes and a white scarf, her arms and neck
dittering with jewellery. The splendid guests passed the head priest and if they heard



his ravings they betrayed no signs of it. The bar door was opened, and they al went
in. Only M adame Koto came back to gve the head priest her umbrdla Shamelessly,
he took it. Shelimped back to her bar, waking stick in one hand, while the head priest
resumed his imprecations and denunciations of her. It was at this point that people
began to jeer him. When the evening fdl, and the darkness spread, the head priest was
awreck of a soaked man. Under the cover of darkness, shivering, his voice hoarse, he
left M adame Koto’s barfront and made his miserable way down the street. M uch later
we learned that he had led his congregation aganst M adame Koto manly a the
instigation of the party supported by the poor. There was dso tak of possible
charitable contributions to church funds. We were disagppointed by their methods.

SX

AND THEN, TO crown our amazement, the news reached us that M adame
Koto had bought hersdf a car. We couldn’'t believe it. No one aong our street and
practicaly no one in the area owned such athingas acar. People owned bicy cles and
were proud of them. One or two men owned scooters and were accorded the respect
reserved only for elders and chieftains. But it most certainly was news for awoman in
the areato own a car. We clung to our disbelief till we saw the bright blue little car,
with the affectionate face of an enlarged metalic tortoise. It was parked in front of her
bar. We still clung to our disbelief even when we saw her hopeless attempts a driving
it, which resulted in running over an old woman's stal. She promptly had the stall
rebuilt and gave the woman more money than she had possessed in thefirst place. We
watched her learning to drive the car. She was much too massive for such a smal
vehicle and at the steering whedl she looked as if the car was her shell and she merdly
the third eye of the tortoise. The fact that the car was too smal for her was the only
consolation that people had. But we were still amazed.

With a man sitting next to her she learned to drive aong our street. With a
determined, haf-crazed look on her face, her shoulders hunched as if her weight
somehow helped the car to move forward, she zigzagged down our street. She
couldn’t keep the car straight. When she was seen coming a voice would cry out,

saying

‘Hide your children! Hide yourselves! The mad tortoise is coming’ Then we
would see her vehicle, swaying from side to side, scattering goats and fowls, and
causing innocent bystanders to flee into the most unlikely places. Her persistence
never pad off. Even when she could manage to get the car to travd straight, shewas
so fraught, working up such a fury wrenching the gears around that the engne would
make fearsome coughing Noises.

‘Thetortoiseis hungy,” peoplewould say.
Then we heard that she had difficulties with the car because of her bad foot.

Whenever she gpplied the brake she did it so abruptly that the man teaching her had
his head banged against the dashboard. And because she couldn’t driveit, sheleft the



car for her driver to take on errands.

It didn’t redly matter that it was a small car, or that she couldn’t driveit properly.
What mattered was that yet again she had been a pioneer, doing something no one
else had done. People became convinced that if she wanted she could fly over the
ghetto on the back of acaabash.

When the day arrived for M adame Koto to wash her new car, many people cameto
celebrate the ritua with her. Our landlord was present. People brought their bicycles
and scooters. Many came on foot. There were old men whom we had never seen
before. And there were a lot of powerful strange women with eyes that regstered no
emotion. We saw chiefs, thugs, and there were even herbdists, witch-doctors and
their acolytes. They gathered in the bar and drank. They taked loudly. Eventudly
everyone was summoned for the washing. They formed a circle round the vehicle.
The great herbalist amongst them was a stern man with aface so battered and ey es so
daunting that even mirrors would recoil and crack a his gance. He uttered profound
incantations and pray ed for the car.

‘This car’, he said, after much mystification, ‘will drive even to the moon and come
back safdy .’

The people nodded.

‘This car will bring you prosperity, plenty of money. Nothing will touch it. Any
other car that runs into it will be destroyed, but nothing will happento your car. This
is what we call superior magc. Even if you fdl aslegp while drivingthis car you will
be safe. Anyone that steds it will immediately have an accident and die. Anyonethat
wishes evil on the car will die!’

The people assented. M adame Koto, her walking stick in one hand, nodded
vigorously. At this point, every one was more or less drunk.

‘If people want to be jealous of you, let them bejedous. Jedlousy is free. People can
eat it and grow fat on it if they want. But any one who thinks evil of you, may this car
run them over in ther sleep. This car will hunt out your enemies, pursue their bad
spirits, grind them into the road. Your car will drive over fire and be safe. It will drive
into the ocean and be safe. It has its friends in the spirit world. Its friends there, acar
just like this one, will hunt down your enemies. They will not be safe from you. A
bomb will fal on this car and it will be safe. | have opened the road for this car. It will
trave al roads. It will arrive safely at al destinations. Thisiswhat | say.’

The people cheered. Some laughed. The herbdist sprinkled his complex potions
and his corrosive liquids on the car. He emptied haf a bottle of precious ogogoro on
the bonnet. And after the ritual washing was complete, after the old people present,
the powerful ones, the chiefs, and the cultists, had made their libations, the gathering
got down to the momentous business of getting drunk. They drank solidly. They
argued to drink better and they drank to argue better. M ore people joined them. The
prostitutes served pam-wine, peppersoup, fried bushmeat and gilled rabbits. The



blind old man turned up and threw himsdf into the serious drinking and got involved
in a heated discussion with a chief. The gathering got rowdy. It was to be expected, it
was even desired. But suddenly an uproar broke out. No one knew how it started.
Birds wheded overhead and dighted on the roof of the car. The sky darkened. The
geat herbdist, looking udier than ever before because of his drunkenness, began to
utter the most controversid statements. Then he said something which brought on
complete silence.

‘This car will beacoffin!” he suddenly announced. ‘I have just seen it.’

The people stared a him in utter bewilderment. A strange wind seemed to blow
over his head. His eyes became crossed. His twisted mouth gave his utterance the
weight of destiny.

‘Unless you perform the proper sacrifice this car will be a coffin! | haveto speak
thetruth when | seeit or | will die,” the herbalist carried on.

The mood of the gathering changed instantly. The old men and women hobbled
home with unusual aacrity, disturbed by the mention of the dreaded word. The chiefs
and high-level party members got into their cars. The young men and women retired
into the bar. Only the prostitutes, our landlord, the blind old man, who carried on his
argument with theair as if nothing had happened, and M adame K oto remained.

‘But if you gve me one of these women,” the herbalist said, lunging at one of the
prostitutes, and missing, ‘then | will drive the coffin away fromthe car.’

He stood, swaying, his eyes bleary and focused on the forest. The birds took off from
the car top. The wind farly howled and whistled dong the dectric cables. Then the
herbalist gathered his potions and staggered past the car and up the street, towards us.
When he neared me arid Ade as we sat perched on a branch the herbaist, foaming,
drunk, his eyes distorted, said to us:

‘Very soon one of you will die!’

Then hewent on towards the forest.

We jumped down and followed him. He stopped to urinate against atree. His urine
was ydlowish. When he finished he staggered on, gesticulating, waving his arms,
shouting:

‘All these trees will die,” he said, bitterly, ‘ because nobody loves them any more!’

And then flingng his arms about he turned and faced us and said, pointing acharm-
ridden finger & me:

“You, spirit-child, if you don’t take your friend away from here now — I will turn
both of you into snakes.’

We turned and fled. As we ran we heard him wailing in the forest, his voice
echoing amongst the trees, rebounding from the absorbent earth. We heard his



drunken lamentation, as he cried:

‘Too many roads! Things aae CHANGING TOO FAST! No new WILL.
COWARDICE everywhere! SELFISHNESS is EATING UP the WORLD. THEY
ARE DESTROYING AFRICA! They ae DESTROYING the WORLD and the
HOM E and the SHRINES and the GODS THEY are DESTROYING LOVE TOO.’

We heard his insane laughter, lacerating the air. He continued with his cries, in a
different voice.

‘WHO CAN DREAM A GOOD ROAD AND THEN LIVETO TRAVEL ON IT?
Who can GIVE BIRTH TO HIM SELF and then BE HIS OWN FATHER AND
M OTHER? Who can LIVEIN THE FUTURE and LIVE IN THE PRESENT and not
GO MAD? Who can LIVE AMONG SPIRITS AND among MEN WITHOUT
DYING? WHO can EAT AND SLEEP WITH HIS OWN DESTINY AND still
KNOW THE HAPPINESSOF A BEAUTIFUL THING?

The same laughter rang out.

‘THOSE ARE RIDDLES FOR THE TREES' we heard him shout, from along
way off.

Thenwedidn't hear his voice again.

When we got to the barfront M adame K oto sat outside, on acane chair. Her women
surrounded her. We watched them for awhile. They sat without moving They sat in
completesilence. They weredl staringat the car.

SEVEN

DAD’'S PUBLIC PERFORMANCES had to take on spectacular
dimensions. During the period in which M adame Koto got dectricity, and bought her
car, people lost interest in his training. They were more interested in the car. In the
evenings people went to M adame Koto's bar and hung around the vehicle, touchingit,
marvelling. One night | even dreamt that she drove the car to the moon and couldn’t
come back. When her servant drove up and down our street, bringng supplies of
pam-wine and food, people stopped what they were doing to renew their wonder at
the machine. Children dway's ran behind the vehicle, cheering.

M adame Koto graduated from pam-wine to beer. There was more money in beer
and breweries had begun to be established in the city. Sometimes, after the evening's
supplies of beer had been delivered, she would invite the children of the areafor a
ride in the car. It increased her pleasurein her own possession and she considered the
free ride as an act of charity. Ade refused to have anything to do with the car. His
father had warned him that it was the work of the devil. She gave me aride once, and
| never forgot it. She sat a the back. | sat a the front. | couldn’t see the road. It



seemed to me that we were driving on the wind. She stopped to gve people lifts.
When | was the only one left she told the driver to increase the speed. The driver
relished it and drove a such nightmare speed that | was certain wewereflyingto the
moon. When | begged the driver to slow down, because | felt nauseous, M adame
Koto sad:

‘Faster! Faster!’

And the driver drove like a madman, pressing on somewhat vengefully at frightening
speed. | didn’'t understand the source of the vengeance. M adame Koto’s face was
radiant, her eyes widened, and her massive frame became luminous from the sheer
pleasure and the power of acceeration as much as from my own horror. But then the
speed and my fear made me throw up. | threw up on the driver and M adame Koto
ordered the car to be stopped and gave the driver the sign to bundle me out. The driver
did just that. After he had cleaned my vomit off him, using sand and rags, he gave me
savage looks. The looks didn't do anything to me so he sidled over, pretended to
touch my head in a gesture of forgveness, but gave me such acrackingwith his bony
knuckles that | was too dazed to notice them drive off. | walked the long distance
home and | never accepted aridein the car again.

When | got home late that evening, Dad was training as if he had gone insane. No
one watched him except a boy, two chickens, a goat, and the blind old man. That
night, furious at the fickleness of theworld' s tastes, angry that people were now bored
with his antics, Dad began to rave and storm about the road, issuing chalenges to the
entire planet. He boasted that he could fight three people a once. No onetook up his
chalenge. Then he insisted that he could best five men. It was only when he increased
the number to ten that people stepped forward from the darkness.

| was exhausted that night. | sat on the cement platform and watched as seven men
moved in on Dad. They wereload-carriers and part-time body guards. | had often seen
them among the crowds that studied Dad as he traned. Dad unceremoniously
knocked one of them flat out with an upper cut to the jaw. After the man fell hedidn’t
move. The six other men crowded round him. Dad jumped about, chargng himself
with recitations of his fighting names, his secret names, the names he had gven his
spirit. Two of the men rushed in. One of them caught Dad on the head with a
roundhouse punch, poorly executed. Dad laughed derisively and executed the very
same punch. The man fdl brutaly. Dad pursued a third man, changed direction, and
smashed a fourth man in the solar plexus, then put him out of thefight with arather
crud-looking left cross. Three men lay on the ground, motionless. The other four fled
as with onemind. Dad didn’t follow them. The blind old man clapped for Dad and the
boy cdled out his fighting name. When they came and led the blind old man awvay we
heard the strains of his accordion in the darkness as he went. We were surprised that it
sounded rather pleasant.



EIGHT

WE WOKE UP to find theworld staring & us with new respect. It had gone
round the gobe and even to the world of spirits that Dad had beaten seven menin a
fight. Dad, who had become something of an impresario, didn’'t train in public for
three day s. He explained the curious principle to me:

‘“When people don’'t bedieve you can do something and you do it, they begn to
respect you. That is the time to disappear. The longer they respect you, the better.
Then you keep your secret. Their interest grows. Time passes. They get tired of you.
They get bored waiting for you. Then they don't believe in you any more. That's
when you redly begn to show them.’

| had no idea what he was taking about. Instead of training a the housefront, he
now took to joggngdown the street.

‘Black Tyger!” the people would call.

Hewouldn’t respond. He would joginto the distance, and wouldn’t be seen till
nightfall. He would jog to the housefront, shadow-box for afew moments in public,
and then disagppear into our room. Theinterest in him grew. His nametravelled. His
legend sprouted into being. Whenever | got back from school there were dway s some
men around making enquiries about Dad. They wanted to know where he trained,
who his coach was, and what party he belonged to. In the evenings crowds gethered
round our housefront. People who had heard of Dad’ s prowess came from the far
reaches of distant ghettos, from remote places. They hungaround, staringat the
house. The neighbours came out early, with their little centre tables and chairs and
drinks. Street traders, hawkers, beer-sdlers, traders in iced water and snuff, gathered
round in anticipation. When Dad got back from work they chanted his name and
urged himto train for al to see. Heresponded by demonstrating some punches, some
footwork, and then he would vanish into our room. He didn’t oblige them. He refused
to satisfy ther fickle dictates. The crowd grew restless, then bored, then disenchanted,
then they disbanded. Then the word began to go round that Dad hadn’t beaten seven
peopleat dl, that in fact he hadn’'t ever fought anybody, and that he was now too
scared to train in public.

When Dad heard about these rumours, he smiled mysteriously. He went on joggng
off towards the forest, to aplace no one knew.

NINE

IT WAS AROUND this time that the political season started up anew.
Suddenly one morning we heard amplified voices again. The voices urged us to join
the Party of the Rich. The voices told us that they were going to stage the grestest
politica rdly in the world and that the most famous musicians in Africa would be
performing on the day and that there would be gfts for children, prizes for women,
and jobs for men. Later in the day we saw the vans driving past slowly, making their
extravagant announcements. They had more thugs and bodyguards with them. Big



party flags draped the vans and men distributed lesflets. When they first appeared |
thought there would be trouble in the area. | thought houses would burn and party
vans be destroyed and thugs roasted. | thought people would remember how the very
same party had poisoned them with bad milk and had unleashed their rage upon our
nights. But people had forgotten, and thosethat hadn’t merdly shrugged and said that
it was al such along time ago, that things were too complicated for such memories,
and besides the party had new leaders.

Dad missed the dramatic return of politics to our lives. He kept going off to train
somewhere in secret. When he got back the street would be littered with pamphlets,
which no oneread. Hetook very littleinterest in what was growingin the world about
us. When wetold him about the vans, he blinked.

‘What vans?

‘The politicians’ vans.’

‘Oh, politicians,” hewould say, his eyes returningto their vacant contemplation.

When M um asked him where he had been, the same thing would happen.

‘Been?

‘Yes, where have you been?

‘Oh, training’

‘Where?

‘Wherewhat?

‘Where have you been training? ‘ Oh, somewhere.’

‘Tel me’

‘What?

‘Where?

“Why ?

‘Have you been training with another woman?

‘Woman?

‘Yes, woman.’

‘What woman?

M um would gve up. It became quite exasperating asking Dad questions. He ate as



much as ever, and stayed silent most of the time. His being took on anew intensity.
M um tried to start one or two quarrels, but Dad, degpening in impenetrability, refused
to be drawn into any arguments. It was a while before we redlised that anew power
was enveloping him. He was becoming a different man. His eyes were harder, like
flint or precious stones that can make their mark on metd. He was more withdrawn,
as if beongng to a different constdlation. His face had become more abstract and
mask-like and, curiously, gentler.

Oneday hesadto me

‘I am begnning to see things for the first time. This world is not what it seems.
There are my sterious forces everywhere. We arelivingin aworld of riddles.’

| listened intently. He stopped. Then he looked a me, as if pleading with me to
believe what he was about to say.

‘| was training yesterday when this old man carrying something invisible on his
head came to me. He asked me for money. | gave himadl | had. He gaveit back to me

and said that | was lucky .’
‘Why ?
‘Hesad if | hadn’t gven him any money | would have died in my next fight.’
‘So what did you do?

‘At first | didn’'t believe him. He knew | didn’'t. Then he pointed to the sky. There
were two birds in the arr, fighting one another, making strange noises. Then many
other birds flew towards them in the sky. One of the birds fell. Sowly. | ran and
caught it before it touched the ground. The bird melted suddenly in my hands, likeice
into water. But in this case it mdted into blood. | tried to clean the blood off, but it
wouldn't clean. The old man came up to me and spat in my hand. The blood
disappeared. The old man pointed again. | looked but | saw nothing. When | looked
round the old man had gone. | saw him in the distance and | ran after him and no
matter how hard | ran | couldn’t shorten the distance between us. | gaveup. | didn't
tran any more that night. Don't tel your mother what | just told you, you
understand?

| nodded. After that he withdrew into his cavernous silence. | too became silent.
His story had infected me. M um found us both unbearable and began to pick quarrels

and blame me for things | hadn’t done. But | didn’'t say anything. M eand Dad stayed
silent the whole night.

TEN

| BECAME VERY curious about Dad's secret place of training. The next



day | waited for him to jog there, so | could follow him. | waited, but he stayed in,
sleeping. He was tired. | woke him up and reminded him of his training, but he turned
over and went on sleeping. | went outside, stayed close to our compound, and kept
watching for him while | played. Theair was full of noises. The politicians’ vans rode
up and down, blaring their party music, making their interminable announcements and
promises. It became quite confusing to hear both parties virtualy promise the same
things. The Party of the Rich taked of prosperity for al, good roads, eectricity, and
free education. They cdled the opposition thieves, tribdists, and bandits. At their
raly, they said, everyonewould befed, dl questions would be answered.

That evening the van of the Party for the Poor aso paraded our street. They too
blared music and made identicd clams. They distributed lesflets and made ther
promises in four languages. When the two vans, each packed with armed body guards,
passed one another, they competed with the amount of noise they could generate.
They insulted one another in their contest of loudspeskers; and the heated blare of
their music clashing crested such a jande in the ar that the road crowded with
spectators who expected a tremendous combustion. The two vans clashed twice that
evening. We kept expecting some sort of war to bresk out, but both parties seemed

restrained by the hedthy respect they had developed for one another. Thetruth was
that thetime hadn’t yet arrived.

M adame Koto's car was seen in the service of the Party of the Rich. Shewasn’t in the
vehicle. Which was probably why the driver took to showing off. When the driver
saw us in the middle of the road he would come speeding at us as if heintended to run
us over. We would dl flee. Only Ade would remain where he was, unafraid, amost
daring the driver to kill him. And aways the driver stopped very close to Ade, abig
gin on his face. The driver developed this taste for frightening us with the car. When
we saw that he didn’t run Ade over, the rest of us didn’t move either when he
threstened us. Terror dways seized me though, when the car screeched to ahalt and |
could smell the engine oil smouldering and could see the driver smiling. Ade, dways
defiant, never smiled back. He would stop what he was doing, and go home. Hewas a
londy kid.

When thedriver took to showing off with the car, blastingthe horn, shoutinginsults
a goats and chickens and passers-by, the people began to dislike M adame Koto very
intensely. But it wasn't her fault that her driver gavelifts to grls and splashed mud on
hard-working folk and, whenever he saw the chance, drove a us in his macabre idea
of ajoke.

Three days after Dad’'s encounter at his secret training ground, there was an unusua
gethering of people along the road. There were more vans than norma. They made so
much noise with their music and loudspeakers that children cried and the rest of us
were deafened. We no longer heard what they said. They obliterated their own
messages with their noises. That day some men came to make enquiries about Dad.
They hung around, waiting for him to return. One of the vans, packed full of party
stawarts, had stopped across the road and had set up apermanent blare of discordant
music and meaningess exhortations. They spoke in many languages, in such vigorous
voices, that the loudspesker made complete nonsense of their utterances. Everyone



was on edge that day. The hot spdls of the seasond bregk were quiteinfernd, the air
was humid, and the noise grated on our teeth. There was a fedling that something
unpleasant was goingto happen.

When Dad got back from work the men converged on him and asked him questions.
He didn't answer them and he brushed them aside and went into the room. He was
catatonic with overwork, his eyes dazed, and his silence was like the mood of an
ancient grudge. | fetched him water, he bathed. We placed food before him, and he ate
his usuad huge quantities. And then he slept. He slept through till the evening. The
men outside still waited. Then they left. The van stayed parked and occasiondly one
of the men would keep up a running commentary on who would win the forthcoming
elections. They played ther music very loudly. It was not the sort of music we liked.
It could only have been the awfulness of the music, its loudness, which angered Dad;
for, an hour before his usua waking time, we saw him with a towd round his neck,
storming towards the van, his chest bare.

When Dad got to the van the men who had been waitingfor him reappeared. They
surrounded him. Dad went to the driver’s door and shouted something. The music got
louder. Dad shouted again. | saw him reach for the steering whed. Suddenly the
music underwent avicious scratching transformation, and then went dead.

‘Trouble has arrived!” someone said in the new silence.

For along moment nothing happened. One of the men grabbed Dad round the neck
and he lashed out. The man stood still, back against the van, ey es frozen. None of the
others moved. Dad stormed back to the house. The man he had struck fell down
slowly.

The paty stawarts, the bodyguards, and the thugs came pouring down from the
back of the van. They were dl mighty men, with muscles of solid teak. Ther faces
were fierce and some of them carried clubs. The last thug to come down was the
mightiest of them dl. He wore atracksuit and as he emerged he took off histop. | had
never seen any one so cramped and crowded with muscles. His eyes blazed and he was
rugged and handsome and his face twitched as if an implacable agony was lodged in
his brain. The others cleared the way for him. He was obviously their leader. The
others ran round him in a kind of obeisance and they pointed to our house. T he chief
thug gave our compound the contemptuous gance it probably deserved and slowly,
with the great dignity of one for whom victory has aways been certain, he strode
towards our housefront. Crowds trailed behind him. Children cheered. Theinhabitants
of the street hissed and cursed. The music was resumed on the loudspesker and
someone sang proverbia variations on the theme of the troublethat people bring upon
themselves.

By the time the chief thug reached our housefront the crowd had formed the
perimeter of aringside. The compound people had brought out their chairs and drinks
and sat where they had a clear view of the centre. And then from behind the crowd a
voice started to chant Dad’ s name.

‘Black Tyger! Black Tyger!”



The chant was picked up and grew in momentum, till everyone was calingfor Dad,
stampingtheir feet rhythmicaly.

‘SHUT UP!’ the chief thug barked suddenly .
A hush fell over everyone.

‘Who is this Black Tyger? Is he not afraid of death? Why did he insult my men and
spoil our music? Tell him to come out — NOW!’

The crowd resumed chanting.

‘SHUT UP!’" barked the chief thug again.

He strode around the human ringside, baring his chest, inflating his stature.
‘Do you know who | am?

‘No!’ replied the crowd.

‘They cdl me. .’

“Yeeeessssss? came the crowd.

‘THE GREEN LEOPARDY!’

‘Isthat so? sighed the crowd.

Then there was silence. His name done was a myth of terror. He was alegendary
personage, the most feared fighter and terroriser in many of the ghettos. He used to be
an armed robber, was nearly aworld champion boxer, and spent years sowing dread
in a thousand streets, making the nights horrifying for women and men dike. His
name was aways spoken in low tones, for fear that he might materidise behind y ou,
and up till that day no one had seen what helooked like; they had only heard the myth
of histerror.

Dad didn’t show his face. Theworld began to think him acoward. The crowd grew
restless. The legendary Green Leopard, who had, it was said, gven up his days of
armed robbery, stalked the human ringside proudly. They said he was now aproper
paty man, rehabilitated into the mould of bouncer, bodyguard, and canvasser of
votes. He was actudly the great bully of the ghetto, and he strode about the place,
chest pushed out, arms bouncing a his side.

In the meantime they had wheded out the blind old man. He fretted excitedly in his
chair. He had brought his accordion. He wore ared hat and startled us with his green
gasses.

‘Ah, so there is going to be afight? he sad in his graveyard voice, laughing, and
frettingin his chair like alarge cockroach.



‘Ah, afight, eh? Good, Fisticuffs! Excdlent. When | was ayoungman . .." and he
pressed strains of music from his accordion.

The beer-sdlers, the trinket merchants, the stal-owners, the hawkers of dried fish and
roast ground-nuts circled amongst the crowd seling things. Drinks were bought in
geat numbers. Ade found me and we kept close together and waited. M adame Koto,
with her sweling foot, and her black waking stick, pushed to the front of the
spectators. We heard her servant blasting the car horn up and down the street. The
blind old man had fdlen into an argument with someone about who would win. They
made a bet. Then the fever of betting caught everyone and the fat man who owned the
betting-shop up the street went round collecting odds on Dad. M ost people favoured
Green Leopard. Dad had stayed inside too long and the fedlings of the people had
turned against him. Sami, the betting-shop owner, redised while collecting the bets
that he needed a bucket for al the money. He bought a bucket. Then he sent for his
brothers. Sx of them came, with machetes and dane guns, and surrounded the bucket.
Then Sami went and spoke to the Green Leopard. He gave Sami aterrible stare and
then said, very loudly:

‘If 1 don't destroy that Black Chicken in two minutes | will gve him one hundred
pounds!’

The spectators went wild with cheering.
‘GREEN LEOPARD!’ they chanted.

And still Dad didn’t emerge. | got worried. | went into the compound to see what
was happening.

ELEVEN

THE ROOM WASDARK. Mum sat on Dad's chair mending his shirt. Dad
lay on the bed, snoring. | woke him up and told him what was going on outside.

‘Don’t go,” M um said.

When Dad heard about the hundred pounds his face brightened.
‘Sothey areready? he asked. | nodded vigorously .
‘Andtherearealot of people?

‘Thewhole area. Even M adame Koto is there’

He smiled. Then, filtering through the walls of the compound, we heard them chant
the chief thug s name.



‘Who isthat?

‘The crowd. They are halingthe man.’

‘What man?

‘Green Leopard.’

Dad got up. His dacrity betrayed the fact that he was clearly aware of his
opponent’s reputation. He began to shadow-box. He stretched his muscles. He
limbered up. He was soon swesting. The chanting outside grew louder. He went
through his pockets, brought out some pound notes, and gave them to me to go and
bet on his behdlf.

‘Don’'t loseit,” hesad. ‘It’s thelast money in the house.’

M um had a miserable and helpless look on her face, as if shewere goingto be sick
for alongtime.

‘Soyou aregoingto fight him? | asked.

‘Don’'t,’ Mum said.

‘And beat him', Dad said, ‘in ten minutes.’

‘That’s what the man said hewould do to you,” | informed him.
‘Wonderful,” Dad replied, asent-mindedly .

| left the room. At the housefront the spectators had multiplied. There were faces
everywhere. Hungy faces. And now they were hungy for spectacle.

It was a bright evening. The heat done was enough to make everyone feverish. |
went and placed Dad's bet with Sami. The odds against Dad were high and Sami
smiled as hetook Dad’s money .

When Dad emerged from the compound | understood why the odds were so high
against him. Dad looked puny compared to the Green Leopard. Dad's appearance
drew cries of derision. He came out and jumped around, snorting, shadow-boxing

Green Leopard regarded him with an expression of purest scorn and, in a powerful
voice, asked:

‘What is your weight?
‘| have no weight,” Dad replied.
The crowd brokeinto laughter.

‘The man has no weight,” they said.



| fdt sorry for Dad. | started to go over to pull him avay from theringwhen Ade
held me back.

‘My father gave me this strong spdl,’” he said, waving a dead frog in my face.
‘Throw it into thering,’ he added, gvingit to me.

| amed a Green Leopard's head, and threw the dead frog. And missed. It landed on
the head of one of his followers, who turned, saw the mischief on our faces, and
pursued us. We ran to the burnt van, circled it twice, ducked under astal, and dashed
to theforest. He went back to the spectators. We followed cautiously . When we got to
the crowd, and wrigded our way to the front, the two men had begun warming up.
Music from the party van was strident over the loudspesker. Green Leopard had
limbered up and worked himsdf into a grest sweat. He was a veritable Titan. He
seemed to have been carved directly from the core of agranite mountain. His muscles
distened in the evening sun as if he had bathed in oil. Dad looked lean and tough, but
nowhere near as mighty as | had imagned before | had any one to compare him with. |
feared for him and began to fed quite sick.

‘So you have no weight, eh? Green Leopard asked, dancing around heavily, aming
afew trid punches a Dad’s head from ashort distance.

‘No,” Dad said, hopping like a mudskipper, moving like a crab, adefensive animd,
‘but | will beat you and disgrace your philosophy .’

Green Leopard laughed contemptuously again and Dad struck him full in the face
with a lightning jab. Green Leopard’s head rocked backwards. His laughter stiffened
into amask of pain. Blood appeared on his mouth. He was completely surprised by
the speed of Dad’s jab. The crowd gasped. The loudspesker fell silent. For amoment
the wind howled over our hungry heads. The blind old man fidgeted excitedly on his
chair and broke the silence with afew strains from his ancient instrument.

‘Thefirst blow has been struck!” he said.

Then the Green Leopard mounted a ferocious attack of punches on Dad, swingng
wildly, using his ebows, throwing crosses and hooks, shouting. Women in the crowd
screamed. Dad disappeared under the fury of punches and was sent redling into the
crowd. The people pushed aside for him and as he got up afew hands propelled him
back into the fray. One of the people who had pushed him was our landlord.

‘Thefirst attack!” cried the blind old man.

| hated him intensely .

‘Haveyou got another frog? | asked Ade.

‘No. But I’'vegot this.’

He brought out a catapult. | snatched it from him, found alittle stone, loaded the

catapult, and fired ashot at the blind old man’s face. | hit his red hat instead. Someone
conked me. The old man squealed. The crowd gasped again. Dad had been sent flying



with a barrage of crude, heavy-handed blows. The thugs helped him up and, smirking,
shoved him back into the fight.

* Quccessful attack number two!’ the blind old man announced, and hid his face.

| searched for another stone. Someone snatched the catapult from me. The crowd
yelled. | saw Green Leopard staggering backwards. Dad pounced on him and
unleashed a cascade, an avdanche of punches so fast his hands seemed like a
machine. Dad’s speed was marvellous, his hands were a blur, and the Green Leopard

was sent sprawlingon his buttocks. His followers started to move. But Green Leopard
picked himsdf up. The blind old man winced in his chair.

‘Finish him off!” | cried.

My voice disgppeared in the noise and murmurings of the spectators. Dad waited for
his opponent to get up. He began to dance, to perform his fancy footwork. He
skipped, he even pranced a little. He looked very defined. His power had dl of a
sudden grown. His skin shone. And there was a look on his face | had never seen
before. It was the look of aman at home with the great hinterlands and energes of his
spirit. There was no fear on his face. He seemed both serene and insane a the same
time.

‘No weight! Noweight!” hecried. ‘But | am the Black Tyger of this forest.’

Green Leopard rushed him. But Dad wasn't there. So deftly had hejumped out of
harm’'s way. He stood behind Green Leopard. He waited for the famed terroriser to
turn round. Green Leopard was confused. He looked for Dad and couldn’t seem to
find him. When he turned round his face was dl squashed and swollen, beaten out of
shape like a tin car in a bad accident, his eyes narrow, blood streaming from an ugy
cut a the corner of his nose. It seemed as if Dad’ s fists were made of something more
unpleasant than meta. When Green Leopard turned, blinded by his swdlings, Dad
struck him again. And again. Then proceeded to unravel a combination of hooks,
upper cuts, right and left crosses, and body punches, so savage and methodica that
the crowd was breathless with amazement a the sheer nerve of the smaler man.
Green Leopard looked dazed, bewildered, trapped in the higher mathematics of a
thorough beating. Dad, with dl of his might, smashed him on the nose. Then ended
with aroundhouse punch to the ear. But the Green Leopard refused to fall.

Then suddenly the blind old man let out the strangest laughter that ever proceeded
from the mouth of a living human being. Dad stopped. And turned. The blind man
ginned.

‘Don’t look!” | cried.

It was too late. Green Leopard caught Dad with a punch of such maevolent power
tha | heard bones snap in his neck, | heard the base of his skull protest, and felt his
entire world-view undergo severd revolutions. Dad was sent flying and went crashing
into the blind old man. The old man and Dad disgppeared into the bodies and the feet
of spectators. Green Leopard rushed him, lashingout a the spectatorsin hisway. He
suddenly became uncontrollably mad. He threw people about. He tossed women and



children out of his path. He unloaded vicious hooks at shadows and faces. He spat
blood on people and cursed and grabbed the blind old man and hurled him into the
scattering crowd as if he were a mere dummy. He grabbed the whedchar, and
brutaly smashed it to the floor, then he caught Dad by the neck, jerked him up, and
proceeded to trounce him with maniacd viciousness. There was walling and
pandemonium everywhere. The fight had lost its rules. It had gone crazy. Green
Leopard had swung off into an orbit of purest insanity. He raged, pounding Dad’s
body, as if his brain had become flooded with the ecstatic liquids of tyranny. He
finished his barbaric attack with a punch to the stomach that should have indented it
for ever and again Dad disgppeared into the crowd. When he regppeared | couldn’t
recognise him. His face was swollen beyond description, bloodied, mashed, and
pulped; his nose was cut; blood spurted from undernesth an ey e; a cut had widened on
his forehead; and his mouth was so monstrous it resembled an obscene fruit. Blindly,
he flaled about in the crowd, his ams everywhere, his legs wobbly. He kept
staggering, but he didn’t fall.

‘Dad!” | screamed with dl the power of my lungs.

He stopped, turned, looked around with eyes that couldn’t seemto focus. Then he
vanished. | thought he had fdlen. | ran there. The crowd had swarmed the place | had
last seen him. We looked for him among the feet of people, anong the falen. He
wasn't anywhere. Green Leopard stood in the middle of the ring, his arms
outstretched as if he had won an important championship fight, his face pouringwith
blood and amess of gore.

‘Whereis the man with no weight? he asked.

The crowd replied:

‘He has run away !’

‘Tel himto run far. Because when | catch him | will . .

Suddenly Dad regppeared. He stepped out from the spectators, a ghastly, horrifying
sight, an apparition covered in rubbish. From the waist downwards he was pouring
with mud and slime. For some reason he had gone into the swamp. He was an ugy
sight. He was beyond caring, his eyes were not afraid of dying, he was no longer a
defensive animd, and his eyes burned as if he had the sun in them. He had gone back
to some primeval condition. He stepped into theringand said:

‘What will you do?

‘Kill you,” Green Leopard sad.

‘First you haveto find me’

‘That’seasy.’

‘Then promise methat your followers will not interfere.’



Green Leopard looked confident and puzzled a the same time. Then he spoke to
his followers rapidly in the only language they would thoroughly understand. His
followers protested, but he spoke angrily, berating them, and they nodded reluctantly .

M adame K oto kissed her teeth and said:

‘Men aremad! | am not goingto stand here and watch peoplekill themselves.’
She pushed her way out of the crowd. | heard her caling her driver.

‘“Women!’ the blind old man said.

Dad went into the ring. He didn’'t dance, or do anything fanciful. He stood, fists
guarding his face, ready. Green Leopard danced towards him, swaggering amost,
confident, arms at his side. His followers began to chant his name.

‘Green Leopard!”’

‘M aster boxer!’
‘Destroy the Tyger!’
‘Eat up his fame!’

The music stated agan from the loudspesker. The blind old man squeezed
additiona discord from his accordion. | found a hardened lump of eba on the floor
and threw it and this time | didn't miss. | caught him flush on the mouth. He looked
blindly around. He stopped playing his instrument. Then | heard him say:

‘Takemeaway from here. The spirits have started attacking me in broad daylight.’

The woman who had brought him whedled him off. When he had gone the mood of
the fight swunginto a new hemisphere. The Green Leopard lunged in, wading, arms
swingng in a curious haf-hearted attack on Dad. He was hdf-hearted, it seemed,
because Dad looked finished anyway, he looked wobbly on his feet, a defeated man
whom a few ordinary punches would destroy. And that’s why we were dl so
surprised. Suddenly, from seeming so weak, Dad became rock-like, and charged. He
let out a manic scream. Energy, concentrated, gowed from him in an instant. His
fists, released from their immobility, shot out in a series of fast, short punches, raining
down from a hundred different anges. The punches were blistering, mud from Dad’'s
fists flew everywhere, and the entire action lasted a short time but the speed of the
attack seemed to dongate the moment. It was mesmerising. Dad didn’t rush into an
attack. He didn't move forward. He punched from the spot where he stood, as if he
were in an invisible, invulnerable circle of power. A short burst of this close-range
fighting ended with an upper cut that travelled from Dad’s solidly planted feet and all
the mud of his rage. It connected with Green Leopard's jaw, drawing a great sigh
from the crowd. The day darkened. A cloud passed over the face of the sun. Birds
wheded overhead. The music from the loudspesker was full of victory and
celebration. Green Leopard stood, arms out, as if he had gone dedf, or as if he had
been shot from behind. His ey es were blank, his mouth open. A cloud of dust flew up



as the great boxer collgpsed slowly to the floor. It was like adream. Dad was on one
knee, within his invisible circle. The crowd was silent, stunned by its unbelief.

| let out acry of joy. Green Leopard’s followers rushed to pick up their man. But
he was out cold and didn’t so much as twitch. His mouth flopped open and his body
was limp asif he had totaly gven up on redity. The crowd, profoundly disappointed,
spat abuses a Green Leopard and his followers. They showered curses on his
reputation. They damned his fame and booed his reputation and they beganto leavein
utter disgust a the money they had lost betting on a man who was much weaker than
his legend had suggested. Green Leopard’s followers lifted up the prostrate form of
their chief protector, master boxer, terroriser of ghettos, the orchestrator of ther
myths of invincibility. They looked overcome with shame. The music died Out and a
funered silence reigned. They carried the horizonta form of ther legend, they lifted
him high as if he were dead, as if he were a corpse, and they took him to the van.
Hurriedly, they bundled him in. Hurriedly, they drove away. Green Leopard did not
honour his bet. They left with their philosophy in disgrace. The pamphlets they had
distributed, which were scattered about the street, flew al about as the van sped off
over them.

No one rushed to congratulate Dad except me and Ade. The crowd were curiously
unforgving of his surprising victory. We jumped around Dad and helifted us up and
caried us in the ar and our thin voices rang out his name and sang out his
achievement so that the earth and the wind and the sky would bear witness to it even
when the spectators didn’t. The crowd scattered in shame at having backed the wrong
man, in shame for having judged things by appearances, and in bad temper because
they didn't know how to achieve the swift turnaround in gppreciation. We were not
bothered. Dad’s victory was al the world we needed. And beaten, mashed up, his face
broken, he carried us, cheering, towards the room. Then Ade remembered our bets.

“Sami has run away with our money!” | cried.

Dad immediately put us down and stormed to the betting-shop. We strode, proudy,
behind him.

When we arrived, Sami was counting the money he had collected in his bucket. His
hefty brothers sat around him in the shop, ther faces gowing with money and the
light from the kerosine lamp. Sami sat on a stool, his face covered with swest, his
eyes dittering. When he looked up and saw us his face darkened. Then he broke into
asmile.

‘Black Tyger,” hesaid, ‘you surprised everybody . St down. Have adrink. We were

just counting the money. Then we were coming to gveyou your share. So, what will

you drink? This fight of yours has made me more money in one day than | have made
in months.’

‘So | see” Dad sad, refusingto sit.

We stood on ether side of him, his minute body guards. There was along silence.



‘Areyou goingto gve me my money or not? Dad asked findly. ‘Or do | haveto
fight everybody here as well?

Sami smiled. There was silence. The flame crackled. Then Sami got up, went to the
back room, and eventudly came back with a thick bundle of notes. He gave them to
Dad, who gave them to me. | counted the money . Dad nodded his satisfaction. Aswe
turned to leave, Sami said:

‘Send one of your boys the next timeyou arefighting’
‘“Why ?
“We could make more money together.’

Dad said nothing We left. Ontheway Ade sad he had to go home. Dad gave hima
pound note and Ade went on home, dancing down the street, singing of our triumph.

It was only when we got homethat amonstrous exhaustion seized hold of Dad. As
we opened the door M um was sitting on astool, with acandle on thetablein front of
her. She was in an atitude of prayer. She looked up, saw Dad, and rose. Her mouth
opened wide when she saw the devastation of Dad's features. Sherushed to Dad and
embraced him. She began weeping Then Dad collgpsed on her. It took us an hour to
carry himto the bed. He did not stir.

TWELVE

DAD S_EPT, WITHOUT waking, for two days. Hewas likeagant on the
bed. It was ashock to see his bruised feet, the cuts on his soles, corns on his toes. His
swollen face grew bigger as he slept. His mouth puffed out, red and frightening His
forehead became almost twice its norma size and the cut on his nose widened. While
Dad slept, his face swdlling, his eyeballs expanding, blood occasiondly spurting from
his numerous wounds and lacerations, M um applied warm compresses to his bruises
and trested him with herbd fluids. M um nursed him, washed him, combed his hair, as
if she were nursing a corpse she didn’t want to bury. On the second day we worried
about him and tried to wake him up. He turned in our direction, opened his swollen
eyes, and threw a feeble punch, clobbering M um. She went around that day with a
swollen jaw and had to hide her face with a headtie. We gave up on waking him and
took to watchingover him, asif to ascertain that he was still dive. Wewould sit inthe
room in the evenings, three candles on the table, our faces long with anxiety. His
sleeping form spread a ghostly silence in the room and made the shadows ominous.
Occasiondly, Dad would mutter something. We would wait and listen. But hewould

be gone again.

On the third day, in the evening, when the wind started to rattle our rooftops, Dad



began to howl in his sleep. Then he kicked and strugded on the bed, and fell down.
He jumped up, his eyes big and mad, ran around the room, kicking things over,
sowing havoc with his ggantic shadow, wounding himsdf on sharp objects, and then
he collapsed at the door while hewas tryingto get out. It took us another hour to drag
him back to the bed. Mum lit three sticks of incense and stuck them in strategc
corners of the room, to ward off evil spirits. Then that evening, as | sat in the room
aone, watching Dad heave on the bed as if breath were deserting him for ever, Mum
brought three women into the house. One of them was M adame Koto. They weredl
dressed in black. One of them, | learned later, was apowerful herbaist who had once
been a witch and who had confessed in public, and who was stoned. Sheregppeared a
year after her confession, transformed into astrong herbaist who had promised to do
some good to the community . Everyone feared her and few trusted her.

When the three women came into our room | knew something very serious was
happening. | stayed silently in a corner, hidden by clothes. They didn’t seem to mind
my presence. | stayed silently in the corner and watched them caling Dad’s spirit
back from the Land of the Fighting Ghosts. All through the night they called Dad’'s
public and secret names in the strangest voices. All through the night they performed
their numinous rituas, singng the saddest songs, weaving threnodies from his names,
chanting incantations that atered the spaces in the room, that increased the sepia
tinted shadows, that made the cobwebs writhe and flow as if they had become black
ancient liquids. The forms of night-birds took shape amongst us, fluttering swiftly
over the candle-light; the room filled up with nameless presences, passing through the
ar of burning secrificid herbs. The black sea-waves lashed on the dark shores of the
celling as the women conjured a hundred forms to fight the things that prevented them
reaching Dad’s spirit in the remotest regons of the human hinterland. The herbdist
who had been a witch sweated and performed, conjured and contorted, she changed
her guises under the cover of shadows, she fought heroic battles with the spirits we
couldn’'t see, and she fought them with her fral form, her face crushed and wrinkled
like the skin of the aged tortoise which she put on the bed to help her travel faster
through those reams where speed is an eterna paradox. Over the door she hung the
dried heads of an antelope and a tiger, the skull of a boar and the bristling paws of a
lion long dead in its prime. She sacrificed two white cocks. Their blood, mixed with
strong smelling potions, was smeared on our wals. The feathers of a parrot and an
eage were burned on our floor and nearly burned down the house. The herbaist made
razor incisions on Dad's shoulders and pressed ground herbs into the bleeding cuts.
Dad didn't move. | watched his blood trickle down his shoulder, black with the herbs.
Then deep in the night the women began to dance round the bed, shrieking. A crowd
gethered outside our room. Dad began to stir. Thewind seemed intent on blowing our
houses away. The door was thrown open, al the candles were extinguished, and in the
darkness | saw the huge white form of a swollen spirit suspended in the room. |
screamed and the form weaved in the air and came faling down a great speed. It fell
down on Dad. When the door was shut, and the candles lit, Dad jerked up suddenly,
gesping for breath, heaving, his eyes wide as if he had woken from adream of terrors.
The women rushed to him and Dad, not knowing who they were, or whether he had
indeed woken up, pushed them aside, sent the herbalist collgpsing on the bed, and
shoved M adame Koto, who came crashing down on me. Like someone trying to
escagpe from a nightmare he fled out of the room and was seen tearing down the road
towards the forest.



The three women, M um, and me, went after him. It was fearfully dark. Thethree
women, faces veled with shadows, kept changng shapes in the darkness. M adame
Koto seemed to have recovered the full use of her bandaged foot. The third woman
had a presence so featureless that no one noticed her even when sheran. Shewas like
the ar or likeashadow or areflection. Her presence was important in ways | couldn’t
fathom. The smallest of them was the herbalist and as sheran | kept noticingthat her
hands flapped in her black smock. It came as a surprise, a shock fromwhich | didn’t
recover for along time, to see her lift up into the dark air, as if thewind were her dly.
Then the darkness increased round her, became concentrated, like a black smock of
cloud, and when the cloud cleared | saw only two women in black running, M um
beside them. The herbalist had disappeared. Then | heard the clapping of great wings
in the air above me and | saw a great eage, black, with red ey es, take off towards the
forest, into the night of mysteries. When we got deep into the forest we found Dad
asleep, his back resting on the trunk of abaobab tree, with the herbalist standing over
his haunted form.

‘“We must take him back now. Before the spirits of the forest start to smell him,’
she sad.

We were worried about how we were going to carry Dad back. But the third
woman, who seemed to have no features, and who never spoke, took his arm and
pulled him up. To our anazement Dad stood up like a child, his ey es open and vacant.
Mum held his other arm; they both supported him. And like a man who is neither
asleep nor awake, neither dead nor dive, weled him down theforest paths. When we
got home the crowd had gone. We lay Dad on the bed. He refused to sleep. He kept

jerking up, saying:
‘If | sleep | won't wake.’

The herbalist gave him something to drink. It seemed a very bitter drug and Dad's
ey es widened as he swallowed the herbal draught. Then he got up and sat on his three-
legged chair. With his eyes bulgng, his mouth big, slurring his words, Dad began to
speak. The three women in black sat on the floor. Mum sat on the bed. | sat in a
corner and could see Dad’s face, gaunt in the candle-light, his eyes like those of aman
who has stared into the degpest pits of existence. At first it was difficult to hear what
hewas saying, but we got used to it.

‘I have been having the most terrible experiences,” said Dad, staring straight ahead,
as if he were taking to someonein theroom that we couldn’t see. ‘| was slegping and
then | wasn't sleeping any more. Suddenly | found my self fighting seven spirits. They
said they had been sent by Green Leopard’s mother. And they wanted to kill meinnmy
sleep so that | wouldn’'t wake up. | fought them for alongtime. All the time you
thought | was sleeping | was battling with them. They fought me viciously and kept
trying to come out of my dreams to fight my wife. Eventuadly | defested them. Then |
tried to rest. And then a seven-headed spirit . .

‘No!’ cried the third woman.

‘Yes,’” said Dad. ‘A seven-headed spirit armed with seven golden swords came to
me and said because | killed his comrades he wants my son’s lifein return.’



The women screamed. M um rushed over and held me, smothering me.
‘| said NOV

The women wailed in low monotone. Mum held me tighter. | feared she might
break my neck without knowingit.

‘Then the seven-headed spirit attacked me. | fought him for nine nights. | only
managed to cut off one of his heads. The spirit was much too powerful for me and
there was nothing | could do but run. | ran into the forest. The spirit caught me and
tied me up with silver ropes and began to drag me to the Land of the Fighting Ghosts.
They are ghosts who spend dl their time fighting. The spirit dragged me and | never
stopped resisting, but the only thingthat saved mewas. .’

Dad paused. The women made sad noises, heads craned forward.

‘...was my own father, Priest of the Shrine of Roads. He said the spirit couldn’t
pass any road that he has blocked. The spirit fought him. They battled it out for along
time. | didn't know my father was so powerful. He cut off two of the heads of the
spirit. They both became tired. They agreed to make atruce. My faher sad if the
spirit let me go, hewould take my place. | didn’t understand what he meant.’

M um began to wall.
‘Shut up, woman!’ Dad sad.
M um fdl silent. | heard her swallow down her tears.

‘And then both of them vanished. | freed myself from theropes. All of my energy
had drained from me. An eagle perched on my head and then it turned into awoman.
And then four women, three of them dressed in black, just likeyou,” Dad sad,
pointing at the three women, ‘ came and led me from the forest. And then | woke up.’

Weadl stared a himin silence.
‘Pour me something strongto drink!” he demanded.

M um poured him some ogogoro. Dad finished it in agulp. The herbalist made Dad
drink some more of her herba draught. Then she got him to bathe in specidly treated
water. When Dad got back she had prepared another potion for him. Hedrank it in
one and surprised us dl by the tenderness of his ravings. He sat on his chair and began
to talk about how sweet the black rocks of the moon tasted, and how he drank of the
golden elixir of the sun, and of the innumerable geniuses of the futurethat black
people would produce, and of how he saw M um dancing naked in the forest, her hair
suspended by the brilliant cobwebs that the gods had spun, and how he saw me
walking backwards into aydlow river, and of abeautiful youngwoman he saw who
caled him deep into the place where dead bodies grew red flowers from their mouths.
And then just as suddenly as he began, hefdl silent. His mouth stay ed open. His eyes
were shut.



‘This man has got astrong head,” the herbdist said. ‘My medicine usualy puts
peopleto sleep beforel count to three. Help me carry himto the bed.’

We carried him. Dad snored. After awhile the three women got up. M um talked to
them about money. A smdl argument ensued. M um loosened the end of her wrapper,
counted out some money, and paid the herbaist and the third woman. M adame Koto
sadto

M um:
‘“We must continue that conversation of ours.’
‘My husband says no,” M um said.
‘Ask himagain.’

Thethree women left. It was thefirst timein three nights that we got any sleep.

THIRTEEN

WHEN DAD WOKE up the next morning he bustled with energy as if
nothing had happened to him. His face was still swollen, his eyes dmost invisible, his
mouth puffed out, but he sworethat hefdt twenty years younger. Hetalked of grand
schemes. He taked of buying enough corrugated zinc to roof the whole ghetto. He
taked of buying enough cement to build houses for dl the large families who lived in
one room. He spoke of tarring al the roads and clearing away dl the rubbish that had
accumulated in the consciousness of our people. He dreamt of opening massive stores
that would sdll food chesply to al the poor people. He got us worried when he began
to dream of becoming a professiona musician. And we started to think that Green
Leopard had dislodged something in his bran when he taked of becoming a
politician and bringng freedom and prosperity to the world and free education to the
poor. And it was when he began to tak loudly about becoming the Head of State,
seizing power from the white peoplethat ruled us, and of dl the good things he would

do for the suffering people of theworld, that we stopped payingtoo much attentionto
him.

Then one morning he went from room to room, knocking on doors, waking people up,
and asking them if they would vote for him. M ost of them slammed their doors in his
face. It was unfortunate that, to humour him, one or two people said that they would.
It gave him greater encouragement. He went from compound to compound. He spoke
to stal-owners and provision-selers. He queried the ground-nut hawkers and the
urban shepherds and the amulet traders. He had long arguments with pam-wine
tappers. He was seen in bars, a night, taking to drunkards, outlining his policies for
government. A new idedism had esten into his bran with the freshness of his
recuperation. He made enquiries about the cost of zinc. He wondered aoud about how
long and how wide the ghetto was. He made extensive, illiterate caculations about



how much it would cost to build ahouse, to build schools, about the population of the
poor, and how much money hewould need to win an eection.

He astonished us with the crankiness of his thinking. He conjured an image of a
country in which he was invisibleruler and in which every one would have the highest
education, in which everyone must learn music and mathematics and at least five
world languages, and in which every citizen must be completely aware of what is
going on in the world, be versed in tribd, nationa, continentd, and internationd
events, history, poetry, and science; in which wizards, witches, herbalists and priests
of secret religons would be professors a universities; in which bus drivers, cart-
pullers, and market women would be lecturers, while still retaining their normal jobs;
in which children would be teachers and adults pupils; in which delegations from dl
the poor people would have regular meetings with the Head of State; and in which
there would be éections when there were more than five spontaneous riots in any
gvenyear.

Dad began to spend alot of the money he had won in buying books. He couldn’t
read but he bought them. | had to read them to him. He bought books on philosophy,
politics, anatomy, science, astrology, Chinese medicine. He bought the Greek and
Roman classics. He became fascinated by the Bible. Books on the cabbala intrigued
him. He fdl in love with the stories of the Arabian Nights. He listened with ey es shut
to the strange words of classicd Spanish love poetry and retdlings of the lives of
Shaka the Zulu and Sundiata the Great. He insisted that | read something to him al
the time. He forced meto have adouble education. In the evenings he would sit on his
chair, feet on the table, cigarette in his mouth, eyes misty, paper and pencil beside
him, and he would make me read out loud. Occasiondly hewould interrupt mefor an
explanation. Most of what | read made no sense to me. So he bought a large
dictionary which must have cost him at least ten mighty punches from thefists of the
Green Leopard. Dad’'s bloated eye twitched when he opened it out on our table,
releasing into the air of our room the aroma of words and freshwood. Like a battered
but optimistic salesman, he said:

‘This book explains books.’

His passion began to drive us slightly mad. The room became cluttered with books of
al sizes, ugy books with pictureless covers and tiny letters asif intended only for the
ants to read, large books that broke your back to carry them, books with such sloped
lettering that they strained the neck, books which smelt like cobwebs and barks of
medicind trees and old sawdust after rain. M um complained and sometimes made
piles of the books and baanced her basins and cooking pots on them. Dad got furious
a her disrespect and they argued bitterly. Then Dad began to contemplate the notion
of compulsory military service for women. Then, looking a me, he included children.
He saw himsdf both as invisible Head of State and as fitness master. In the mornings
he took to drilling us. Whenever we annoyed him in any way he would wake us up
very early and take us through exerciseroutines. M um obliged at first, even when she
was cooking. That was thefirst timel saw M um burn an entire pot of soup. We went
hungy tha day. Mum became exempt from al drilling. M aybe that was when the
future notion of joiningthe army first entered Dad’ s head.

He didn’'t go towork for days. Hewent around, driven by the new lights that Green



Leopard had knocked into his head. He spoketo the prostitutes at length. He persisted
even when they abused him, even when people began to speculate loudly about his
strange dliances. Then hetaked of getting adelegation of M adame Koto's prostitutes
to go and protest to the Colonia Administration. For three days M um refused to cook.
And Dad, forced to eat beans cooked by hawkers, and brought down by a bout of
stomach trouble, gave up the notion of the Council of Prostitutes. But he cregsted a
specid placefor them in hisimagned country.

It didn't take Dad long to redise that he didn't know what he was taking about.
When he tried to organise the men of the area to start clearing up the rubbish aong
the streets, he was surprised at the ferocity of ther insults.

‘Do you think we have nothing better to do? they said.
Dad, never to be daunted, took to clearing the rubbish himself.

‘“We have to clear garbage from our street before we clear it from our minds,’” he
sad, echoing something he had heard in one of the books.

But when he had cleared a bit of rubbish, and dumped it in the swamp, people would
litter the section he had cleaned up. In oneweek his efforts seemed to haveresulted in
there being more rubbish around. The street got worse. People began to think it more
natura to dump their garbage on the street. Dad quarrelled with them. Those that
might have voted for him, few as they were, publicly withdrew their support. After a
while they began to seethe possibilities of the swamp. Dad had shown them the way .
When the street became too cluttered, they emptied their garbage into the swamp.
When therains fdl, the swamp grew and covered half the street.

But it was when people took to bringng their problems to him, when they asked
him for money, for advice on everything from how to get their children admitted to
hospita to how to get books for their youngsters, that Dad redised he couldn’t bea
visible or an invisible Head of Sate just by himself.

‘A politician needs friends!’” he announced one morning.

And he began to contemplate a new dliance with M adame Koto. He thought
seriously of the importance of information and knowledge. First he dreamt of making
me a spy. He wanted me to begn to revisit Madame Koto, to listen to the
conversations in the bar, and to find out how to become a politician. We were amazed
by Dad’s volte-face. M um, at first, rebuked him, caled him ahypocrite and a coward.
But, when she had got rid of some of her vengeance, she openly supported the plan.
Sheclearly had in mind the possibilities of makingmoney cookingfor the grest raly.

Dad's next idea was that shortly after | had re-entered M adame Koto’s bar, he
would begn his regppearance. His intention was to spesk to her customers, to her
party supporters and colleagues, learn something about how politics worked, and
may be even win some of them over to his philosophy.

“You used to hate politics, M um sad. ‘What has happened, eh?



‘I’ ve been thinking.’

‘So it took Green Leopard to start you thinking, en?
‘Wherethere s politics, there s money,” Dad said. M um was silent.
‘Wecan't remain poor for ever.’

‘Yes, wecan,’ | sad.

Dad gave me avicious stare.

‘In this world,” he said after awhile, ‘thisis what happensto you every day if you
have nothing” He pointed to his swollen face, his puffed-out eyes, his bruised lips.

He paused.

‘But while we are doing these things, spying on M adame Koto, finding out
everything, | will continueas | was.’

We didn’t understand him. The subtlety of his campaign eluded us. He didn’t explain.
And then, slowly, we redised that Dad’ s manner had changed. When he pointed at
something he did so with authority, as if distinguishing objects in space for the first
time. His eyes were still obscured, so we couldn’t see what new lights dazzled in
them. But he was no longer like a demented boxer, spoiling for a chalenge to prove
himself. He was slowly taking on the manner of a soldier, a commander. M e and
M um and anyonethat listened to him were his team. It was asmal army; and because
we were a captive audience, Dad had his secret stage from which to spring Hefilled
our lives with astrange excitement. At thetimewedidn’t know it.

‘You,” he said, pointing a me, so that | felt mysdf distinguished from everything
else in the universe, ‘you can do what you like, but you aso do what | tell you. From

today listen carefully to what | say, watch carefully what | do. This lifeis ajoke that
is not redly ajoke. Even mosquitoes know they haveto survive’

FOURTEEN

GRADUALLY WE SAW the subtlety of his campagn. We thought he had
changed. He had. But to our chagrin instead of saving the money he had made from
the fight, as M um had suggested, he immediately let it be known that he was throwing
a paty. He invited the compound people, M adame Koto, the blind old man, Ade's
father, and the herbalist who had trested him. The word went round that the man who
had conquered Green Leopard was havingaparty to ceebrate his victory. Dad invited
only afew people, but the wholeworld came.

It was meant to be an intimate party. Dad ordered some drinks and got M umto fry



three chickens. While M um fried the chicken, coughing from al the smoke, Dad kept
agppearing and waking off with his favourite pieces. A fourth chicken had to be
ordered, which | fried, because Mum said she'd had enough of the smoke. Dad
confined himself to asteady consumption of beer.

“You used to drink ogogoro,” M um said.
‘Life gets better,’ replied Dad, opening another bottle.

When | had finished with the frying and the burning of the chicken, | was sent to
go and hire some chairs. When | came back with the chair-hire man, as we cdled him,
Dad was outside, a the housefront, sweating. He had been training again. We piled
the folding chairs in front of our room and M um, grumbling, paid the chair-hire man,
who asked if hetoo could attend the party.

‘It'sasmdl event,” M um said.
‘Good, so | can comewith my wife’

Mum had no choice but to gve her consent. At the housefront Dad had begun to
stride up and down the street, bare-chested, his battered goves on, cdling himsdf the
champion of the world, and inviting al chalengers. He was quite drunk and he
boasted with afury | never knew he had. He said he could best five Green Leopards.
He said he could kill three lions with his bare hands. He announced that he could
knock out ten trees and destroy abuildingwith asinge punch.

‘Isn’t that the man who humbled the Green Leopard? asked Mr. Chair-Hire.
‘Yes.’
‘Excdlent. | will come and enjoy his party. | will bringal my friends.’

And he hurried off to attend to his business. Dad went on raving. He boasted with
such ferocity, lashing out with such energy, and swesating so profusely, that his
drunkenness soon left him and he had to keep going into the room to replenish his
intoxication with bottles of beer. When he returned and resumed his furious boasting
M adame Koto’s car drove past. Thedriver slowed down to listen to him.

‘As | was saying, | can destroy a house with only one punch! | can lift acar with
one finger. If the car is coming a me | can put out one hand and the car will stop. |
can build aroad in one day!’

Thedriver laughed.

‘I can punch aman so hard’, Dad shouted, ‘that &l hewill be ableto do is laugh for
therest of hislife’

The driver took the hint and moved on. When Dad had spent himsef with training
and shouting, and no onetook up his chalengefor abattle, he went in, had abath, and
prepared for the party.



The evening came slowly. On the road | watched as the forest darkened. Flocks of
white birds settled on the topmost branches of the trees. M adame Koto and her driver
went past severa times, carrying cartons of beer, boxes of paper plates and napkins. |
watched aso as the women of her bar helped with piling up hired chairs. Preparations
for the geat rdly were underway. There was now a generd fever of anticipation
about the event. Those who sworethey wouldn't attend it had changed their minds. Its
promise of spectacle, the numbers of popular musicians appearing, the hints that
money would be distributed to the crowd, the tak even of witnessing free films, made
the staunchest opponents waver.

Adg€ s father, his two wives, and Ade himsdf, were the first to turn up for Dad’s
modest celebrations. We opened a few folding chairs for them and poured them
drinks. Dad taked to Ade's father about politics. M um taked to the wives about

opening shops and trading in the market. | talked with Ade about Dad wantingto be
Head of Sate.

Then the blind old man turned up with his accordion and his helper. After them
cane Madame Koto, her stomach massive, her face sad. And after her were the
herbdist and her silent, distrustful acolytes. Behind them came the compound people,
with ther children. We ran out of chairs. The room was dready crowded. People
carried on turning up. We didn’t recognise many of them. Traders, lorry-drivers,
clerks, stdl-owners, hawkers, bicycle-repairers, the carpenter and his colleagues. The
party spilled out of the room and into the passage. By this time the room was
excruciatingy stuffy and hot. Flies buzzed over the drinks and settled on our sweseting
brows. Someone tried to open the window, applied too much force, and practicaly
destroyed it. The carpenter promised to fix it for free. The blind old man supplied
music from his vile accordion.

M eanwhile, outside, the problem of those who turned up, uninvited, to the party
grew worse. They clamoured and raised a terrible din dongthe passage. When | felt |
was going to suffocate inside, from the sweat and the old man’s music, | strugged to
oet out. | was shocked at the size of the crowd. Dad’s modest party had been overrun
by tramps whose hair was the breeding ground of lice and sprouting rubbish, and who
stank; by the wretched and the hungry and the homeless, al of whom had such defiant
and intense eyes that | fet they would pounce on anyone who dared ask them to
leave; by the deformed, whose legs looked like the letter K, whose mouths away's
seemed to be dribbling, whose rickety feet were turned somewhat backwards; by
weary ghetto-dwdlers, people | had seen sitting outside mechanics' workshops
dreaming about sea-journeys, people | had seen in the streets or a the markets, faces
worn, eyes ydlowish. There were handsome y oung men who brought ther grlfriends,
women of unknown histories, old men and women who looked like dl the old people
| had ever seen. There were people in black habits, with wizened faces, eyes bright
like royd jaguars, chests and arms covered with spells and amulets. There were aso
people long rumoured to be witches and wizards. | could recognise them instantly by
their anti-smells and by theway they didn’'t want anyoneto touch them. They dways
stayed on therr own. | stared a one of the wizards intently. He stared back a me.
Then he began coming towards me. When | turned to run, | heard a dog barking
When | looked again the wizard had gone and a dog stood in his place. It was awhite
dogwith green eyes.



‘Kill that dog!’ | shouted.

The dog had an dmost human expression of bewilderment on its face. Someone
threw astoneat it. | amed akick at its mouth. The dogfled, howling. M oments later |
saw the wizard coming down the street. One of his eyes was swollen. He avoided me
for therest of the evening

Apart from the witches and the wizards, who brought an amost sweet smell of evil
to the crowd, there were thugs from both of the main parties as well as some from the
lesser organisations. They had come to see what Dad looked like and to pay ther
respects to the man who had tamed the legendary Green Leopard. The thugs strugded
to get to our room, but the crowd was too dense aong the passage. So they lolled
around the compound-front, flexing their muscles, expanding their chests, and
chatting up the women.

Evening fel and more people poured in from al over the place. Boxers turned up in
their training shorts, with their boxing goves on, with towels round their necks. M en
with guns and rounds of ammunition aso turned up. They were soldiers and
policemen, some of them. They strolled proudly into the gathering and chatted with
the prostitutes. They, too, had heard of Dad’s feat. They weredl ex-ghetto men, who
wore ther wretched pasts proudly. They kept askingfor Dad, but he was nowhereto
be found. He wasn’'t in the room, dong the passage, in thetoilet, or a the compound-
front.

Then as we were looking for Dad we saw a procession of beggars coming down the
road. They wereled by ahypnoticaly beautiful young grl. There were about seven or

eght of them. Some of the beggars had legs that were limp and pliable as rubber.
Some had twisted necks. Others had both feet behind their heads. One of them had
one eye much higher up on his face than the other. Another seemed to have three
eyes, but on closer inspection it turned out to be a wound like a socket with an eye
missing. One was admost completely blind and could see only through pupils so
scrambled up and confusing that they seemed like mashed egg yolk. It was when the
grl got closer that we saw she was blind in one eye. All the beggars trailed dongthe
ground, infilthy clothes, each with sticks and pads of cloth beneath the joints of limbs
that scraped on the rough earth. Dust rose with their advance. Then to our puzzlement
the beggars, looking up with the bright faces of arrivants, turned into our compound-
front. The grl arranged them into a semi-circle. Then | saw that the procession of
beggars were a family. The most deformed was the father. He seemed to have dl ther
deformities. As the line went towards the youngest each member seemed to have a
peculiar variation of a particular deformity. It ended with the clarity of thelittlegrl’s
blind eye. | couldn’t stop looking a the grl. She was extremely beautiful, like a
flower whose flaw is its luminous perfection. She was aso curiously familiar, like the
distant music heard on those afternoons when dl the world is resolved into a pure
dream, a music without a location, the music of one's mood and spirit, distilled by a
secret affinity. | went over to the beggars and asked who they were.

‘We are from a distant place’ said the grl, ‘and we heard that afamous boxer was
throwing a party for peoplewho are hungy. We have dway s been hungry and it took
us awholeday of travellingto get here’



| immediately renewed my search for Dad. | found him in the room, surrounded by
boxers, dl of whom wanted to try their new techniques on him. Dad was in afrantic
state. The room was overcrowded. People were screamingin terror at the spaces being
crushed about them. The clothes-line had been pulled down and our clothes lay
scattered on the floor and trampled on by mud-covered shoes. Thewindow had been
splintered open by one of the boxers who was practising a southpaw punch. The bed
was in complete disarray with children jumping about on it. Our cupboard had been
invaded by strangers who were helpingthemselves to our food. There was nowhereto
move in the room. In acorner one of the boxers relentlessly punched thewall with his
bare fists. M um sat where dl the clothes had falen. She had a frightened expression
on her face. | couldn’t reach either Mum or Dad. As | fought through it | became
conscious tha the crowd was actively preventing my entry. | was completey
encompassed by witches and wizards. One of them smiled a me and reveded her
dazzling white teeth. A tal witch looked down a me. Shewas very pretty indeed and
had an dmost royd bearing. Then she got out a pair of gasses and put themon. Her
eyes looked monstrous. She laughed. She put her hand on my shoulder. It brushed
against my face. Her hand was so cold in that heated place that | came close to
fanting with shock. The witches and wizards closed in on me | fdt mysdf
suffocating. Their smells were so sweet, so without swest, it made meill. The one
with the swollen eye brought out ablack sack. | screamed. When | stopped screaming
they weren't around me any more. | found myself surrounded instead by thugs. One
of them slapped my head.

‘What’s wrongwith you? he said.

| made a new effort to get to Dad. | cdled to him. At the other side of theroom |
could hear him telling everyone to leave, that the party would be held a the
housefront. No one listened. He spoke louder and said hewouldn’t serve any drinks or
food if peopledidn’t leave the room. Gradualy they pushed their way out. They were
rowdy in the passage, muttering their disappointments. Only M adame K oto, some of
the prostitutes, Ade and his family, and the blind old man remained.

‘What arewe goingto do? asked Dad.

“You invited them,” M um said. ‘Why areyou asking us?

‘| didn’t invitethewhole planet!” Dad said.

‘“What’s the problem? M adame K oto asked.

‘Not enough drinks, plates, chicken, chairs.’

‘“What do you have? said the blind old man.

‘Too many people’

| went up to Dad and told him that some beggars had come to see him. | told him
they’d been travellingfor awhole day and were hungy .

“You mean beggars cameto see me, eh?



‘Yes.
‘And they travelled for seven day s?

‘Oneday.’

‘And they are outside?

‘Yes!

‘Come and show themto me,’ Dad said, staggering.

Then | redised hewas very drunk. We left the room. Outside, it was crowded. Dad
minged with the soldiers, his fellow load-carriers, cart-pullers, and boxers. He
became very exuberant and talked about politica miracles. By thetimewe got to the
housefront, | had lost him. A group of thugs descended on him and they got very
animated about someissue. | went over to the beggars. The old man began to sing.
Thegrl stared a mewith her sad hungry eye. All around there was chaos, People
were strugding for the folding chairs. Boxers began sparring. Witches and herbdists
converged and heated arguments grew from their conflicting philosophies. They had
furious rows about the superiorities of their powers and their way, the vaues of ther
accomplishments, the extent of their influence in the visible and invisible worlds. One
of the herbdists brought out ared pouch, waved it about, and threw it on the ground.
A cloud of green smoke rosein the air and hung over the gathering. Another herbalist
brought out abundlewrapped in silver foil, screamed incantations, and threw the
bundlein thear. The green cloud dispersed. The soldiers crowded the prostitutes.

M adame K oto came out of the room and ordered one of her women to cal her driver,
who had been seen driving up and down the place, terrifyingwomen, drunkenly
threstening people who crossed the street, blasting his horn, and shouting insults at
those who moved too slowly. T he thugs crowded M adame K oto and sang her praises.
Dad got on to the cement platform and attempted to make aspeech. Hewas very
drunk and he weaved about, abottlein his hand.

‘Thereisfood for everybody!” he shouted. ‘ There are drinks for every body!
M adame K oto has made a generous contribution.’

Slencefdl gradudly over the noisy celebrants.
‘Today therewill beamiracle!l” he announced again.
The crowd roared with anticipation.

‘| am goingto divide one chicken so that every one will havetheir share’ he said,
and left the platform.

The noise started up. Shortly afterwards M um and Ade' s mother came out and
distributed small chicken pieces to the crowd. People complained. Paper cups with
small quantities of beer were dso passed around. The thugs grumbled that the
guantity was an insult to their saliva. Arguments started up. Disagreements flared in
the bad-tempered reception of the food and drink. Shop-owners around minged in the



crowd and sold bottled beer and ogogoro. T he soldiers and thugs drank agreat dedl.
Dad gppeared amongst the beggars. | saw him gve them awhole chicken. Therewas
aflash. The beggars fell on thefood, rushed it, dismembered the chicken, and atelike
famished beasts. Then Dad, standing proudly amongst them, his ey es big, his lips
swollen, abottlein one hand, said:

‘These are members of my party. Thisis my world constituency, the begnning of
my road. Watch them. One day we will remember their hunger when we are as
hungy asthey are. These people are our destiny!’

No onelistened to him. Hewent on with his political declaration, untroubled by
thefact that no onelistened. He criticised the people of the ghetto for not taking
care of their environment, for their lazy atitude towards theworld, for their amost
inhuman delight in their own poverty. He urged them to lift themselves up by their
thoughts.

‘THINK DIFFERENTLY," heshouted, ‘AND YOU WILL CHANGE THE
WORLD.’

No one heard him.

‘REMEMBER HOW FREE YOU ARE’ he bdlowed, ‘AND YOU WILL
TRANSFORM YOUR HUNGER INTO POWERY’

One of the soldiers burst out laughing. Dad screamed at the soldiers for carrying
quns, for aways having weapons, and for their arrogance. Then he launched an attack
on dl the thugs who went around terrorising people. He abused the government, he
denounced both political parties for poisoning the minds of the people. But he
reserved his most furious assault for the people of the nation. He blamed them for not
thinking for themselves, he lashed out a their sheep-like philosophy, their triba
mentality, their swalowing of lies, their tolerance of tyranny, their eternd silence in
the face of suffering. He complained bitterly that peoplein the world refused to learn
how to see properly and think clearly. He swore that days of fire and flood were
coming when soldiers and politicians would drown in their own lies.

‘“He has gone completely mad!” someone said.

‘No more politica speeches!” someone dse cried.

‘Giveus food!”

‘Giveus wine!’

‘Giveus music!’

‘Keep the politics for yoursdf!’

Dad’'s arms flailed. He attempted to answer his hecklers, but the voices crying out

for drinks, the confusion and the arguments, the fury of drunken women and noise of
the soldiers among the prostitutes, drowned out his speech.



‘Music!’
‘Food!”
‘Wine!’

Dad was confused. At that moment the blind old man, vaguely resembling a centaur,
struck up on his accordion, and dtered the mood of the entire party. M usic, likethe
awful sound of wild beasts gnashing and grinding their teeth in the forests, poured
from the pleats of his instrument. He played with great abandon, unleashing such
discordant notes on the air that it wasn’t long before a herbalist, hand wrapped in a
black pouch, slagpped one of the wizards. Pandemonium broke over the party,
orchestrated by the soaring cruelty of the accordion’s resonant uginess. A woman
screamed. A soldier accidentally fired a shot in the air. The wizard who had been
slapped whirled round and round on one spot, arms outstretched, ey es wide open. A
witch slapped the herbalist, whose face turned blue and then red where he had been
slapped. He began to wail. The beating of mighty wings sounded over our heads.
Shadows descended on us. Darkness came on silent wings, filling out the empty
spaces. | saw one of the witches strugging with her garment. Her eyes turned blue.
Her fingers became claws. Her face became wonderfully pretty. A chair was hurled,
which landed on the thugs. The beggars attacked the soldiers. The tramps pounced on
the prostitutes. A flash blinded me. | heard the blast of the car horn, piercing the night
like aforlorn and angy cry. Out of the incandescent flash, human forms materidised
in the darkness. Someone caught meas | fel. And when my eyes cleared | saw people
fighting, chairs hurling themselves in perfect parabolas through the air, members of
the political paties pouncing on one another. Bodies tumbled in bizare
entangements, fists connected with faces, a woman scratched a man’s eyes, one of
the witches had fastened on to the back of a soldier and the soldier howled as if a
crude pair of claws had been duginto his soul. Dad vainly tried to restore order, while
the boxers and thugs blinded one another with punches.

Bottles broke on heads in the darkness. Yelow birds, like the leaves of fertile
trees, scattered amongst us. Another flash startled me. And it was only when M adame
Koto's car shone its garish headlights on us that | noticed the new silent presence of
the photographer. And before | could shout him a greeting | became aware that
something had gone wrong with the nerves of the world. We heard the whirring
engne, heard the possessed cry of the driver, and saw the two arc lights of the car
intently bounding towards us, pressing on, gowing brighter, flooding us with
confusion. Severd screams rose a once. There was a moment duringwhich | saw the
illuminated face of M adame Koto's driver. He looked thoroughly drunk, his eyes
were bardy open, his neck was dl tight with tendons, and sweat like meting wax
poured down his brow. Then the car swerved. Panic showed on the driver’ s face as he
seemed to wake up suddenly, and in his awakening he lost control. People fled,
disorientated by theydlow birds. Inthearc of lights | saw the forms of peopleleaping
into the ar, legping, some of them, into invisibility; leaping, others, into new forms.
Finally, the car cut through the crowd, and knocked Ade and one of the beggars
sideways. Then the car smashed into the cement platform, into the wall of the
compound, and its lights went dead. The engne roared, the wheds turned, churning
up thesoil. After thetide of shattering dass there was along moment of silence.



Then the real confusion began. Wailing rose in the dark. Another shot was fired into
the ar. Dad, who didn't seem to have regstered what was happening, launched into
another speech, pouring scorn on dl politicians who ddiberately keep their people
illiterate. | heard someone fal on the blind old man’s accordion. People fought in the
darkness everywhere. Ade began crying Abuse fdl in torrents, voices cursed
M adame Koto and her doomed ambition, and in the car we heard the trapped driver
screaming. The compound women fetched lanterns. The men managed to wrench
open the manged car door and bring out thetwisted form of the driver. He had blood
al over him. His chest had a weird gash as if he'd been shot there. Broken gass, like
the wild spikes of certain plants, had lodged itsdlf in his face. Shards of gass were
everywhere, in his wounds, minged with his blood and scattered on the seats. There
was a long splinter in one of his eyes. Wailing and kicking, he was like a man who
had woken into a nightmare. Green pus and al the fluids of sight and blood, poured
down the sides of his face like aburst egg. They carried him and stretched him out on
the cement platform. One of the herbdists, howling the secret names of arcane deities,
plucked out the dass from his eye and the other herbalists prepared potions to staunch
the bleeding and the flow of eye fluids. Not far from them Ade, who had been struck
in the hip and had landed on his arm and wrenched it, beat and wailed on the ground.
His father held him down and his mother spoke words into his ears, which made him
wall louder. A witch pulled a his legs and a herbdist was twisting his bad arm. His
father shouted that his son should be left alone. Behind them, the thugs of both parties
fought on the mud, fought in the swamp, fought like gants in old legends. Wood
broke on skulls. Chairs flew through the ar. The family of beggars, led by the
beautiful one-eyed grl, had begun their departure. They filed out, the girl in front. She
kept looking back. She had no expression or judgement on her face. And behind her
— hobbling and crawling on the earth, each with their unique deformities, twisted
legs behind their necks, soft legs useessly traling on the ground, heads big and
strange with the agony of survivad — were therest of the family of beggars. | wanted
to follow them on ther journeys, to be with the beautiful grl who had refined dl ther
deformities into a singe functioning eye, whose face would pursue mein dreams and
loves and music.

But M um screaming in the crowd, Dad who was caught in a barrage of accusations,
M adame Koto who was surrounded by enemy thugs, and Ade who wept bitterly on
the ground, held me back and kept me rooted. | watched the beggars leave, and one
aspect of my destiny left with them. And as they went | heard the wind rush, laden
with dl our sorrows, over the branches of thetrees. The wind circled our heads. | saw
the forms of angdls in the dark sky. Theydlow birds in our midst, startled by the new
horrors of the smashed car, and by the aroma of blood, beat their wings and took off
into that night of lamentation. And then, without any heavenly event, therain began to
fal. The rain fel on the devastated car, on M adame Koto who wept openly, on the
thugs of both parties as they clashed and wounded themselves over obscure loy alties.
The rain poured on thedriver, who had now passed out, on the herbadists, who didn’t
seem to know what to do, and on my friend, who had now become serene within his
own pain. It was not thetragedy of the night that dispersed everyone. It was therain.
The thugs fought themsealves right through different stratas of time. The soldiers |eft
as a goup, drunk on beer and the smell of cordite. The tramps, who had come
because of the rumours of a feast, the people who had turned up to hail their new
hero, the wretched and the curious, were dl washed away by the gentleflood. Ade's
father left with his wives, carrying my friend away on his back. The chair-hire man



stormed up and down the street, cursing Dad for the destruction of his chairs. The
witches and wizards simply disappeared. | didn’t see them go. And the herbalists
carried M adame Koto's driver away for proper treatment. As the rain became heavier,
the only people left a the housefront were Dad, who was distracted and drunk;
M adame Koto, whose wig gyrated in a swirling puddle and who sat on the ground
covered in mud; and M um, who stood beside the car, blood and rain-water flowing
round her feet. The blind old man was led home. His manged accordion danged at
his side, as if it were an instrument that had been destroyed by its own bad music.
Immobile and obscene, the car stayed smashed against the cement wall. Nothing
could be done about it for the night.

The chair-hire man pounced on Dad. And Dad had to knock him down twice.
He rushed off and came back with amachete and he had to be held. Dad sworethat he
would pay for the chairs or repair them himsef. Disconsolate and drunk with rage, the
chair-hire man had to be led home by four men. M adame Koto's prostitutes came and
took her away, holding her by both arms, as if she might do something dangerous. In
the distance she could be heard wailing, not about the driver, but about her car.

When everyone had findly gone, Mum went silently into the room. Dad had a
long bath. | stayed a the housefront while the rain went on faling, staring a the
flotsam of broken chairs, shattered gass, tatters of clothes and feathers, broken
bottles, and chicken bones on the road. | think most of our red troubles began that
night. They began not with the devastation of voices and chairs and the car, but with
the blood mingiing with rain and flowing right into the mouth of theroad. | heard the
slaking of the road’s unquenchable thirst. And blood was a new kind of libation. The
road was young but its hunger was old. And its hunger had been reopened. The roads
were not even flooded that night athough the rain didn't cease. For a long time |
couldn’t see the sky. As | stood there the firm hands of the wind came from behind
and lifted me up.

‘Comein, Mumsaid. ‘Thisis not anight for achild to see’
Dad was asleep on the bed. | could hear his snores over the rain and the thunder.
Mum lit a candle on thetable. After we ate we stayed up. M um said nothing. Both of

us stared at the candle, feding the wind and the thunder banging on our broken
window.

BOOK SEVEN

ONE

THERE ARE MANY riddles of the dead that only the living can answer.



After the catastrophe of the party, Dad’s philosophy began to expand in strange ways
The spirit encroachment on my lifeincreased. In many respects, and without knowing
it, Dad kept the spirits a bay with his battles in different realms. But along our road,
there wasn't much anyone could do. Fighting broke out al the time. In the morning
after the disastrous party, M adame K oto organised six thugs to come and push her car
to the mechanic’s workshop. We woke to the noise of confrontations. As the thugs
pushed the car dong a group of opposition thugs ambushed M adame Koto and her
protectors and attacked them in retdiation for knockingover Ade.

| returned from school to hear that people were going around armed with clubs.
Dad had returned early and was having an argument with the chair-hire man about the
number of chars that were destroyed. M um aso returned early because everywhere
she went there were clashes between the warlords of both of the main parties. When
the chair-hire man left, with some money, and alittle mollified, Dad asked meto read.
| read to him from Homer, while Mum vented her anger about the horrors of the
celebration. The food that evening was quite tasteess. Dad didn’t notice. He ate with
his usud large appetite.

His face had begun to return to normal. A new fierceness had entered his eyes.
After | had read to him again from Homer’ s Odyssey, Dad wondered aoud about how
he was going to be able to do any good in the world if he didn’t learn more about
politics, and didn’t infiltrate the existing organisations. It was around this time that
Dad conceived the idea of using the ever-gpproaching raly as the platform to preach
his ideas and gather voters. Then he remembered his notion of using me as aspy.

‘My sonisnot aspy,” Mum sad.

‘Oneway or another we are dl spies,” Dad asserted.
‘Don’t put my son in trouble.’

‘But he will make agood spy .’

‘Why ?

“You won't understand.’

‘That’s what you men say when you don’'t want to tell thetruth.” Dad kept quiet.
M um complained about how Dad was using me for his mad schemes, about al the
money wasted on the tragc party. But Dad didn’'t listen. He caled me and said he
wanted me to resume visiting M adame Koto’s bar. He said he would join me later. |
didn't think he was serious. But later in the evening, as | sat outside watching the
world revolve slowly with the movement of clouds, he came and reminded me of my
mission. He told me that new things were happeningin theworld and in our area. Was
| not curious? | wandered off to M adame Koto's bar.

Our road was changng Nothing was what it seemed any more. Some of the
beggars that came to Dad’s unfortunate party had set up at the roadside. One of them
lay on amat in front of the blind old man’s house. With his beads between his fingers,
the beggar asked me for money as | went past. His ey es were hollow, his mouth was



like a curse. | hurried on. The bushes aongthe roadside were getting wilder. A young
tree had fallen between the blind old man’s house and M adame Koto’s bar. The wind
rose suddenly and when it lessened | could smell the smal things rottingin the forest.
As | neared the bar, with its bright new signboard, | heard loud voices and music from
within. | stayed a the barfront. | wasn't sure how | would be received. The car wasn't
there. A man came out of the bar, stared a& me, spat generously on the bushes, and
went back in. Shortly afterwards one of the prostitutes emerged.

‘What do you want?
‘M adame Koto.’
“Who sent you?

‘My father.’

‘Who is that?
‘Black Tyger.’

Shegave mealong stare. Shewent in. For awhile nothing happened. The voices
became louder. A fight started. Chairs tumbled over. Glasses broke. Women's voices
intervened. The fight died down with subsiding abuses. Someone put arecord on the
phonograph and adeep octave voice, lifted by brass instruments, sang out into the
evening Thewind blew. Trees bowed. A procession of beggars came down the road.
They werenot beggars | recognised. They stopped in front of M adame Koto's bar.
Then they cametowards me. There were about seven of them. Two of them had
malformed legs and dragged themselves on the ground like hy brid serpents, with the
cushioning aid of elbow pads. Therest of them had twisted arms, ongated necks.
One of them had only one arm, another had two fingers, and another, to my horror,
seemed to havethreeeyes. | tried to run, but | was curiously rooted. Sdaaming,
bringngwith them al the smells of the gutters, street-corners, dustbins, rotting flesh,
and damp nights, they pressed on me. Their leader was aman of indescribable age,
with aface of wrenched metd, deep eyes, and acrumpled mouth. He cameto me,
beggng for generosity, in alanguage which seemed to belongto another universe. He
crowded me, and the others did as well, till | couldn’t bresthe for their smells. The
youngest of the beggars laughed and it seemed that a mashed insect fell out of his
mouth. | shouted. The oldest beggar grabbed me, with his two fingers, and his grip
was likethat of an infernad machine. Pressing his face closeto mine, so that | was
suspended in amoment of fainting, he said:

‘Follow us.’

| kicked out and pushed the beggars avay and ran into the bar. The floor was
crowded with dancers. The room was full of smoke. | knocked over a bench, and
collided with adancing couple. A woman shrieked. The music stopped. And
everyone, frozen in their particular motion, asif | had brought an dien enchantment,
stared at me.

‘What’'s wrongwith you? one of the prostitutes asked.



‘Nothing’
‘Get out of herel’ one of the men shouted.

| recognised him as just another thug. He had big shoulders and athick neck.

‘Get out!”’
‘NoV’
‘Areyou mad?
‘No.’

One of the women slapped my head and | jumped on her and a hand grabbed my
neck from behind and lifted me away .

‘If youdon't go | will throw you out,” amighty voice said.
‘I will go.’

He put me down. | waited. Then | pointed a the door. They dl looked. The strips of
curtain were parted. And the old beggar, sdlaaming, his face weirder in the red lights,
came in. Behind him was the train of beggars. They brought with them dl the foul,
unwanted smells of the world. | went to acorner of the bar, and sat down on abench.
There was a long silence. The old beggar, looking round a everyone with fearless
ey es, came towards me, bringng his entourage with him.

‘| want that boy,” he said loudly, pointing at mewith a crooked finger.

As he moved into the bar the darkness came with him. The darkness was a wind
that blew from their crowding of the doorway. When one of the prostitutes saw the
collective deformities of the beggars, she let out an anguished cry. Suddenly, with no
one activating it, the music started. The bravest of the thugs yeled. The beggars
brought a ferocious unbending force into the bar. They imbued everything with their
smells. One of the younger beggars, who had no legs and moved on low crutches of
uneven lengths, climbed up on the table where most of the clientele were gathered.
For the first time | noticed that the thugs and warriors of grass-roots politics were
afraid. The prostitutes retreated, holding their noses.

‘They sent meto bringthat boy,” the old one said, moving steadily towards me.
“Who sent you? | asked.

All the faces in the bar turned to me. One of the beggars laughed. Another one picked
up a caabash of pam-wine and drank it al. As if on cue the rest of them suddenly
noticed the drinks and the plates of peppersoup on the tables and, discarding their
crutches, fdl on dl the available food. The ones without legs propelled themselves up
on powerful hands. The ones without hands legpt up and, with the expert grip of their
teeth, seized the peppersoup bowls and drank. Soup ran down the sides of ther



mouths and on to their filthy clothes. The old beggar, standing still, his eyes burning
on me, remained apat from the mélée, his battered frame twitching, a strange smile
on his lips. He stood still, and so did everyone ese. The music stopped. Plates had
been turned over; the beggars drank soup and ate the meat and bones from the table
tops. The thugs and other clientele were transfixed. A beggar boy began to choke.
Another one laughed. The old one rushed a me. When | fled amongst the prostitutes
gathered at the door, it seemed | released the spdl hangng over the place. Suddenly
the thugs lashed out at the beggars, kicked them, threw plates a them. The beggars ate
and drank as though untouched. When the wine had been emptied from the cups, the
soup al consumed, the bones cracked, the marrow sucked out of them, the beggars —
amazing in the virtuosity of their incomplete limbs — jumped on the thugs. The
prostitutes fled outside. The thugs dso panicked and ran. The old one sat down beside
me. | did not move. He surveyed the chaos of bones being thrown, tables overturned,
dasses breaking, and then he said:

‘How many eyes do you have?
‘Three, | replied. He stared a me.
‘How many ears?

‘One’

‘Why ?

‘I hear things.” | continued. ‘Voices. Words. Trees. Flowers.’
He laughed.

‘They sent meto bringyou.’
‘Who?

“Your friends.’

‘Who areyou?

He looked around and waved his hand over the bar. The darkness cleared. He hit
me on the head and | heard the cry of aca. A dog's eyes stared into mine. Water
poured over me. | did not flinch. An eageflew in from the door and landed on the old
one's head. He touched the eage with his good hand and a black light shot into my
eyes. When | opened them | saw that | wasin afield. Around me snaked agreen river.
| looked up and saw a blue mountain. Voices caled my name from the river. A cat
jumped right through me. | moved. The beggar laughed. | turned, looked at him, and
screamed. He had four heads. One of them was the head of a great turtle. | tried to
move but he held me. Spirits, shrouded in sunflower flames, rose from the ground
about me. The fiedld shook. The river hurled its waters on the cora shores, the water
turned into spray, and in the spray | saw my spirit companions, dl of them holding
blue mirrors over their heads. My friend, Ade, was amongthem. | did not get achance
to recognise the others because in a flash, in which dl the lights converged in the



mirrors, the spray dissolved. A loud voice disturbed the mountain. | fell, and woke to
find mysdf lying on a bench. | sat up. It was dark. Fishes swam in the black lights of
the bar. | stayed still. When | surveyed the place | noticed that there was another
person in the bar. Someone brought a lantern through the door. The yelow light
obliterated their form. | waited. The form put the lantern in front of me and said:

“You were lucky today .’

‘How?

‘| falled, but after me comes the spirit with five heads.’
‘Why ?

‘To takeyou back.’

‘Why did you fail?

The lantern flickered. The other person in the bar, a massive figure, stirred. She
lifted up her swollen face. She had the saddest eyes. They were bigand lonely.

‘M adame Koto!’

‘Don’t cdl my name!’

‘Why not?

Shewas silent. Her eyes changed. They became alittle menacing.
‘Thereare spiritsin the bar.’

| looked for the form behind the lantern. The form was gone. | noticed something
moving behind the lamp. | looked. Writhing, its head green, its eyes scay, was alarge
lizard. | moved slowly, fet for an object on thefloor, touched astone, and struck the
lizard on the head. Thelamp went out. A bluewind whistled in the bar and crashed a
the door. | edged my way to the backyard. M adame Koto caught me in the dark and
sad, in the voice of an old bull:

‘“Why did you bringthem?

‘Who? | cried.

“Your friends.’

“Which friends?

‘The beggars, the spirit.’

‘They arenot my friends.’



‘They areyour father’ s friends.’

‘No.’

‘Heis ther representative, not so?

‘I don’t know.’

‘He has gone mad with politics.’

‘I don’t know anything.’

‘What did the spirit say to you?

‘| didn’t hear.’

Shelet go of me.

“You want some peppersoup?

‘Yes,” | said.

She went out and left me in the strange darkness of her bar. | wondered about what
had happened to the eectricity. | began to smell the corpse of the lizard, as if it had
acceerated in its decomposition. The front door opened. The curtains parted. | smelt
boots, restless energy, and saw aform a the doorway, the odour of mosquito coils
preceding him.

‘Dad!” | sad.

Helit amatch. His face was long, his eyes bright and deep-set, acigarettein his
mouth. The match went out. He sat. | listened to him thinking. Then he laughed airily
and said:

‘A man can wander round the planet and still not move an inch. A man can have so
much light in his mind and still not seewhat’s right in front of him. My son, why are
you sittinglike that?

| didn’'t know what to say. He chuckled in the dark.

‘A man can carry theworld and still not be able to bear the load of his own head.’

‘What load? | asked.

‘Idess, dreams, my son,” he said, alittlewearily. * Snce fighting the Green Leopard
the world has changed. Theinside of my head is growing bigger.’

After awhile hesad:

‘M aybe my thoughts are begnningto smell.’



‘There’s adead lizard on thetable’

“Who killed it?

‘Me’

‘Why ?

‘It"s aspirit.’

‘How do you know?

‘The spirit spoke to me and then changed.’
‘Don’t kill lizards.’

‘Why not?

‘They are messengers. Sometimes they are spies. My father once sent alizard to
warn me’

‘Of what?

Dad was silent. Then he sad:

‘Some of our enemies were goingto poison me. Thiswas in thevillage. They put
poison in my soup. | was about to drink when | saw this lizard shakingits head a
me.’

‘That’swhat lizards do.’

‘You areagoat, my son.’

‘So what happened?

‘I ignored the lizard and was about to drink the soup when thelizard ran up the
wal. | watched it, fascinated. Then it fel into the soup and died.’

| thought about what Dad had said. Outside | heard loud drunken voices from the
forest.

‘Whereisthelizard?

‘Onthetable’

Dad lit amatch.

‘There s nothing here.” The match went out.

‘M aybeit went back to theland of the spirits.’



‘Don’t talk about spirits.’
The voices outside grew louder.

‘Someone gave the beggars wine to drink. I’ ve never seen beggars so drunk. They
are al members of my party.’

I could hear them laughing, cursing, fighting amongst themselves.

‘They see me as their leader,” Dad said. ‘And | have no money to feed them. But |
will build them a school. You will be one of the teachers. Is there any pam-wine?
Whereis M adame Koto?

‘In the backy ard.’
‘Go and cdl her.

| went out through the back door. It was very dark and | saw the prostitutes on
stools or standing around, smoking in the night. When they saw methey kissed ther
teeth. The thugs and other clientele had gone. | went and knocked on M adame K oto's
door. After awhile she opened. She had alamp in one hand, awig in the other. Her
stomach was very big and wide, her face was swollen, as if someone had been hitting
her. Weariness weighed on her eyes.

“You bad-luck boy, what do you want?
‘My father ..’

‘What father? Leave me done. My business was doing well, then you went and
brought all those beggars and drove away al my customers.’

‘I didn’'t bring them.’

She stared a me a long time. She looked quite frightening. She gave me thelamp to
hold and then put on her wig. She shut her door and went to the backy ard and asked
the prostitutes to go for the night. They grumbled about not being paid.

‘I will pay you tomorrow, when this bad-luck boy is not here’

One by one the prostitutes got up. Grumbling, cursing, they went out into the
darkness of the housefront. M adame Koto sat on astool. Therewas alarge green pot
on the fire-grate. Frogs croaked in the bushes. From the forest abird piped threetimes
and stopped. The crickets trilled. M osquitoes bit us. After some time one of the
prostitutes came back.

‘What’s wrong? M adame K oto asked.

‘Those beggars are drunk.’

‘Onmy wine'’



‘If wedon't get rid of them our business will fail.’
‘Don’t tak nonsense. Go home. Come tomorrow.’

Shewent. Welistened as the beggars cdled out to her. She cursed them. The
beggars laughed raucously .

‘Those friends of yours broke all my dasses,” M adame Koto said. ‘And my plates.
Abused my customers. Broke two chairs. Who will pay, eh?

‘My father wants to tak politics with you.’
‘“Who?

‘“You.'

M adame K oto reached for a stick and began to hit me. | didn’t move. She stopped.
“You and your father are mad.’

‘We are not mad.’

‘I'm not well,” shesaid, in adifferent voice.
‘What is wrong?

‘M oney. Palitics. Customers. People’

| was silent.

‘What does your father want?

‘Padm-wine.’

She gave ashort laugh.

‘I gavedl the pam-wineto the beggars.’
‘Why ?

‘They were causingtrouble so | gave them pam-wine and they left. | told themto
oo far away, but they went to my frontyard.’

‘They want to votefor my father,” | said. M adame Koto stared a me.
“Your father?

‘Yes.

She laughed again.



‘Only chickens and frogs will votefor him.
‘“What about mosquitoes?

‘Them too. And snails.’

‘Hesaid | should cdl you.’

‘Whereis he?

‘Inthebar.’

‘S0 he has come back to my bar after caling me awitch, eh?
‘Hewants palitics.’

‘Go and tdl him I’m coming.’

When | went back into the bar Dad was aslegp. He slept with his head held high, as
if he were in a trance. | drew close to him and listened to him grinding his teeth.
Fireflies lit up the darkness. A ydlow butterfly circled Dad's head. | watched the
butterfly. When it landed on Dad's head | could suddenly see him clearly in the dark.
A ydlow light surrounded him. Thelight was the exact shape of Dad and it rosein the
ar and came down and began to wander about the bar. | watched the light. It kept
changng colour. It turned red. Then golden-red. Then it moved up and down, lifting
up in the air, and bouncing on the floor. It went round Dad as if lookingfor away to
et back in. Then the golden-red light came and sat next to me. | started to swedt. |
cried out. The light changed colour. It became ydlow again, then a sort of diamond-
blue. When | touched Dad the butterfly lifted from his head and disappeared through
the celling. Dad opened his eyes, saw me, and gave out astrange cry. Then helooked
around as if hedidn’'t know where hewas.

‘You'rein M adame Koto's bar,’ | said.

He stared a me, lit amatch, and when he recognised me he blew it out. He drew me
close to him. | could smdll his frustrated energes, his mosquito-coil fragrances. Helit
acigarette and smoked quietly for amoment.

‘A man can wander the whole planet and not move an inch,” he said. ‘My son, |
dreamt that | had set out to discover anew continent.’

‘What isit caled?
‘The Continent of the HangngM an.’
‘“What happened?

‘When | landed with my boat | saw mountains, rivers, adesert. | wrote my nameon
arock. | went into the continent. | was adone. A strange thing happened.’



‘What?

“You’retoo youngto understand this.’

‘Tel me’

‘As| went | started to dream the placeinto existence. | dreamt plains, forests, paths
great open spaces, spiked plants, and then | dreamt up the people. They arenot like
us. They are white. Bushmen. They advanced towards me. They wore strange clothes

and had precious stones round their necks. To the edest man, | said “What are you
people doing here?’

“What about you?’ he asked.

“I havejust discovered this place. It is supposed to be anew continent. You' re not
supposed to be here”

“We ve been here since time immemorid,” hereplied. ‘And then | dreamt them
away. And then ashepherd cameto me and said:

“This continent has no name.”

“It’s caled the Continent of the HangngM an.”
“That’s another place,” hereplied.

“So why doesn’t it have aname?’

“ People do not often name their own continent. If you can't gveit anameyou
can’t stay here.”

‘The continent vanished. | found myself on astrangeisland. The peopletreated me
roughly. They were dso white. Unfriendly people. Unfriendly to me, at least. | lived
amongthem for many years. | couldn’t find my way out. | was trapped there on that
smdl island. | found it difficult to live there. They were afraid of me because of my
different colour. Asfor me, | began to loseweight. | had to shrink the continent in me
to accommodate my sdf to the smdl island. Time passed.’

Dad took adragfrom his cigarette. His eyes were bright in the darkness.

‘Then what happened?

‘| begantotravd again. | travelled on aroad till | got to aplace where the road
vanished into thin air. So | had to dream aroad into existence. At the end of the
road | saw amirror. | looked into the mirror and neerly died of astonishment when |
saw that | had turned white.’

‘How did it happen?

‘l don’'t know.’



‘So what happened?

‘Then everything changed. | was in abigcity on theisland. | was anews-vendor,
sdling newspapers outside atrain station. It was atemporary job. | had bigger
plans. It was very cold. Therewas ice everywhere’

‘lce?

‘Yes. Icefdl from the sky. Iceturned my hair white. Everywhereice’

‘Then?

‘Then one day you came to buy a newspaper from me. You were a young man.
When you gave roe the money it burned my hand. | started to run away when you
wokemeup.’

We sat in silence. Dad creaked his bones for five minutes. Then he stretched. Then
he banged the table and said:

‘Whereis thewine, en?

Thedectric light came on in the bar, drivingaway the shadows, renderingthe
objects curiously flat. M adame K oto, two bottles of beer in one hand, abowl of
peppersoup in the other, hobbled over to our table.

‘Finish this and go,” she said, bangng down the beer and soup.

‘The Great M adame K oto, aren’t you pleased to see me, en?

‘After you cdled meawitch?

‘That was your padm-winetalking, not me.’

She hobbled away . Her foot had grown worse, and had been rebandaged. She went
to the counter, sat behind it, and put on some music. Dad drank the soup hungily. He
gave me some meet. He opened the bottle of beer with his teeth.

‘No wine? he asked.

‘| gave dl thewineto your friends.’

‘What friends?

‘The beggars,’ | said.

‘They broke my plates and gasses. Why did you have to bring them here, eh?

‘I didn’'t bring them.’

‘Why did you invitethem to your party ?



‘| didn’t invitethem.’

M adame K oto stopped the music. Dad finished thefirst bottle of beer and startedon
the second one,

‘M adameKoto, | want to tak politics with you.’
‘Why ?

‘Out of interest.” ‘For what? ‘People’

‘Who will you votefor? ‘Mysdf.’

‘I hear you want to start your own party, en?

Dad said nothing. | looked up a the posters of the politicd party that M adameKato
supported. | studied the pictures and dmanacs of their leeders. She said:

‘Don’t bringmetrouble. Takeyour beggars avay . | don’t want to lose my
customers.’

‘Beggars aso vote’
‘Let them votefor you, but take them away .’

The wind blew a the door. Then we heard a curious drumming on the roof. The
bulb kept swaying. Someone camein. At first | could not seethem.

‘Get out!” M adame K oto shouted.

Then | saw three of the beggars a the door. Two of them were legess and moved
on ebow pads. The third one had a bad eye. They cameinto the bar and gethered
round Dad’ s table. Dad finished off his beer.

‘If you get rid of them,” M adame Koto said, ‘I will forget the damage, and you and
your son can come hereto drink anytimeyou want.’

The beggars played with the empty beer bottles. Dad snatched the bottles from
them and stood up.

‘Let’sgo,” hesaidto me.

We went out and the three beggars, chattering, pawing Dad’ s trousers, followed us.
Along the street other beggars were asleep. The three beggars followed us till we got
to our place. Dad turned to them and waved them away . They stopped. We went on. |
looked back and saw the three beggars, crouched in the darkness, staring at us with
odd eyes.



TWO

THE WIND AND thunder were hard that night. We found M um sitting on
Dad's chair, amosquito coil on thetable, atattered wigon the bed. M um looked tired.
She didn't say anything when we came in. She was rocking back and forth, whilethe
wind blew over our roof and thunder rumbled above us. Things were changing, the
room looked strange, and Mum sat there staring straight ahead as if down a long
unfinished road. The candle had burned low, mosquitoes whined, amoth circled M um
as if her heed were aflame, and her ey es became very bright.

‘What happened? Dad asked, sitting on the bed.

Mum was crying. She made no sound, her eyes were bright, she stared straight
ahead as if into the wind, and she was crying. | went over to her and put my head on
her 1ap and she didn’t move.

‘Go and buy ogogoro,” Dad said to me gruffly.

He gave me money and | hurried across the road. Some of the beggars were
gethered at the mouth of our compound. They were crouched in groups. | bought the
ogogoro and on my way back | saw that they were now at our housefront. They lay
down on mats, under the sloping zinc eaves, eyeingme as | went past.

When | got back to the room M um was sitting on the bed and Dad was on his three-
legged chair. The smoke from the mosquito coil formed blue spirals round his head. A
new candle had been lit. Dad stolidly smoked a cigarette. He snatched the ogogoro
from me, poured himsdf a generous quantity, and drank. Mum watched him. |
brought out my mat. | told Dad about the beggars.

‘Next thingthey will take over our room,” M um said.

‘I’'m going to build a house for them,” replied Dad. ‘I’'m going to build them a
school. Azaro will teach them how to read. You will teach them how to sell things. |
will teach them how to box.’

‘Who will feed them, eh? asked M um.

‘They will work for their food,” said Dad.

Mum stretched out on the bed. She was silent for a while. Then she sat up and
began to complain that her stall had been taken over a the market, that she had been
hawking dl day and had sold very little, that her feet were swollen, her face raw from
the sun, and that the char-hire man had come by and she had gven him the little
money she had.

“You must pay meback,” she sad.

‘I will pay you double’ Dad replied.



M um went on about how she went hawking and was selling provisions dong the
main road when she saw a classmate of hers. They used to be in primary school
together. Her classmate now had acar and adriver; shelooked ten years y ounger than
Mum, and she wore rich clothes. Mum sold her oranges and the woman didn’t
recognise her. Mumdidn’t sell anything elsethat day; she came straight home.

‘This life has not been good to me” M um said.
“Your reward will come,” Dad said, absent-mindedly .
‘I will makeyou happy,’ | sad.

Mum stared a me. Then she lay down. Soon she was aslegp. The wind blew in
through dl the cracks in the room and made us shiver.

‘Somethingis goingto happen,” | ventured.
‘Somethingwonderful,” Dad said, rocking his chair expertly.

The wind blew hard. The moth circled the flame. Then suddenly the candle went
out. We stay ed still in the darkness. The room was quiet.

‘I miss hearingtherats,” Dad sad.
‘Why ?

‘They made me think. Everything has to fight to live. Rats work very hard. If we
arenot careful they will inherit the earth.’

The silence grew deeper. | lay down and listened to Dad thinking. His thoughts were
wide; they spun around his head, bouncing off everythingin the room. His thoughts
filled the place, weighed me down, and after awhile | was inside his head, travelling
to the begnnings: | went with him to thevillage, | saw his father, | saw Dad’s dreams
running away from him. His thoughts were hard, they bruised my head, my eyes
ached, and my heart pounded fast in the stifling heat of theroom. Dad sighed. M um
turned on the bed. The room became full of amethy st and sepiathoughts. Forms
moved in the darkness. A green ey eregarded me from just above Dad' s head. Theeye
was still. Then it moved. It went to the door and became asteady tattoo on the
wooden frame. The wind increased the sound. Dad creaked his bones. When the
knocks became louder | smelt something so profoundly rancid that | sat up.

‘What’s wrong? Dad asked.
‘Somethingis tryingto get into the house.’

The knocks sounded on the window. | opened it; the wind camein and blew me
towards the bed. M um sat up and went to the door. She opened it and gave alow
scream. Dad was still. The smells of death, of bitterness, of old bodies, decomposing
ey es, and old wounds, filled the room. Then severd eyes lit up the darkness. There
was laughter; and from their breath came the bad food and hunger of the world. They



cameinto the room, surrounding us. In the darkness, a bitter wind amongst them, with
the calm of strangers who have become familiar, they sat on the floor, on the bed, on
my mat. We couldn’t breathe for their presence. One of them went and sat & Dad's
feet. Shewas agrl. | could smell her bitter beauty, her bad ey e, her unwashed breasts.
They came amongst us not like an invasion, but like people who have waited along
timeto takether place anongtheliving They said nothing. M um stayed at the door.
All the exiled mosquitoes camein; the fireflies looking for their illumination clustered
round thefiguresin theroom. A red butterfly circled the grl’s head and when it
settled on her the room was faintly lit up with aghostly orange light that made my
eyes twitch.

‘“Who areyou people? Dad asked, in avoice devoid of fear.
Therewas alongsilence.

‘Azaro, who arethey ?

Thegrl stretched out her hand and placed it on Dad’s foot. Then she began to
strokeit. She stroked his feet gently, till they too caught the orange light, and looked
burnished, separated from therest of his body in the dark.

‘My feet are burning,’ Dad said, ‘and | fed no hest.’
‘“Who areyou? M um shrieked. ‘ Get out, now! Get out!”’
Therewas another silence.

‘They arethe beggars,’ | sad.

M um caught her breath. Dad pulled his feet away and sat up straight. The orange light
died in the room. | heard Dad fumbling for the box of matches. After a moment the
match was lit, but not by Dad. The beggar grl held the flame up in the air so we could
see. She looked so wonderful sittingtherea Dad’' s feet. Her bad ey e, in the deceptive
light, had turned a curious ydlow colour. Her good eye was dmost blue, but it was
full of the deepest sadness and silence. Her dress stank. Her face was serene like that
of a spirit-child. Without taking her eyes off M um the beggar grl lit the candle. We
looked round and saw them, seated peacefully, as if a avillage council meeting, on
the floor, their backs against the wal, on the bed, each of them fertilein deformities,
ther wounds livid, the stumps of missing ams gotesque, ther rubber-like legs
distorted. There was one with a massive head like a great bronze sculpture eaten by
time. Another had a swollen Adam's gpple. Yet another had two of the most
protruding and watchful eyes | have ever seen. They seemed to have been made by a
perverse and drunken god.

Mum cried out and charged a the beautiful beggar grl. She seemed quite
demented. She grabbed the grl by the hair and tried to pull her up. The grl didn’'t
move, didn’'t utter a sound. M um seized her arms and tried to drag her out. M um was
screaming al the time. We al seemed in a trance. We dl watched her without
moving. Mum tried to shift the grl, but it was as if she were strugging with an
immovable force. The grl’s eyes became strange. She took on a great weight, asiif all



her poverty and her suffering had invisibly compacted her like a dwarf star. Mum
began shouting:

‘Get out, dl of you! Get out, you beggars! Can’t you seetha wetoo are suffering,
eh? Our load is too much for us. Go! Take our food, but go!’

She stopped shouting suddenly. In the silence that followed, the curious spdl was
lifted. | breathed in the degp fragrances of wild flowers, of herbs beaten to the ground
by rain, of clouds and old wood, of banana plants and great open spaces, of verdant
breezes and musk and heliotropes in the sun. The fragrances went. Then M um turned
on Dad, pounced on him, and began hitting him uncontrollably. Dad didn’t move in
the chair. Soon he was bleeding from a scratch right next to his eye. Then M um tore
a his shirt and when al the buttons flew off she woke from her fever. She stopped
again and went to the beggar grl. She kndt in front of her. The beggar grl began to
stroke Dad' s feet. M um, weeping, said:

‘I didn't mean any harm. My lifeislikeapit. | digit and it stays the same. | fill it and
it empties. Look at us. All of us in one room. | wak from morning till night, selling
things, praying with my feet. God smiles a me and my face goes raw. Sometimes |
cannot speak. My mouth is full of bad living | was the most beautiful grl in my
village and | married this madman and | fed as if | have gven birth to this same child
five times. | must have done someone a great wrong to suffer like this. Please, leave
us. My husband is mad but he is agood man. We aretoo poor to be wicked and even
as we suffer our hearts are full of goodness. Please go, we will do somethingfor you,
but let us sleep in peace.’

A long silence grew in the wake of M um’s speech. The beggar grl stopped stroking
Dad's feet. | began crying Dad lit acigarette. He poured himsdf more ogogoro. He
gave some to the beggar grl. She drank. Dad downed what was left. The grl
coughed.

‘Did you hear me? M um asked.

‘She's aprincess,” Dad said. ‘They traveled for seven days to cometo my party. |
did not invitethem but they came. A river does not travel anew path for nothing. The
road gave them amessage for me. Can't you seethat they are messengers?

‘What is their message? M um asked.

‘“What is your message? | asked them.

All the beggars turned to me.

‘And whereisyour old one? | said, remembering my encounter in the bar.

Dad looked a me.

The beggar grl got up. The other beggars changed their postures. Then, without

speaking, taking their deformities and their wounds with them, but leaving their vile
smells behind, they filed out of the room. The grl was thelast to leave. She stared a



me intensdly, then a Dad, and shut the door behind her. | heard them shufflingup to
the housefront. Dogs barked in the distance. Fireflies, mosquitoes, and moths, died on
the table and floor, killed, it seemed, by the smdl in the room. Dad drank steedily,
weaving his head round and round as if he were in a profound dream. M um leant
over, slapped her foot, straightened, and in alow voice, sad:

‘They brought fleas and left them to eat us. That is their gft. You are crazy, my
husband.’

| had never heard M um sound so harsh. Shewent and sat on the bed. Dad’ s wound
bled fredy. His eyes were intense, his jaws kept working. Then he said:

‘They were once a great people. Hunger drove them from their kingdom and now
the road is their only paace. | will build them a school. | will teach them to work. |
will teach them music. We will dl be happy.’

Mum went out, fetched some water, and disinfected the room. The disinfectant,
sprinkled thickly everywhere, stung my nostrils. M um changed the bedclothes. Dad
sat there, his eyes dreamy, arough growth of beard on his face, blood dripping down
the side of his face and thickening on the shoulder of his torn shirt. Then M um came
and dressed the cut and put a plaster on Dad’s face. She went and lay down on the
bed. Dad mumbled drunkenly for along time. He talked about building roads for the
ghetto, about housing projects that would lift up the spirit of the people, about the
need for world inspiration, about sailors without ships, priests without shrines, kings
without homes, boxers without opponents, food without stomachs to edt it, gods
without anyone to believein them, dreams without dreamers, ideas without anyoneto
make use of them, peoples without direction. He made no sense to us. The candle
burned low. He got up and, still muttering, came and stretched out on the floor beside
me. He had the smdl of a great animd, alean eephant, the smell of too much energy,
too much hope, too much contradiction. His eyes kept rolling He muttered
incoherently and soon he was grinding his teeth. When he was deeply asleep the
candle burned high, it flared, as if Dad's sleep somehow dalowed it more oxygen.
M um got off the bed, asked me to move, and then she did something strange. She sat
astride Dad and began to hit him. She punched his face, hit his chest, beat a manic
rhythm on his stomach, kicking and hitting him with al her might, screamingin alow
frightening monotone al the time, hitting him unceasingy, till her hands gave.

‘I think 1’ ve broken my bones on his jaw,’ she sad.

Dad didn’t stir. Mum dared a him as he slept with his mouth open. ‘Why isit that
when | am happy rats die al over thefloor,” she sad. | was silent.

‘Go and sleep on the bed,” she commanded me.

Then she blew out the candle and lay quietly beside Dad in the airy darkness of the
room. Soon | heard her sleeping. The world turned round. The night filled the room
and swept over us, filling our space with light spirits, the old forms of animals; extinct
birds stood near Dad’'s boots, a beautiful beast with proud eyes and whose hide
quivered with gold-dust stood over the sleeping forms of Mum and Dad. A tree
defined itsdf over the bed where | lay. It was an ancient tree, its trunk was blue, the



spirit sap flowed in many brilliant colours up its branches, densities of light shone
fromitsleaves. | lay horizontd in its trunk. The darkness moved; future forms, extinct
tribes, walked through our landscape. They travelled new roads. They travelled for
three hundred years and arrived in our night-space. | did not haveto dream. It was the
first time | redised that an invisible space had entered my mind and dissolved part of
the interior structure of my being. The wind of severa lives blew into my eyes. The
lives stretched far back and when | saw the great king of the spirit-world staring a me
through the open doors of my eyes | knew that many things were cdling me. It is
probably because we have so many things in us that community is so important. The
night was a messenger. In the morning | woke early and saw one of its messages on
the floor. Mum and Dad, entwined, were still aslegp. There were long tear-tracks on
Mum's face. | slept again and when | woke the sun was warm, Dad’ s boots had gone,
and M um had left an orange for me on thetable.

THREE

THE BEGGARS WHO had gotten drunk on M adame Koto's wine had
unleashed the fury of their hunger a night while the world was changng. They had
broken stdls, torn down M adame Koto's signboard, shattered windows, and had
finally lodged themselves in an unfinished house on the edge of the forest. The
inhabitants of the street had risen up against them. M adame Koto had sent her party
thugs to drive them away. | saw limbless beggars, the one-armed, one-eyed, legess,
al dong the road, scattered, in disarray, bruised, and beaten. They clustered under the
trees overlooking M adame Koto’s bar, armed with pathetic-looking sticks. They were
a sorry amy. | didn't go into the bar. | saw her sitting outside, on a high stool,
surrounded by her prostitutes and the thugs. The beggars abused me as | went past.

When | got home the door was locked. Ade was playing on the broken politica
vehicle. He looked lean and was happy to see me. He told me about how the van of
the rich peopl€ s party had come dongand begun to bundle the beggars awvay . But the
beggars kept coming back. There had been much fighting. M any had been wounded.
Ade spoke hoarsdly, his voice was weak. The sun was intense that afternoon. The
chickens lay silent in street corners. The dogs werelistless. We play ed around the van
and when we heard screams from M adame Koto's bar we hurried over and saw that
the thugs were besting up the beggears again.

In the afternoon a tdl man in an immaculate white suit came looking for Dad. Hewas
very tal and he had sunken eyes and his head was smdll. He stood under the fierce
sun, resting on his waking stick of a shadow. He complained of fleas. He went and
bought a bottle of ogogoro and stood at our housefront, drinking patiently. Hedidn't
spesk to anyone. His face was relaively long, and he blinked away the swesat that
poured into his eyes. After awhile he stood very still and when we went over to him
we found he had fdlen aslegp standing up. We touched him, and he woke up with a
start, and he went up the street, towards the main road, and disappeared.

In the evening Dad appeared with the beggars who had come to our room the other



night. With the abundant energes of a man entering a new destiny, Dad led them up
and down the road. He tried to organise them to clear up the rubbish, to sweep the
road, to pant the stals, to plant flowers near the gutters. Bristling with grest
enthusiasm, wearing his torn shirt, the plaster flgpping on the side of his face, Dad
went from house to house asking people to vote for him. He outlined his plans for a
school, he suggested to people that they contribute to the beggars’ upkeep, and
everywhere he went people cursed him for bringing more trouble into their lives. The
beggars cleared the rubbish from one end of the road and dumped it at the other. They
crushed the flowers they tried to plant. And because Dad could not afford the price of
paint sufficient to gve colour to the monotonous brown of stals and the sun-bleached
reds and blues and ydlows of the houses, the beggars stood around most of thetime
with usdess pant-brushes in their hands. The beautiful beggar grl followed Dad
everywhere he went. When he went to another set of beggars they fell into mischief as
soon as he turned his back. They turned stals over and didn’t straighten them. They
tramped around in the swamp. Near the wooden bridge they found amattress that was
overgown with fungus and mushrooms. They beat the bugs and numerous
infestations from the mattress. We watched strange forms take off into the air. The
beggars intended to make the mattress a bed that they could dl share. The
photographer appeared, brief as aflash, and took pictures of them. He fled in such a
hurry it was as if his enemies might emerge a any moment from the long shadows of
evening. | didn't even get a chance to spesk to him. He had become my sterious and
irritating. Dad went up and down the road shouting about the poverty of our will. And
while hewent up and down the place shouting, the second wave of our transformation
was taking place.

FOUR

THAT EVENING THERE was the most fantastic gathering a8 M adame
Koto's bar. There were yellow vans everywhere. Curious perfumes floated over the
road. A geat number of cars were parked adong the lanes and side streets. M usic
rocked al night, making the houses tremble dong the road. Women were attired in
matching lace, in identicd handwoven materials. Ther imitation gold banges and
necklaces, brooches and rings of cheap rubies, their indispensable high-heded shoes,
dittered under the lights. The women were dl over the place, bursting with
scandaous sexudlity .

Short, powerful men with chieftains' beads round their necks and fans of eage
crests in their hands; men with big feet and white shoes; men with bulbous ancient
eyes and protruding stomachs, who moved with the lumbering gait of unaterable
clannish power; men who were amost gants, with thick necks and swesting
thunderous brows and thighs of timber-like virility; al were there. They were the
inheritors of titles and extensive acres of land.

There were children in red, whole families in matching silk materids, an old man
with a parrot, herbalists, ritudists, cultists, and a short man with a white cap and a
string of goats for the great sacrifice. | saw them bring in a strange-looking animal, a



duiker with penetratingeyes. They dl clustered in the bar.

Outside, we heard rumours tha the party was being thrown to celebrate M adame
Koto's attanment of new powers, the instdlation of dectricity, the consolidation of
her party connections, and to widen the sphere of her influence in this and other
reams. It could be said that it was an event meant to sed her entry into the world of
myths. The most bizarre rumours circulated about what had been redly happening at
night when we slept, and during the day when we, as dways, were unaware of the
changes taking place in constdlations of energes and aignments. New spaces were
being crested while dl we saw were the mundane events of thugs and canvassing vans
and the violence of politica strugges. New spaces which we couldn’t name, and
couldn't imagne, but could only hint a with unfinished gestures and dark
uncompleted proverbs. The rumours invested everything with a higher significance.
Fabulous noises floated on the ar. Ground-nut sdlers, corn-roasters, fortune-tellers,
tyre-menders, beer-traders, dl gathered outside the bar, looking in from arespectable
distance, doing business, while the bar resounded with drinking noises and laughter
and the occasionad piercingritud cries.

Then to our amazement eectricians and carpenters, mechanics and sundry workers
arrived on the back of alorry and connected silver cables from the eectric pole to
M adame Koto's bar, or so it seemed; they connected cables from the ceiling to the
front where the signboard used to be; they rigged up wires and brought the wonder of
multi-coloured bulbs, lighting up the night. The char-hire man, in his eement,
brought fifty-six chairs. Under our astounded gaze the workers rigged up a great
tarpaulin tent of red and yelow. Fire-grates, surrounded by sweatingwomen, crackled
with the oil of spit-roasted goat-meat and rams’ meat and antelopes’ flesh. Grest
guantities of beer were carried in crates with numbers and the names of the newly
famous breweries. And for the first time we saw how public music could be. The
sound of fiendishly virtuoso drummers, the flaming melodies of tubas, the slippery
tones of clarinets and the octaves of bass saxophones, the nasal voices of syncopating
musicians, the bells and gongs, made the air vibrate and the earth quiver and the feet
of the spectators outside twitch with yearning. We watched the silhouettes of dancers
under the tent. The light bulbs of blue and yelow and orange, the brilliant fluorescent
tubes on poles drew the midges and the moths into a frenzy of dancing, their wings
beatingin violent rhythms.

The inhabitants of the area, who had no hope of beinginvited into the party, put on
their best clothes and hung around the tent, hoping to catch a gimpse of the wild
celebrations, hoping still more for a chance encounter, a ticket from the outer
darkness where we dl watched and whispered about M adame Koto's anorma
pregnancy. They said her time was drawing near. Some people madeit sound amost
gpocdyptic. The beggars, a good distance from us, adso gathered outside thetent. The
ddicious aroma of goat-meat and antelopes’ flesh, of bean-cakes, fried plantains and
rich stews made us sadlivate, made us curse with greater bitterness the poverty and
outer darkness to which we seemed for ever consigned.

In the midst of al this Dad tried to get the other beggars to work. They had lost
interest, it seemed, in his schemes. Dad began to shout dongthe road. Disillusion was
begnningto burst in his veins. His sadness accderated my understanding. Only the
beggar grl, quiding her father around with astick, still followed him. Dad shouted:



“We can change theworld!” Peoplelaughed a him.

‘That iswhy our road is hungry,” Dad hollered. *We have no desire to change
things!’

One of the men outside thetent, inhabitant of the outer darkness, said:
‘Black Tyger is madl’

Dad rounded on and chastised the man. The inhabitants of the area jumped on Dad.
They were dready exasperated with his antics. The beggar grl screamed. She threw
stones at his assailants. One of the stones hit Dad on his wound. The inhabitants in
their fury at being left out of the dittering celebrations, turned on the beggars. The
beggars fought back, lost theinitid battle, and fled into the tent. The thugs threw them
out. The thugs and bouncers had horsewhips. After they had tossed the beggars out
they stormed on us, lashing out in dl directions, indiscriminately whipping the
inhabitants and the beggars as if we dl, findly, belonged to the same fraternity. The
thugs whipped themseves into future eras. They whipped themseves into future
military passions. They thrashed the women and the children dike. Thewind blew us
al together. They flogged us and we ran howling, scattered and confused. Under the
intoxication of al the ritua chants unleashed on the unsuspecting ar of the areq,
under the fevers of their new ascendancy, the certainty of ther long future rule, and
their inevitable transformation into men of power, the thugs madetheair crackle with
their contempt for those of us in the outer darkness, whose faces al seemed like one,
and who threatened the party with nothing but chaos. And then M adame Koto came
out. She saw the commotion, and screamed. She screamed for order. Her bouncers
and thugs recovered their senses instantly. M adame Koto was resplendent in golden
volumes of lace attire, feathers in her headgear. She had a new waking stick with a
metalic lion's head. Her foot had grown large. Her stomach had swollen. Her face
was bunched, antimony shimmered on her eydids. She looked gorious. Her presence
aone, dready legendary, made us silent in the darkness where we had been scattered.
She begged us to leave her party done. She promised us our own celebrations, aparty
that she would throw to show her respect for us, and her gratitude for supporting her
politics. She ordered her temporary new driver to gve us drinks and left-over food.
She hobbled back into the tent.

The beggars and the inhabitants dike strugded for the food and drinks. The thugs
and bouncers stared a us. Then they mocked us in songs. They got drunk on their
mockery. Dad swore a them and stormed back to the house, the beggar grl following
him a adistance. | followed her. Dad went into the room and the girl stay ed outside.
The compound people whispered things about us. | couldn’t hear what they said. The
beggar grl turned to me with her strangeeye. | didn’t listen to the whispers any more.

‘What is your name? | asked her.

‘Helen,” she said.

‘Doyou likemy father?

She said nothingfor awhile. Then, as | was about to move, she said:



‘Maybeit’syouthat | like’

| didn’t understand. | went into the room. Dad was dressingup in his black French
suit. He had three plasters on his face. He had daubed the dreadful Arabian perfume
on him. He put on his old boots, combed his hair, and parted it. | told him about the
man in white.

‘A whiteman? Dad asked in an excited voice.

‘No,” | said.

‘What did he want? Does he want to vote for me?

‘NO,,

Dad stamped the boots on the floor. When he was satisfied with their occupation by
his feet, he sad:

‘All kinds of people areinterested in me. From today | keep my door open.’
‘“What about thieves?

‘What thieves? What can they sted, en?

‘Mum’s money .’

‘Does she have money ?

‘I don’'t know.’

‘Good. We need votes. I'm goingto M adame Koto's party. Dress up. Go and wash
your face. You are goingto be my subdtern.’

‘What about the grl?
‘What grl?
‘Helen, the beggar”’

‘She will be my bodyguard. All beggars are my body guards. | will build thema
university .’

‘“When?
‘After you wash your face’

| went and had a hurried wash. When | got back Dad was gone. The beggar grl
was a the housefront. | led her beggars to M adame Koto's party.



FIVE

OUTSDE THE TENT Dad was strugding to get in. ‘| an apolitician!” he
sad.

‘Wedon't want politicians likeyou,” said one of the bouncers.
‘“Why not?

‘Go away. If you areapolitician you won't gatecrash.’

‘Did | crash your gate? Dad replied indignantly. ‘1 don't haveacar.’
‘Just go away .’

Dad began to shout insults. He made such afuss that the bouncer sent for the thugs.
They came and bundled Dad out and dumped him near the forest. He came storming
back, his jacket covered in mud, dried leaves in his hair, his plaster flapping. He went
to the bouncer and knocked him out with a singe roundhouse punch.

‘If it’s only gatecrashers you respect, then | am comingin,” Dad said.

The thugs fell on him. He threw one of them on the bonnet of a car. He winded a
second with a punch to the solar plexus. Hewas quiveringwith energy ; his eyes had a
manic dgimmer. Someone screamed. Madame Koto came out, saw wha was
happening, told the thugs to stop fighting, and very politely asked Dad to comeinto
the party. | followed him. The beggar grl followed me. At the door | encountered the
blind old man. He had a new instrument, a harmonica. He wore yedlow gasses and a
red hat.

‘“What do you want? he asked me,

‘To comein.’

‘“Youcan't.

‘“Why not?

“You udy child. Show meyour friends and | will eat them.’

| pushed past his whedlchair and went into the celebrations. Therewere actudly fewer

people a the event than it gppeared from the outside. Or maybe they were al
somewhere else, a the event behind the event. The noise from the musical equipment

was very loud. | saw gants and midgets. | saw a white man with silver eyelashes
dancing with a woman whose abundant breasts brought flames to his face. The long
tables tumbled with fruit and fried meet, rice and platters of sweet-smelling stews,
vegetables and plastic cutlery. Everywhere | looked the lights affected me. Crowded
spaces suddenly became empty. And in the emptiness | saw the ghost forms of white



men in helmets supervising the excavation of precious stones from therich earth. The
excavation was done with spectral machines. | saw the ghost figures of young men
and women, heads bowed, necks and ankles chained together, making their silent
procession through the celebrations. They kept moving but stayed in the same place.
Ove them the cdebrants danced to the music of a new era that promised
Independence. The men of palitics, the chiefs, with their wrappers, their agbadas,
their fans, the women with lace and red shoes, the paid helpers, the praise-singers, al
danced vigorously, sweseting, smiling M adame Koto wandered in agony through the
celebrants, her bad foot weighing her down, her head slumped to one side like a
disconsolate M asquerade, her face shining with good living. It was strange to see her
grown much more beautiful as she got more swollen. An expression of profound
disdain hung involuntarily on her lips. An orchestrator of fantastic events, shewaked
right through the forms of the enchained procession and began sneezing so hard that
shetwisted her neck. Her women came and led her into theinner sanctum of the bar.

Dad went around taking politics. He looked miserable in his black French suit.
Everyone he taked to looked a him quizzicdly and took a handkerchief to ther
noses. The women refused to dance with him. Dad paused a a corner, nibbling a
piece of goats’ meet, looking confused. | wandered amongst the large parrots in cages,
saw featherless chickens twitching on plates, and encountered aduiker tied to apost.
It kept staring a me. Its eyes were big and changed colour and it had a white bib of
beard reaching down to its haunches and it had a powerful smell and it stood still
while everyone danced under the heat of the tent. | saw men dancing with politica
erections. Swveat and sexud potency filled the air. Dancing women generated hest-
waves with the gyrations of their bottoms. At one end of the party achained monkey
kept snatching off the wigs of prostitutes. A politician was contemplatingawoman’s
quivering buttocks when the monkey snatched the piece of fried antelope from his
hands. The monkey hid. The politician looked round. He fetched himsef another
piece of fried meat and resumed his contemplation. The same thing happened. He left
with the woman soon afterwards. Then | noticed hands crawling under the tables. The
music became louder. Someone gave me something to drink. It was very strongand |
drank it dl and had some more. The earth quivered under the assault of music and
dancing. The multicoloured bulbs swayed. Beneath the tables hands with three
fingers, legs with two wide-spaced toes, wandered around without touching the
ground. Buckets of food floated through the ar with no one carryingthem. The food
vanished beneath the tables. When the music stopped a midget came to the platform
and sang the praises of the eternd Party of the Rich. Then he proceeded to swalow
cowrie beads and bring them out of his ears. The blind old man played on his
harmonica, green liquid dripping from his eyes. The people clapped and cheered and
drank to the hedth of the party, to its long future domination of the nation, and to
M adame Koto. The music was resumed. The blind old man staggered dl over the
place, very drunk, guided by a woman in a blue wrapper and matching blouse. When
he banged against people hewould pull up stiffly and say:

‘Ah, aparty!

When he staggered into women he would laugh and stick out his bony hands,
searching for their breasts. The women pad him much atention. He was led to his
char. He danced there like an overturned centipede. The women kept bringng him
drinks. He drank heavily, looking through his yelow spectacles at the celebrations,



occasiondly saying
‘Ah, Ladies of the Night!’

The parrots squawked noisily in their cages. The duiker eyed me. | stared back into
its eyes of deep colours. | stared into its hypnotic eyes and felt mysef beingdrawn
into its consciousness, | fdt mysdf filling with unease and anxiety. When that
moment passed, nausea and bilerisingin my throat, | found mysdf in aydlow forest,
bounding through the emerad spanges of cobwebs. Stars fel from the night sky,
plunged into the forest earth, and formed deep pits. | galoped in dreams of abundant
energes through the great junges, bristling with the freedom of the wind and four
feet and the soaring spirit that disintegrates the frames of dl night-runners. As |
bounded dong | saw the forms of serene ancestors, men and women for whom the
stars were both words and gods, for whom the world and the sky and the earth werea
vast language of dreams and omens. | passed the stone monoliths of the degp nights of
transition, when the beings of an earlier time were cregtors first before they were
hunters; | passed the clusters of the abodes of spirits. | was the messenger of the wind.
The spirits rode with me, played with the language of my speed, the riddles of my
words. They looked deep into my eyes and | understood. | ran through the night
forests, where dl forms are mutable, where al things exchange their identities, and
where everything dances in an exultation of flame and wisdom. | ran till | cameto the
Atlantic, silver and blue under the night of forests. Birds flew in the aguamarine sky .
Feathers gyrated on to thewaves. The sky was full of dense white clouds movinglike
invading armies of mist and ghosts over the degp serene blue and under the
regenerative stars. The ghost ships of centuries arrived endlessly on the shores. | saw
the flotillas, the gunwales, the spectrd great ships and the dozens of rowing boats,
bearing the helmeted ones, with mirrors and guns and strange texts untouched by the
sdt of the Atlantic. | saw the ships and the boats beach. The white ones, ghost forms
on deep nights, stepped on our shores, and | heard the earth cry. The cry scared me.
Deep in the duiker’'s eyes, | ran through the yelow forests, through deluded
generations, through time. |1 witnessed the destruction of great shrines, the death of
mighty trees that housed centuries of insurgent as well as soothing memories, sacred
texts, aichemica secrets of wizards, and potent herbs. | saw theforests die. | saw the
people gow smdler in being. | saw the death of their many roads and ways and
philosophies. Their precious stones and rocks of atomic energes were drawn from the
depths of ther ancestrd memories. | saw the trees retreast screaming into the blue
earth. | heard the great spirits of the land and forest taking of atemporary exile. They
travelled deeper into secret spaces, weaving spels of madness round their arcane
abodes to prevent humans from ever despoiling their transformative retreat from the
howling feet of invaders. | saw the rising of new houses. | saw new bridges span the
ar. The old bridges, invisible, travelled on by humans and spirits aike, remained
intact and less frequented. As the freedom of space and friendship with the pied
kingfisher and other birds became more limited with the new age, something died in
me. | fled deep into the sdt-caves of rocklands. Hunters with new instruments of
death followed. When human beings and animas understood one another, we were dll
free. But now the hunters pursued me in the duiker’s eyes. And as | escaped into the
forest of thunder, whose invisible gates are sealed with seven incantations, a knock
crashed on my head. A flaming star spun me round. Laughter rocketed me into a
silver emptiness. | opened my eyes and found mysdf cradled by afemae midget. Her
eyes were enormous and sad. | tried to get up and shake the confusion from my head,



but she held me down tightly. Eighteen eyes regarded me. Beyond theeyes | saw the
duiker gazing a me intently, drugged on its captivity, gazing at me as if my freedom
lay in freeing it from imminent death, from being sacrificed for the opening of the
road of M adame Koto’s destiny.

SX

‘OH, MY FRIEND, you' vewoken up!” the female midget said to me.

She wore a white dress with lace frills and imitation sequins. | had seen her before.
She had a demented smile stretched tightly across her face. Her eyes were moon-like
and when | looked into them the insides of my head kept shifting. The eyes of the
duiker pulled me. Warm, old, magnetic, they spoke alanguage of mood and blood.

‘| asked you to dance with me, but you refused,” the midget said, flashing her weird
animated smile.

She took my hands and placed them on her big frantic breasts. They papitated like
two mighty hearts. The femae midget quivered, the smile became fainter on her face.
She stared a me with such frightening tenderness and longng that | broke out in a
sweet. She dragged me to the dance floor, and amidst bemused laughter from the
other celebrants, drew me into the pounding rhythms of the music. She held me
tightly to her breasts and drenched me in the strange sexuaity of her soft body and
before | was aware of it | was swirling amongst the sturdy legs of adults. She turned
me round, threw hersdf a me, shook her breasts in my face, and clasped my young
bottom, and clung to me, made me dizzy, and dissolved things around me, in her
torrid dance. She kept spinning me, filling my head with bizarre potencies of desire,
her smile widening. She held me so tight that the blood threstened to burst drunkenly
in my ears. Red lights flooded my brain and when my eyes cleared, the smells of a
thousand perfumes, of wild sex on hot illicit nights, of vagnd fluids, of anima swest,
overpowered my senses. In the terrible heat of the dancel saw that, anongthe erotic
dancers, the politicians and chiefs, the power merchants, the cultists, paid supporters,
thugs and prostitutes, al moving to the beat of the new music, anongthem dl, there
were strangers to the world of the living. | saw that some of the prostitutes, who
would be future brides of decadent power, had legs of goats. Some of the women,
who were chimeras and sirens and broken courtesans, had legs of spiders and birds.
Some of the politicians and power merchants, the chiefs and innocent-looking men,
who were satyrs and minotaurs and satanists, had the cloven hoofs of bulls. Ther
hoofs and bony legs were deftly covered with furry skin. Fully clothed, they danced as
men and women when in fact they were the dead, spirits, and animas in disguise,
part-time human beings dancing to the music of ascendant power. Everything around
me seemed to be changng and yielding its form. | cried out. The femae midget
swirled me round. Tables flew towards me. They flew through me. And | was
twirling, dizzy, my being in disintegration, dancing not with afemae midget but with
the four-headed spirit who had been biding his time. | was falingin love with life and
the four-headed spirit had chosen the best moment to dance with me, turning and



twisting me through strange spaces, making me dance my way out of theworld of the
living. The lights turned violet. Sill in a dance which | couldn’t control, | found
mysdf in a desert waste where shadows were redl things, where the sand blew in the
ar and fixed into the shapes of fabulous gass monsters. The four-headed spirit led me
in a dance through the desert, holding me in an iron grip. The harder | fought the
tougher the grip became, till my arms turned blue. He danced me through the desert
winds, which conceded the forms of master spirits and powerful beings who
borrowed the sandstorms to cloth their nakedness; through the striated sands, over the
vast desert worms, through the mirage cities in which the liquid apparitions of ar
conceded cities throbbing in rich bazaars and marketplaces and dens of
hdlucinations; he danced me through the mirage cities where tall women had breasts
of gass and beautiful women had the phosphorescent tails of cats, over thewdls, past
the oasis where obscure figures turned silver into water, through the streets of the dite
guarters where people cried out for love, past the slave dleys where innumerable
souls had written their names on the wals with ther flesh, dong the precincts of
drugged soldiers, the garrisons of slave towns, into the heart of forgotten civilisations
where Pythagoras came to learn mathematics, into the sacred groves of desert gods,
and the empty houses of reincarnated prophets, and the great wastes of desert
stretches which werein fact populated with adventurous tribes and warring beings and
people who had become their own stone carvings, through it al the four-headed spirit
led me in its dance of death. | beheld the Sphinx, with its origind black face. | was
plunged into sandstorms and whirlwinds, the sands howling, and | saw the invisible
trees and plants, the meadows of flowers with passionate calyxes, adl ghosts of the
vegetation that used to be there. And | was thrust up through the burning vents of
sandwhorls and | felt so hot, my head bursting with fires, my eyes full of steaming
sand, and when | cried out the music of the desert gods drowned my cry. | fought to
escape. | strugged, | kicked. | did not want deserts in me. And as we neared the
scorching centre of the desert, where a ship in full mast waited to set sail, the four-
headed spirit said:

‘That ship will take us hometo your companions across the oceans of sand.’

Then anew music, composed entirely of desert vowels, poured over me and filled
me with anguish. | called out to the great king of the spirit world, but hedidn’t appear.
And so | cdled out, with all my being, for M um. Out of the stillness of astrange love,
| saw her in atattered wig, a pair of blue gdasses on her face, bandes on her arms. She
wore a bright wrapper and a blouse blinding in its whiteness. She stood over me and
lifted me up. The desert burned its way into my brain, scorching my head. The
camness of cool water flowed down my face and M um, in the gentlest voice said:

‘Azaro, why areyou crying?

She held me gently. The midget had gone. The four-headed spirit had evaporated
into the mysteries of dance. | couldn’t see the gants any more, or the hoofs of part-
time human beings, those who would wreck our hopes for two generations, or the
bird-feet of strange women. Forms had lost their mutability .

‘What's wrongwith you? M um asked.

| held on to her. She wiped the tears from my face. My throat was dry. | stayed



silent for along time. Occasionaly a cool wind blew in from outside. M um gave me
some iced water to drink. | drank it al and had some more. Then after awhile, when |
began to fed alittle better, | looked up at her. She smiled.

‘We watched you dancing, my son. You danced like your grandfather. And then
you fell. Areyou dl right now?

| didn’t answer her question.

‘Why areyou wearingthose blue gasses? | asked her.

She laughed.

‘I will tell you later. I1t’s agood story .’

‘Tel menow.’

‘There' s too much noise. Where is M adame Koto?

‘I don't know.’

‘If you help mefind her, | will tell you the story when we get home.’

| set out to search for M adame Koto. Everyone | asked said they had just seen her.
The beautiful beggar grl, sitting under a table, watched me as | went up and down. |
was about to ask her a question when she motioned me to be quiet. She pointed. |
followed her finger with my gaze and saw that the beggars were carrying out a
complicated stedling operation. They grabbed fruits and fried mest and bowls of stew
and plates of rice from the tables and passed them on in arelay of hands. The food
disappeared beneath the tent. Helen was their watch-woman.

‘Do youwant meto help?

Shewaved meon.

‘Can’t you tak?

She stared at me mutely and then, gently, pushed me avay .

SEVEN

ONE OF THE paliticians was plastering money on the sweseting breasts of a
woman who had danced with unbounded sensual ferocity. Dad was having a heated
argument with a man in a red hat. The man kept pushing Dad avay and Dad kept
coming back. Mum went over to him and held his fists and soon they were dancing
together. It was the first time in awhile that | had seen them dance. | continued with



my search for M adame Koto. In the bar the women were serving bowls of steaming
peppersoup. | was gven a plate and | drank hurriedly and had to have some pam-
wine to extinguish the heat the pepper generated in my brain. The wine swamin my
eyes. | staggered to the backyard. The duiker held mewith its brilliant eyes. Theeyes
held me fast and | carried on walking while still looking at it and | crashed into a
woman bearing a tray of food. The plates fell everywhere, the food tumbled to the
ground. The beggars materidlised from the night and scraped together the falen food
and vanished again. The woman swore a me. | swore back a her. She picked up a
piece of firewood and chased me al over the backyard. | ran into the bushes and into
the figure of Madame Koto. She started and stood very straight. Her eyes were
blurred, as if she were in some sort of trance or in a moment of passionate anguish.
She stank of odd perfumes, queer aromas, of flint and hyena-hides, feathers and old
trees.

‘What are you doing here? sheasked. ‘Go to your father.’
| backed away .

‘My mother is lookingfor you.’

‘Go away!” she shouted.

| retrested. | hung around the fire-grate. 1 hid behind the earthenware pot that had
been brought outside. | watched her. She remained still. Behind me the celebrations
raged, the music shook the vegetation, loud voices cavorted in the night ar. Then she
came out of the bushes. She came towards me. She stretched her hands upwards in a
dramatic plea, and then she sighed. | caught the green dint of the duiker’s eyes. The
green dint stirred something in my brain. | scurried from behind the pot and hid near
the duiker. M adame Koto turned to where | had been, but she saw nothing. She was
still again. The moonlight touched her eyes. The duiker pawed me and drew me into
itself and the wind blew a curious darkness from my consciousness and water flooded
my ears and | found mysdf in the eyes of the magc animd, looking out for a brief
moment into theredity that it saw. There were forms everywhere, the humped shapes
of writhing animds, eyes floating on the wind, organic houses tha behaved like
carnivorous plants, flowers with worms in them, worms with flowers in them, silver
cords lighting up the ar. And | saw that Madame Koto was pregnant with three
strange children. Two of them sat upright and the third was upside down in her womb.
One of them had alittle beard, the second had fully formed teeth, and the third had
wicked eyes. They were al mischievous, they kicked and tugged at their cords, they
weretheworst type of spirit-children, and they had no intention of being born. | heard
a terible scream. Something knocked the curious darkness back into my
consciousness. M adame K oto was bent over. | backed away from the duiker. M adame
Koto straightened, came over to me, and said:

‘Why wereyou staringa my stomach likethat with your bad-luck ey es?
‘| wasn't staring,” | said.

She hit me again. It didn't hurt. Then she put on her moonstones, cursing and
muttering about the pain in her stomach. She went to her room and soon re-emerged



with a fan of peacock feathers. She waked with great dignity back into the
celebrations.

The politicians pasted money on her forehead when she performed an impromptu
dance; the praise-singers sang of her accomplishments; women clustered round,
showering her with compliments. M um went over and they talked and pointed at the
food. M adame Koto seemed to beteling M um who theimportant persondities a the
event were. M um looked lean and famished besides M adame Koto. Her wigwasin a
sorry state, as if it was something she had rescued from the roadside. Her blue
sungasses made her look slightly mad. And her copper banges had turned greenish
fromrust and all thewater that dripped in from our roof.

While they were taking the blind old man started shouting in his chair. At first no
one thought anything of it. He kicked and strugded drunkenly and then he got up and
staggered to the middle of the dance floor. He turned one way, then another. Then he
fell on his knees and crawled around on the ground and he kept shouting:

‘Thieves! Thieves!’

M adame K oto, ever the attentive host, was thefirst to take note of his inexplicable
agtation. Waving the fan across her face, hobbling through the weaving crowd of
dancers, shewent to the blind old man.

‘| seefood floating under thetable,’ he said in acracked voice.

‘Where?

‘Everywhere. Snce when did fried goat fly ?

M adame K oto, humouring him, tried to get him to stand up. He refused.

‘You have rats under your table. | saw abigrat. It has only oneeye’ Theblind old
man stood up, adjusted his ydlow gasses, and started to jump up and down,
squeding like a demented sorcerer. Then he brought out his harmonica and played
during the silence between two records. Some of the people dancing poured scorn on
him.

‘Takeyour dirty music somewhere else, someone said.

M adame Koto was leaving when she saw a flash behind the blind old man. A bowl
of peppersoup was floating above the table. Shelegpt in that direction suddenly, on an
impulse, and hurt her foot, and fell to the ground. Her body guards rushed to her and
helped her up. When she was standing again, she pointed, shouting

‘Get thosethieves! Flogthem! Bringthem herel Let me teach them alesson!”

The place erupted with her fury. She shouted, she threw plates and food on the
ground. The music stopped. Sheweaved about the place, waving her arms, lashing her
minions with her walking stick. The thugs rushed outside. Amid the generd confusion
M adame Koto saw the beautiful beggar grl sitting mutely under the table and ordered



her to be caught. The thugs soon came back in, dragging some of the beggars into the
tent. They had incriminating bowls of food in their hands. M adame K oto made them
cary the bowls on their heads. The celebrants laughed. With the full vengeance of her
stomach throbbing with the abiku children, with the agony of her swollen foot and
twisted neck, she ordered the body guards to thrash the beggars. There was silence. No
one moved. The strange duiker looked on with impassive eyes. The body guards, one
by one, sad they wouldn't whip the beggars. M adame Koto burst into such a rage,
hobbling around with her lion-headed walking stick, lashing her bodyguards on the
back, screaming a them to thrash the beggars as apublic lesson. The beggars gazed at
her without emotion. They were silent. Legess, one-armed, one-eyed, soft-limbed,
they gazed at her with bigand placid eyes. M adame K oto, still hobbling, transforming
her agony into rage, began to push her employ ees out of the premises, out of thetent,
shouting for them to leave her service, to return to the festering gutters from which
she had plucked them. Then one of the prostitutes cut herself acanein the bushes and,
crying as she did so, proceeded to whip the beggars. She whipped them hard, on their
backs and on their wounds, on their faces and on ther bad limbs. The body guards
changed their minds. That night a new order of manifestations gppeared in our lives.
As the thugs thrashed the beggars a curious dust rose from their backs, rose into the
ar, and when the dust touched the lights midges multiplied everywhere. The dust
turned into flying insects; the insects grew in size and soon the tent and the
fluorescent lights bristled with ahost of green moths.

When Dad became aware of the beatings he ran over to the thugs and snatched the
whips from them. They jumped on him and held him down. M adame Koto, still in
agony, ordered that the beggar grl aso be flogged. The prostitute whipped the grl.
Helen bore the whipping and did not move or cry. She stared a M adame Koto with
gentle eyes as they whipped her. The gentleness in her eyes made M adame Koto
madder. M um went to her and said:

‘Tel themto stop. You don’t know who that grl is.’
‘Sheis athief.’
‘Sheis not athief.’

M adame Koto bellowed something a M um. She insulted M um loudly, saying that
Mum too was a beggar. She gave vent to such atorrent of anger and bitterness that
M um was stunned. Then M um did something quite odd. She tore the wig off her head
and threw it on the floor. She took the blue sungasses off her face. Then she stormed
out of the disrupted party uttering the direst curses. The wind blew again when the
whipping of the beggar grl was resumed. It was a strident wind. Sowly the beggar
grl sank to the ground under the brutdity of the whipping Dad strained furiously
against the people holding him down. The duiker let out alow snarl. The beggar grl
began to bleed from the mouth. Blood dripped down her lips and fell in drops on the
gound. | began to weep. Someone hit me. It was the blind old man. He started
playing on his harmonicato the sound of the thrashing

‘A good whipping, eh,” he said every now and again.

The wind lifted the edges of the tent. The beggar girl crouched on thefloor in afoetd



position. | went round the gathered resplendent celebrants. They were fanning
themselves. Ther faces were animated by the new spectacle. As | pushed through
them | again noticed their hoofs, their goat-legs, their spidery legs, and their bristly
skins. | crept towards the duiker and untied it from the pole and released it from its
sacrificid captivity. A mighty wall erupted from Dad. He stood up in agreat burst of
manic energy and sent the men flying. The duiker bounded from the backy ard into the
tent. And as the wind made the tent sway, as the lights began going on and off, a
frightening cry rose from the bewildered crowd. The duiker bounded amongst the
dazzling aray of ceebrants, scattering the bird cages, overturning the tables,
stamping on the food, upsetting basins of fried mest, mashing the fruits, crashinginto
the cage of large parrots, shattering the tables with beer on them, and sowing
pandemonium. The parrot beat its wings against the limitations of the tent, the
monkey escaped and fled off with its hand full of fruits, the loudspeskers fell with a
crash, people trampled on one another, howling and confused, the thugs chased the
duiker, tryingto recapture it, Dad hurled himsef a the woman whipping the beggar
grl and pushed her away, M adame Koto knocked Dad on the head with the metdlic
end of her walking stick, the blind old man squeded in his weird sorcerer’s delight,
the duiker legpt out through the tent opening and the wind burst in and tilted the tent
to one side, and M adame Koto ordered everyone to be cam. The parrot flew out
through a gaping holein the tent. The thugs turned on Dad, and were about to descend
on him and beat him to a mash when a voice amongst the celebrants, profound with
an unearthly authority, sad:

‘Sop!’

Everyone froze as if in an enchantment. Then slowly they turned to see who had
spoken with such power. The wind camed down. The voices had stopped. M ost of
the motions in the tent ceased. And then the tall man in a white suit who had been
waiting for Dad stepped out from the expectant crowd.

EIGHT

‘LEAVE HIM TO ME, hesad in histhin ghostly voice. ‘1 will thrash this
Black Tyger without even staining my white suit.’

Theblind old man played astrain on his instrument.
‘Ah, lovdy, afight!” he said.

And before we could regster what exactly was happening the man in white struck
Dad in the face and sent him reding. Dad fell on to atable. Hedidn’t movefor fifteen
seconds. No one saw the jab that did the damage. The celeébrants, avoken from their
enchantment, clapped. The old man played a tune. The beggars shuffled and crawled
out of the tent. The beggar grl stayed crouched on the ground. Someone poured water
on Dad. He jJumped up quickly, looked around, and kept blinking.



‘Wheream |7 hewondered out loud.

The celebrants burst out laughing. Dad staggered around. Then he fell. He got up
again and reached for acup of pam-wine and drank it down. | went over to him.

‘What areyou doing here? he asked severdly.

‘The man in white hit you.’

‘A white man?

‘No. Him.” | pointed.

Dad went dl over the place, drinking al the cups of wine he could find. Then he
shook his head to clear awvay the thick cobwebs, howled awar cry, and rushed over to
the man in white. Before Dad could do anything the man unleashed a whiplash of a

punch. Dad crumpled into a hegp. He writhed and twisted on the ground like a
lacerated worm. | rushed over to him again.

‘Let’s go home,’ | sad.

‘Why? heyédled.

‘Theman is beatingyou.’

‘“What man?
| was taken aback. Dad seemed to bein an unred land, amythicd land. He didn't
seem to know what was happeningto him. His face had broken out in two monstrous
purple bruises as if under the chastisement of an invisible sorcerer. | couldn’t see his
right eye. | never knew that ajab could inflict such punishment, such disfigurement,
or such disorientation. Dad's ey es were dazed, slightly crossed, and his lips kept
moving. | leant over to hear what he was saying.

‘Thisis an excdlent party,” he said weskly, slurring his words.

‘Let’sgo.’

‘I’m enjoyingthis dance,’ hesad. ‘ You’'renot dancing’
‘What am | doingthen? ‘Losingafight.’
‘Fight?Black Tyger? Lose afight? Never!’

He got up, weaved, staggered, and fell on the beggar grl. He stayed down for a
while. The music started. The man in white dusted his hands. M adame Koto took an
immediate interest in him and sent intermediaries to make enquiries about him. Party
chiefs, power merchants and warlords, away s seeking new additions to ther ranks of

warriors and hired protectors, sent their men to ask who heworked for and if he
would enter their services. Thugs surrounded him, askingwho he was, where he came



from, offeringaspeciad placein their organisation. The prostitutes and the low-life
courtesans also took agreat interest in him. The praise-singers invented names and
fabulous deeds for him. The beggar grl, bleeding from her mouth and nose, got out
from under Dad. As she got up | noticed that her bad eye was open. It was yedlowish
and tinged with blue. She shook Dad. The cdebrants jeered. Dad sat up, holding his
head. When he saw the beggar grl he smiled leeringy, grabbed her, and began to
embrace her. The beggar girl freed hersdf from his punch-drunk embrace. Dad’ s face
had taken on the softness of an abandoned lover and any moment it seemed he would
burst into a grotesque and sentimental love song.

‘My wife, whereareyou going? he asked of the beggar girl. Thegrl got up and
brushed the sand from her hair. Her back was amess of flesh and torn cloth. Her hair
fell from her head as if it were awigdissolving back toits origina constituents.

‘A magcian!’ the blind old man said, and play ed his harmonica.

Dad stood up. The grl backed away . Dad followed her.

‘Let’sgo!’ | cried.

‘After I’'m married,” he said, wobbling.

Then he stopped, looked around, and noticed everyone staring at him with amused
smiles on their faces. He noticed the man in white and looked a him as if for thefirst
time. He looked a the green moths and the midges and the multicoloured lights and

the chaos of overturned tables and trampled food and at the dimensions of the tent.
Then he sad:

‘I thought | was dreaming.’

“You'renot,’ | sad.

‘I thought | was in the Land of the Fighting Ghosts.’

‘Heis aFighting Ghost.’

“You mean | wasn’'t dreaming?

‘No,” | sad. ‘You'relosingafight.’

“You'redrunk,” said the blind old man.

‘Punch-drunk,” said one of the thugs. Dad touched his face. He winced.
‘So they werered blows?

‘Yes,' | sad.

‘Who did it?



‘The man in white.’

Suddenly, with his curious ability to reach into deep places in his spirit, aferocious
energy swirled around Dad.

‘Hurry, go and cal Sami, the bettingman,” Dad said, awakening. ‘We will make
money from this and build the beggars a school.’

| rushed out and, with Ade, went to fetch Sami. When | got back Dad had taken off
his shirt, and was shadow-boxing, working up a swest. He seemed wide awake now.
M ethodicaly, he shook his head, did some press-ups, and practised the most amazing
exercises. He cresked his joints, limbered up, stretched his muscles, did his specid
movements, breathed deeply, swelled up, and let out howls of energy. He was very
impressive. The crowd watched him disdainfully. Only the inhabitants of the area,
who had now ventured into the tent in the wake of the commotion, caled out his
fighting name and cheered him on. The blind old man was seated on his wheslchair,
his harmonica in one hand, afried piece of antelope meet in the other. Occasiondly
he kicked his feet in the air and like an over-excited child would say :

‘A prizefight! Very good. Whereis the betting-man?

The man in white, tall, lean, with an air of extraordinary detachment, a small head
and pinpoint eyes, stood on one leg He was very still. His eyes were positively
reptilean. Hewas very disturbingto look at. No onelooked at him for very long.

Sami arrived with his bucket and his small army of protectors. He went round taking
bets. The odds were against Dad. One of the politicians brought out a great wad of
pound notes and sad:

‘I have heard too much about that Black Tyger. He is abuffoon. Fromtoday | re-
name him the Black Rat.’

There were bursts of laughter and guffaws al around. Ceebrants laughed
themselves into contortions. The politician made the odds very low against Dad.
Everyone was excited about the outcome. Sami, swesating, went from group to group,
from person to person, jotting down their names and their odds and collecting ther
money in the bucket. Soon another bucket was needed. All the women, the prostitutes
the low-life courtesans, the casuad onlookers, brought out their money. Sami sent for
more protection. His entire compound turned up, armed with clubs and dane guns.
When he had finished, he was drenched in sweet. He was drenched in the horror of his
utter financid ruin, instant and complete liquidation, tota poverty and homelessness.
Hewent over to Dad. Pleading reverently, mopping his brow, he said:

‘If you win this oneyou can build auniversity.’
‘A school for beggars,” Dad said, correcting him.
‘“Whatever you like. Just win, you hear? Or | will beapoor man. My children will

starve. My wife will go mad. All my money, al the money | could borrow, al the
money | don’t even have, is on this, eh. Win!’



Dad pushed him away. The fight began. Dad circled the man in white. Dad rushed
him, but the man wasn’t there. The blind old man, chuckling, waving a chicken bone,
sad:

‘That is what we call magcal boxing, eh.’

| loathed him. Dad went on rushing the man, throwing wide swings, wild flurries
of punches which only dazed the green moths and confused the midges, but he
couldn’t touch the man.

‘Don’t you want to fight? he asked in frustration.

The man cracked Dad with a punch so fast that it was only when the women hurled
Dad back into the arena that we regstered its effect. The man went on striking Dad
with dectric punches, his fists were so fast that it seemed he was completdy still the
whole time, while Dad’'s head kept snapping backwards, as if the air, or an invisible
hand, were responsible. His nose became swollen, the bridge broke, blood spurted
out. Dad tried hard not to breathe in his own blood. When he bresthed it was in
excruciation and fatigue. Suddenly, he seemed terrified of pain. The man would move
his shoulder slightly and Dad’s head would jerk backwards. The man jabbed Dad at
will, with cold menacing indifference. | couldn’t bear it. The man went on pounding
Dad's nose, extending the territories of his bruises, discolouring and generaly
redigning Dad's face, dtering his physiognomy, disintegrating his philosophy,
dissolving his redlity, dislodging his teeth, and sapping the will from his sturdy legs.
Every time Dad took a punch a searing light from another planet shot through my
skull. Blinded by the besting Dad was taking | went out, found Ade, and asked him to
gvemethelizard spéell his father had made.

‘It doesn’t work when the opponent is wearingwhite,” he sad.
‘Get away from herel’ | screamed at him, and went back in.

Dad was absorbing monstrous punishment. The blind old man kept chuckling.
Whenever Dad mounted another futile attack the blind old man would make a curious
sound, a dissonant croak, distracting and discouragng Dad. He did this many times.
Soon the celébrants took up the dissonant croak as a sort of dampening anthem. |
decided to get rid of the old man. | went out and begged Ade to come and help me.
We stole back in and, very gently, wheded the old man’s chair out of thetent. Inthe
intense excitement and concentration, no one noticed us. When we got out we
wheded him fast, shouting for people to let us through, saying that the old man was
ill. He kept screaming and threatening us with curses. His frenzy only seemed to
convince peoplethat they should get out of theway .

‘A wizard is carryingme off!” he hollered.

No one believed him. We whedled him up the road, dong paths, deep into the
forest, and when we stopped his gasses fel from his face.

“What has happened? he shouted.



His blind eyes were ugy in the dark. They had acurious light in them.
‘| can’'t seel” he cried, making our flesh crawl.

As we were about to leave he caught Ade's hand and wouldn’t let go. | banged him
on the head with astick and he relaxed his grip and protected his head and uttered low
cries. M eand Ade fled from him, with the noise of his wail amplified by the forest.

When we got back to the tent thefight was turning. Dad had crossed the desert of his
exhaustion, had found new springs and oases of energes. He was covered in sweat
and bruises. His head was firmly tucked behind his fists and his shoulders hunched.
He had become more rock-like, like one who was thoroughly resigned to taking
punishment as a condition of survival. There was something strange about theway he
accepted his beating. He didn’'t seem so afraid of every bone-grinding punch the man
threw a him. Dad kept staggering, wobbling, under the man’s methodica, scientific
combinations. It was astonishing to see that the man still hadn’t worked up aswest.
Dad went on wabbling, his legs watery, and | was sure he was pretending. | shouted:

‘Black Tyger, dirty his suit!’

All heads turned towards me. The man in white looked in my direction. In the brief
moment of his distraction, Dad worked swiftly. He caught the man’'s collar and with
an insane how! ripped the coat. The man tried to protect the suit, but Dad abandoned
al known rules of fighting and concentrated on extending the rippage. He grabbed the
torn bits of the coat, he spun the man round, and with the help of afoot to the smal of
the back, torethe coat off the man. Then Dad pursued him and completed the rippage,
snatching off bits of white cloth clingng to his arms. Beneath the coat, there was a
shirt, and Dad, with terrible persistence, tore off the shirt and tie as well. Beneath the
shirt and coat the man was bare-chested and hairy. He had curious tattoos on his
stomach and amulets round his neck. He had a hollow chest and a deep hole of a
navel. He was so hairy, and his hair was so much like that of a bush animad that the
spectators gave a shocked cry when they saw how inhuman he looked. The man
began to cower. Dad feinted a punch to his head, the man blocked his face with both
hands, and Dad grabbed his trousers, tripped him, and tore the trousers off him. He
had long thin legs, the legs of a spiderous anima. His eyesfilled with fear and shame
a being unmasked. People backed away, gasping in horror. Sami, the betting-shop
man, sent the buckets of money home with some of his protectors. The beggar grl
began to cheer. The women’s mouths hung open.

The man got up, enraged. He had on the weirdest underpants. He rushed Dad and
couldn’t find him. He rushed again and stunned him with aflurry of solid punches.
They slogged it out for ten minutes. Dad kept hitting him, but he wouldn't fal. The
man caught Dad with an upper cut and rocked his head.

‘Punch his chest, Black Tyger!” Ade screamed.

Dad pad no atention. His exhaustion had returned. He puffed, he weaved, his
punches had no power. The man began the long arc of afearful swingng punch when
the wind blew, shakingthetent, and the lights suddenly went out. They came back on
again and the man stood disorientated, hand in the air. Dad, caling on his own name,



chargng his Own spirit, released one of the most destructive punches I’ ve ever seen
and sent the man flying right through the tent. Tables, plates, and fried mest, crashed
around him. Dad stood, weaving, bobbing, waiting. We al waited for the man to get
up. He didn't. The prostitutes tried to resuscitate him, but he couldn’t move. They
couldn’t carry him ether. We heard them saying something about him being too
heavy. His inert form remained outside the tent, in an outer darkness. We never saw
him again.

Sami rushed into the middle of the arena and declared Dad the winner of the
contest. The inhabitants of the area, who had been outside looking in, surrounded
Dad. The beggar grl, me, and Ade kept touching him, wiping the great flow of sweat
from his body . Overcome with the horror of his victory, and with fatigue, Dad sank to
the ground. Wetried to revive him, but we couldn’t. No one else cameto help us.

While dl this was happening the blind old man had found his way from the forest
and back into the tent. He was raving about wizards and bony demon children. Heran
one way, then another. His helpers tried to restrain him but he threw them off. His
rage was frightful.

We tried to get Dad to stand up. He was out cold. The beggar grl got the other
beggars to come and help. While we weretryingto revive Dad the blind old man kept
pursuing me round the tent. No one could control him. | ran under the tables. | threw
things a him, but he pressed on, he followed me with nightmarish persistence. | ran
back to Dad, tried to wake him, but the old man came a me like a demonic
sleepwaker, his hands stretched out in front of him. Then suddenly he turned away
from me and with the quick movement of a snake striking an unsuspecting prey, he
grabbed hold of Ade and wouldn’t let go.

‘Ah ha, soit’syou, theflyingwizard!” he shouted triumphantly .

Ade screamed. | clubbed the old man. His helpers rained knocks on me. | threw
bones and sticks a them. Then the old man, tightening his grip on Ade' s arm said, in
ascreechingugdy voice:

‘Let me seewith your eyes!’

The strangest thing happened. Ade began to twist, to jerk, contortingin spasms. His
eyes swam around ther sockets till only the whites were visible. He opened his
mouth, his tongue hung out, and he gasped, and made choking noises. Peopletried to
free Adefrom the old man’s grip. | jumped on his back and he shouted.

‘Get off my back!”

‘Leave my friend done,’ | said.
“You'retoo heavy, you spirit-child!” he cried.
| bounced on his back, his bones diggnginto me. | hooked my arms round his neck

and tried to strange him, but he kept tossing. | attempted to scratch his eyes, but he
bit me and threw me off with the strength of five men and | heard his neck cresk and



was sent flying and when | landed amongst broken tables and the mess of fruits and
bean-cakes, everything had cleared. The old man stood, swaying. Ade jerked in a
weird epileptic fit. The crowd had mostly gone. M adame Koto was nowhere around.
The loudspeakers had been packed awvay . The prostitutes sat on folding chairs, garing
a us. The old man picked up his ydlow gasses and played on his harmonica. His
helpers led him away. | got up. The beggars, Sami and his protectors, people from the
area, and Helen lifted Dad up on their shoulders as if he were a king fdlen in battle
and carried him out into the night. | helped Ade up. He stood, twitching, his mouth
feverish. His fit had receded and he waked as if his legs were made of rubber. As we
left the devastated tent the prostitutes abused us. | heard the blind old man’s dissonant
harmonica in front of us in the dark. We were a the rear of the procession that bore
Dad on ther shoulders. Hefaced the stars. And, as we went the sound of the flapping
tent made me look back.

The wind had risen. | redised that the party had blocked the road. The cars were
leaving. The trees creaked ther limbs. The anti-music of the harmonicafaded into the
wind, blowing eerie harmonies over the bushes. The wind's counterpoints whistled
aong the dectric cables. The bright yelow and blue bulbs kept going on and off.
Then they stayed on. Adesaid, in the voice of acat:

‘Somethingis happening’

The wind stopped. It swelled again. Then | saw thetent tilt sideways, and lift up in
the ar. It rose, it turned on its side, and the wind hurled it over the houses, its
voluminous cloth flapping, its form billowing, and it blew over, turning on rooftops,
and the sky cracked, two lights flashed, and rain swept down. Theran poured down,
the earth swam in mud, dogs barked, the smell of burning rubber filled the air, and we
heard abrief rending cry from M adame Koto's place. Then dl thelights went out.

NINE

THE DARKNESS WAS full of voices. The beggars and Sami carried Dad
to the house. When we got to our room M um was in afrenzy. They lad Dad out on
the bed and covered him with a white cloth. The people were gone, but | could hear
them singng low heroic melodies down the street. Dad’s mouth was twisted. There
was a white scar down the side of his face. His eyes had disgppeared beneath his
bruises. His lips were like swollen flowers. Hewas in afar worse condition than in dl
of his fights put together. Hedidn't move. He didn’t even seemto breathe. M um kept
wailing. The beggar grl lit three more candles. Sami sat on Dad’s chair. The beggars
sat on the floor. | made Ade lie down on my mat. Apart from M um, everyone was
silent.

M um rushed out, boiled water, came back, and applied warm compresses to Dad’s
face. It never occurred to her that his bruises needed something cold. The beggar grl
stroked his feet. No one else moved. After a while M um rested. She looked round a
al of us.



‘Get up from my husband’s chair!” she shouted at Sami.

He jumped up as if a snake had bitten him. He stood near the window. Then he
cameto me and whispered:

‘When he has recovered, cdl me. | have dl the money. | will get him the best
herbdist.’

Then, as if he had been caught stedling, he crept out of the room.

‘And dl of you, go!" M um screamed, a everyone else.

The beggars shuffled. The beggar girl got up, touched me on the head, making my
flesh bristle, and led the others out of the room. They left silently. Adelay down on
the mat, his eyes swimming. Occasiondly he twitched. He had a wan smile on his
lips. | leant over him.

‘I an goingto die soon,” he sad.

‘“Why do you say that?

‘My timehas come. My friends are calingme.” ‘What friends?

‘In the other world,” he said. We were silent.

‘And what areyou two whispering about, eh? M um asked.

‘Nothing’

‘What happened to him?

‘He s not well.’

‘“What about his father?

‘I don’t know.’

‘God save me,” M um cried.

The candles went out. M um shut the door and searched for the matches.

‘Thislifel No rest. None. A woman suffers, awoman swests, with no rest, no
happiness. My husband, in three fights. God knows what dl thisis doingto his brain.
Thislifeis too much for me. I am goingto hang my self one of these days,” M um said.

‘Don’t do that, Mum,’ | said.

“Shut up,” shesad.

| was silent. Deep in me old songs began to stir. Old voices from the world of



spirits. Songs of seductive purity, with music perfect like light and diamonds. Ade
twitched. The floor began to shake. | could hear his bones rattling. M um lit acandle.
She sat on Dad' s chair, rocking back and forth, her ey es fixed, her face unforgving. |
felt sad. Ade smiled strangdly again, sinking deeper into his weird epileptic ecstasy. |
leant over him.

‘Troubleis dways coming. M aybeit’s just aswell,” hesaid. * Your story has just
begun. Mineis ending. | want to go to my other home. Your mother is right; thereis
too much unnecessary sufferingon this earth.’

His voice had taken on the timbre of an old man. Soon | recognised it. A snake
went up my spineand | couldn’t stop shivering. He went on, speaking in the cracked
sepulchrd voice of the blind old man.

‘My timeis coming. | have worn out my mother’s womb and now she can't have
any more children. Coming and going, | have seen theworld, | have seen the future.
The Koran says nothingis ever finished.’

‘What will happen? | asked him.
Quivering, biting his lips till he drew blood, he said:

‘There will be the rebirth of afather. A man with seven heads will take you away.
You will come back. You will stay. Beforethat the spirits and our ancestors will hold
a great meeting to discuss the future of theworld. It will be one of the most important
meetings ever hed. Suffering is coming. There will be wars and famine. Terible
things will happen. New diseases, hunger, the rich eating up the earth, people
poisoning the sky and the waters, people going mad in the name of history, the clouds
will breathefire, the spirit of things will dry up, laughter will become strange.’

Hestopped. Therewas along pause. Then he continued, frightening me.

‘There will be changes. Coups. Soldiers everywhere. Udiness. Blindness. And then
when people least expect it a great transformation is goingto take placein the world.
Suffering people will know justice and beauty. A wonderful change is coming from
far avay and people will redise the great meaning of strugge and hope. Therewill be
peace. Then people will forget. Then it will dl start again, getting worse, getting
better. Don't fear. You will always have somethingto strugge for, eveniif it is beauty
or joy.’

He stopped again. And then his fever changed gear, his voice quivered, his eyes
were cam.

‘Our country is an abiku country. Like the spirit-child, it kegps coming and going.
Oneday it will decideto remain. It will become strong. | won't seeit.’

His voice changed, became more naturd, amost gentle.

‘I see the image of two thousand years. | drank initswords. It took many centuries
to gow in me. | see a great musician in a land across the seas. Nine hundred years



ago. The musician was me. | seeapriest, | seearuler of gentle people. The priest was
me, the ruler was me. | see awicked warrior who killed many innocent people and
who delighted in bloodshed. | was him. There was once asoldier stoned to death and
fed to the crocodiles in Egy pt. | was that soldier.’

‘“You'retakingnonsense,’ | said.

He laughed, coughed, and went on talking. His voice got lower and lower. His mouth
moved, but | couldn’t hear him any more. His limbs went into spasms. | smelt burning
wood. Smoke gathered round his hair. For amoment | thought his fit was burning him
up. | touched him. His forehead was cold. His eyes were open, but hedidn't seeme. |
looked up and saw that M um had falen asleep on Dad's chair. | lay down, shut my
eyes, and sleep cameto mein theform of green moths. | followed them into Mum’s
dreams. It came as ashock to meto find mysdf in her dreams. She was ayoung
woman, fresh and beautiful, with awhite bird on her shoulder. She had antimony on
her face, magic charms round her neck, and apearl on astring round her left ankle.

She was wandering through a sepia-tinted village, looking for Dad. She saw him up a
tree. She climbed thetree, but Dad jumped down and ran to theriver. M um came
down from the tree and sang a song from her childhood, serenading Dad’ s spirit. She
sangto Dad, asking him not to go away, beggng him to return, in the name of love.
Theriver turned a brilliant green colour and the maiden of the water, green, with sad
eyes and lovey breasts, with the face of Helen the beggar grl, embraced Dad and
took him down to the bottom of theriver where there was an emerald padace. Eages
drank wine from silver goblets. Swans told stories beneath the great silk cotton tree. A
black tiger with aprince s crown and the eyes of my grandfather roamed the city
precincts, reciting verses from ancient epics, sacred texts that could dter the nature of
things. The maiden took Dad to her paace and washed his feet. In the great hail the
frozen figures of warriors followed Dad with their fearless eyes. Antelopes with
flowers round their necks came and sat at Dad’ s feet. The maiden changed Dad’'s
clothes and dressed him in rich aguamarine robes. Then amighty lion roared from the
secret chambers. All the statues in the hal began to move. The warriors woke from
therr enchantment and marched into the secret chambers. T he statues were beautiful.
Their masks were beautiful. The statues had strange human faces, some had large
pricks, some had wonderfully rounded breasts with proud nipples, and many of them
had the paws of the Sohinx. M asquerades danced into the hal and presented Dad with
gfts. Then Dad was led outside where a car was waiting for him. Dad got into the car.
M um stood at theriver-bank, preparingto jump in when | touched her. Shewas angy
and said:

‘Get out of my dream. I’'mtryingto draw back your father’s spirit.’
| didn’t know how to leave. The sun burned down on us and

thewhite bird on M um'’s shoulder flew into the water and M um disappeared and it
grew so hot that my hair became singed, the trees burst into flame, gving off abright
yellow smoke. Butterflies multiplied everywhere, they came from the sun, and they
flew round my face, fillingme with vertigo and as | coughed they flew into my mouth
and | sat up and saw that our room was filled with smoke and when | shouted and
choked Ade smiled oddly in his jerking sleep and M um jumped up and sad:



‘Azaro, get up! Thecandleis burning our table!’

| recovered quickly and fetched water from our bucket and poured it on the table.
Adesat up and smiled a me.

‘I'mwdl now,” he sad.

Mum whipped the table with awet rag, as if it had annoyed her. When the flame
had been put out she came and sat on the bed and held my face between her hot pams
and said:

‘My son, what wereyou doingin my dream?
| said nothing.

‘Answer me,” she said.

‘It wasn't your dream. It was Dad’s dream.’

Mum sat up. | couldn't see her face in the darkness. Her sadness made the night
quiver.

“Your father got into the car and went to the village. Your grandfather trested his
wounds and soothed his spirit. Then he traveled to Ughdli to buy the perfume that
would get rid of the bad smell of poverty. Then he went to the moon. Then he
travelled to the land of spirits far away. M any lands. | heard his voice crying out in
the sky. They refused him entry to heaven. They sent him past hel, past spirit lands
where our ancestors ask one another impenetrable riddles dl day long He came to a
country full of palaces, a country of dreams, where the people are invisible, where
wisdom and joy are in the air. He went to thelaw courts of the spirit worlds. | heard
him crying for answers. Then he came back and awar broke out and they shot him on
theroad that he had built.’

| didn’t know what to say.

‘So liedown and sleep. Thisis astrong night. | must protect your father’s spirit or it
will go away .’

| lay down.

‘Your father is playing a flute, Ade said in his own voice. ‘It is sweet music. |
didn’t know he could play sowdll.’

Then the room was silent. Seep stole over me and | resisted it. M um ground her
teeth on the bed, strugdingwith Dad. Ade began to quiver again.

‘I"'m going slowly,” he said.

‘Shut up,’ | sad.



M um was still. | heard her snoring. Seep cameto mein the form of white birds and |
saw M um fighting Dad in his dreams, tryingto get him to gatecrash his body . Ade lay
next to me, twitching through the night in his fits. And his spirit, swirlingand
turbulent with blinding energes, began to affect mine. We swirled in the sweet savage
torrent of his epilepsy and travelled the red roads of the spirits and arrived at the
Village of Night, where birds were laying out eectric cables, where M asquerades
were alchemists, where the sunbird was priest, where the moonprince was a
foundling, and where the tortoise was awandering griot who warned me a the
roadside that no story could ever be finished. As dawn approached the Village
disappeared and | heard the songs of my spirit companions. In flames, the great king
of the spirit world flashed past my eyes. The mountain heaved. | saw ablack cat at my
feet and | fed it bean-cakes. Adelay quiet beside me. His past lives had begun to
conguer him. | saw that he had not told me thewholetruth. | saw his other images. |
saw amurderer in Rome, apoetess in Spain, afaconer anongthe Aztecs, awhorein
Sudan, apriestessin old Kenya, aone-eyed white ship captain who bdieved in God
and wrote beautiful hy mns and who made his fortune capturing slaves in the Gold
Coast. | even saw afamed samura warrior in ancient Jgpan, and amother of tenin
Greece.

Then, in the middle of the night, when | was still anongst theimages, amighty cry
woke us up. | looked and in the darkness | saw Dad’s face. Then it vanished.

‘What did hesay? M um asked.

‘I don’t know.’

‘You didn’t hear?

‘No.’

‘I did,; Adesaidinthedark.

‘What did he say ?

‘Hesad: “OPEN THE DOOR.™

M um rushed from the bed, tripped over my foot, and hit her head against
something. Shedidn’'t cry out. She opened the door and went back to the bed.

M osquitoes and night-moths camein. We slept but M um got up and woke us, saying

‘No one must sleep. We must bring back your father’s spirit.’

TEN

WE SAT STILL. Thewind blew in leaves. The air smelled of theforest and
the sleeping dhetto. Strange dreams, floating on the wind, looking for dreamers,



drifted into our room.
‘Tel usastory,’ | sad.
Adesat up. His limbs were peaceful.

‘Tdl usthestory of the blue sungasses.’
‘Okay .’

We waited. Mum went and sat on Dad’s chair. She rocked back and forth. | saw
Dad's spirit hovering round her. Then it entered her and | heard M um shiver. She got
some ogogoro, made a prayer and alibation, and we drank. As if Dad’s persondity
were taking her over, she lit a mosquito coil and acandle. Then shelit acigarette. She
rocked back and forth in Dad’s restless manner of a great lion in a man’s body. Her
face serious, her features dtered, she began to spesak.

‘Oneday | was sdlingmy provisions. | went from street to street. The sun was vay
hot, there was no shelter in the sky or anywhere. | was tired. | began to seethings. |
began to complain, weeping about how hard this world is. Then | cameto acrossroad.
| saw atortoise crawling out of the bushes and crossing the road and | was about to
pick it up when it spoketo me'’

‘What did it say? | asked.

‘On another day | was hawkingthings in the city when awhite man cameto me. He
had on the blue sungasses. It was very hot. The sun and the dust made my eyes red.
The white man said: “If you tell me how to get out of Africal will gve you my
sungasses.”

‘And what did you say?

‘| sad, “ Thereare many roads into Africabut only oneroad leads out.” He said:
“What road?’ | said: “First tell mewhat thetortoisetold me.” Hewas confused. “I
don’'t know what you aretaking about,” hesaid. So | told himthat | wouldn’t show
him the only road out of Africa, Then hetold me his story. He had been here for ten
years. For seven of those years he was an important man in the government. Then all
the Independence trouble started and for three years hetried to leave but kept failing
He couldn’t find away out. Every time he prepared to leave something came aong
and prevented him. He even got on aplane but the plane went round the world and
when he got out he found himsef here, in the same place’

‘So what happened?

‘So | made him buy al my provisions. Then | asked him to tel me what the
tortoise said. He stopped and thought for alongtime. Then abus went past slowly. It
had a motto written on its side. The white man laughed a the motto and read it out
and | said that’s what thetortoisetold me. ‘“What?" he asked. ‘ All things arelinked,” |
sad. “What has the tortoise got to do with it?’ he asked. | sad: ‘If you don’t know
you will never find any road a dl.” Then he gave me the blue sungasses and before



heleft hesaid: ‘ Theonly way to get out of Africaisto get Africaout of you.”
‘Then what happened?

‘On another day | was sdling fish in the market. A strange Yoruba man came to me
and bought al my fishes. When his hands touched them they al came aive and began
to twist in my basin. | threw thefishes on the floor and they wrigged and | started to
run away, but the man held my hands. ‘Don’t you remember me?’ he asked. Hewas a
black man but he was familiar in an odd sort of way. “| gave you the blue sungasses,”
he said. Then | remembered him. But it took some time, and | first had to turn and
twist my mind around. He was the white man. His face and his nose and everything
was exactly the same except that now he was a Yoruba man with fine marks on his
face. “1 met you five hundred years ago,” he said. ‘| discovered theroad.” *What was
it?” | asked. Then he told me his story. “When | left you,” he began, ‘1 became
feverish in the head and later in a fit of fury over asmall thing | killed my African
servant. They arrested me. | sat in acel. Then they released me because | was awhite
man. Then | began to wander about the city naked. Everyone stared a me. They were
shocked to see a mad white man in Africa Then a strange little African child took to
following me around. He was my only friend. All my white colleagues had deserted
me. Then one day my head cleared. Five hundred years had gone past. The only way
to get out of Africawas to become an African. So | changed my thinking. | changed
my ways. | got on aplaneand arrived in Engand. | got married, had two children, and
retired from government service. | was in the Secret Service. Then before | turned
seventy | had a heart attack and died. They buried me in my loca parish cemetery
with full nationa honours.” “ So what are you doing here?’ | asked him. | was afraid
now. | was very scared. He said: “ Time passed. | was born. | became a businessman.
And | cameto the market today to buy someedsand | saw you.” | sad:

“But | only met you two weeks ago.” “Time is not what you think it is,” he said,
smiling. Then heleft. That istheend of my story.’

Therewas along silence.

‘Strange story,’ | sad.

‘It"strue” M um replied.

The wind blew the floating dreams into our room. The yelow light of the candle
fluttered. The candle had burned low. | felt | was in another place, acountry of white
fidds.

‘Look!” Adesad.

The wind had blown the dawn into our room. At thedoor, sittingon itstail, was a
black cat. We stared at the cat in silence. It stared at us.

‘Theworldis just begnning’ M um said.

The cat turned and went back out of the door. We al got up and followed the cat.
Sitting outside our door, her wounds still livid, was Helen, the beggar grl. We stared



a her in puzzlement. Then she got up and went to the housefront. We didn’t follow
her. When we went back into the room Dad was sitting up on the bed like Lazarus.

‘KEEP THE ROAD OPEN, hesad, and fell back into sleep.

We touched him and he didn’t move. M um was happy . Ade kept smiling. M um was
happy because Dad had begun to snore. Ade kept smiling because he could hear his
father’s weary footsteps, as he made his long journeys, like an ancient hero searching
for his son. Ade heard his father’s footsteps, heard the anxious hy pertensive best of
his heart, and was following him through his guilt and confusion, as he made his way
to our house. But Ade aso smiled because his father had been delay ed gettingto our
place by a funerd cortege. It was not a big procession, and there were only afew
mourners a that hour, al of them prostitutes, except for M adame Koto, who wore
dark dasses and a black silk gown, and who was thinking about the money she could

make from the fabulous politicd raly rather than about the prostitute whose body lay
charred in the chesp wooden coffin and who had died from eectrocution after the

wind blew thetent away.

ELEVEN

THE FIRST THING that woke us in the morning was wailing from the
road. Someone knocked on our door and when | shouted for them to comein we saw
Ade' s father. He was very tdl, his head was bowed, and his face bore the misery of a

night-long vigl.

Ade got up instantly and rubbed his eyes. They were bulbous and inflamed. He had
gown pder and more beautiful overnight. His smile had gone. When he saw his
father a the door he didn't move or render atraditiona greeting

‘How many times can a man be reborn in one miserable life? his father asked the
room a large.

M um was not on the bed. There was food for us on the table. She had left before
we woke and her hawker’ s basin was not on the cupboard. Dad was still aslegp on the
bed, his biglegs sprawled apart, his arm danging over the side.

Ade s father looked terrifying.

‘Where have you been dl night, en? he asked his son. ‘Why didn't you come
home? Your mother is dmost ill with worrying about you.’

A dark dow surrounded him. He came into the room. Ade retreated to the window.
His father sat on the bed. | could smell the frustration and the anxieties in his night-
long sweat. His spirit had the potent odours of one who has been making ritud
offerings, talkingto his ancestors, tryingto communicate with the gods. His spirit was
charged and deep. He filled the room with terror. Ade, standing a the window,



seemed radiant with the gow of his father’s temper. He did not appear repentant or
even rebdlious. He held his head firm, and his face had the impassivity of one who
knew that his father could no longer dare to beat him or make him cry. There was
something cruel about my friend's spirit and | understood why spiritchildren are so
feared. Faced dways with the songs and fragrances of another world, aworld beyond
death, where the air is illuminated, where spirit companions know the secrets of one's
desire, and can fulfil those desires, every singe one of them, spirit-children do not
care much for the limited things of the world. Ade did not want to stay any more, he
did not like the weight of the world, the terror of the earth’s time. Love and the
anguish of parents touched him only faintly, for beyond their stares and threets and
beatings he knew that his parents' guardianship was temporary. He dways had a
greater home.

| never knew how different we both were till that morning when his father began
his long tirade, his complaints, al designed to make his son fed quilty. Ade, his head
held lightly, with his ey es fixed on ghosts, simply left the window and went out of the
room as if he were slegpwaking. His father followed him, caught between anger and
despair. | followed his father. The world was old that morning. Out in the street his
father caught him and lifted him up and Ade began to cry unbearably as dl the murky
lights from the ghetto and the filthy untarred road and the broken-down houses and
the ulcerous poverty converged on him. His father tried to console him, threw him up
towards the sky and caught him again. But Ade only cried more and in that sound |
knew he wasn't crying because of his father’s love, or his own quilt, or his mother’s
illness, but because the pressure of time was tightening round his neck.

TWELVE

THE SPIRIT-CHILD IS an unwilling adventurer into chaos and sunlight,
into the dreams of the living and the dead. Things that are not ready, not willingto be
born or to become, things for which adequate preparations have not been made to
sustain their momentous births, things that are not resolved, things bound up with
falure and with fear of being they al keep recurring, keep coming back, and in
themselves partake of the spirit-child’s condition. They keep coming and going till
their timeisright. History itsdf fully demonstrates how things of the world partake of
the condition of the spirit-child.

There are many who are of this condition and do not know it. There are many
nations, civilisations, idess, half-discoveries, revolutions, loves, art forms,
experiments, and historical events that are of this condition and do not know it. There
aremany peopletoo. They do not dl have the marks of their recurrence. Often they
seem normd. Often they are perceived of as new. Often they are serenewith the
familiarity of deasth’s embrace. They al carry strange gftsin ther souls. They aredl
part-time dwelers in their own secret moonlight. They al yearn to make of
themselves a beautiful sacrifice, adifficult sacrifice, to bring transformation, and to
die shedding light within this life, settingthe matter ready for their true begnnings to



cry into being, scorched by the strange ecstasy of the will ascendingto say yesto
destiny and illumination.

| was a spirit-child rebelling against the spirits, wanting to live the earth’s life and
contradictions. Ade wanted to leave, to become a spirit again, freein the captivity of
freedom. | wanted the liberty of limitations, to have to find or create new roads from
this one which is so hungy, this road of our refusa to be. | was not necessarily the
stronger one; it may be easier to live with the earth’s boundaries than to be free in
infinity.

Given thefact of theimmortdity of spirits, could these be the reason why | wanted to
be born — these paradoxes of things, the eterna changes, the riddle of living while
oneis dive, the mystery of being, of births within births, death within births, births
within dying, the chalenge of gving birth to on€'s true self, to on€' s new spirit, till
the conditions are right for the new immutable star within one' s universe to comeinto
existence; the chdlenge to gow and learn and love, to master on€'s sdf; the
possibilities of a new pact with one's spirit; the probability that no injusticelasts for
ever, no love ever dies, that no light is ever redly extinguished, that no true road is
ever complete, that no way is ever definitive, no truth ever find, and that there are
never redly any begnnings or endings? It may be that, in the land of origns, when
many of us were birds, even al these reasons had nothingto do with why | wanted to
live

Anything is possible, one way or another. There are many riddles amongst us that
neither the living nor the dead can answer.

SECTION THREE

BOOK EIGHT

ONE

DURING THE THREE days that Dad stayed in recuperating, the rced
had the first of its wave of nightmares. The road’s sleep was disturbed first by the
prostitute who had been dectrocuted on the night of M adame Koto's initiation into
higher powers. They held a smdl funeral for her. They carried her coffin up theroad
and at night we heard the wailing of some of the prostitutes. The next day it rained
and three men who were laying out cables for the big politica rdly dso died of



electrocution. The rains were crazy in those days. The beggars suffered the onslaught,
sleeping under the eaves of our compound-front. Every morning Helen would cometo
our door. Mum left her food which she didn’'t touch. Every morning M um went out
with her basin of provisions and the rain drenched everything and she came home in
the afternoons soaking wet, no profits made, her provisions rendered useless.

Dad slept like a gant through the new season. He missed the big trucks of the
politicd parties as they went round the city, making announcements over ther
loudspeskers. He missed their violent confrontations, the eruptions, when they met on
the same street. He missed the beggars who stayed on our road, beggng dms round
the broken vehicle. In the evenings | watched them conferring energetically amongst
themselves. They seemed to be waiting for a sign, so papable was ther expectancy.
No one gave them ams. The inhabitants of the area never missed an opportunity to
tell them to move on. They themselves seemed anxious to move on, to trave the roads
to a new destination. It was only Helen who held them back. She never spoke, but
around her was concentrated the initiative to set off for new places. It was odd to see
themtryingto continue with Dad’ s attempts to make them useful. Every now and then
they would try to clear up the accumulated garbage on the road. They tried in ther
clumsy way to be of help. No one appreciated it. | passed them on the second day of
Dad’'s sleep and | heard them arguing in harsh voices about the endlessly postponed
forthcoming rally, about the school Dad was going to build for them, and about
money. When they saw me they would brighten up, and ther faces would lift with
hope. They would come towards me, stop, and watch my movements with hungry
gyes. | took to steding food from the house for them. Dad’s sleep made us very
hungy. Mum made no money. Our meas got smaler. We would eat quietly,
watching Dad snoring on the bed as he devoured the ar in the room, his spirit
growing larger dl the time, feeding on our hunger. He grew in his sleep. | watched as
his feet began to dange over the edge of the bed. | saw his chest expanding, bursting
his shirt. He gained weight; and when he tossed, as if riding mythica horses in his
dreams, the bed would groan. He slept deeply, darkening the room. The candles
burned low while he slept. The door was kept open. Visitors would come in, tak in
whispers over his sleeping form, and depart on tiptoes.

Dad was redreaming the world as he slept. He saw the scheme of things and didn’t
like it. He saw the world in which black people aways suffered and he didn’t likeit.
He saw a world in which human beings suffered so needlessly from Antipodes to
Equator, and he didn't like it either. He saw our people drowning in poverty, in
famine, drought, in divisiveness and the blood of war. He saw our people daways
preyed upon by other powers, manipulated by the Western world, our history and
achievements rigged out of existence. He saw therich of our country, he saw the array
of our poaliticians, how corruptible they were, how blind to our future, how greedy
they became, how deef to the cries of the people, how stony their hearts were, how
short-sighted their dreams of power. He saw the divisions in our society, thelack of
unity, he saw the widening pit between those who have and those who don’t, he saw it
al very clearly. He saw the women of the country, of the markets and villages, dways
dogged by incubi and butterflies; he saw al the women, inheritors of the miracle of
forbearance. He saw the hungy eatingtoads. He saw the wars in advance. He saw the
economic boom in advance, saw its orgastic squander, the suffering to follow, the
exile to strange lands, the depleting of the people's will for transformation. He saw
the emergence of tyrants who dways seem to be born from the extremities of crisis.



He saw ther long rule and the chaos when they are overthrown. He argued in three
geat courts of the spirit world, calling for justice on the planet. He argued with
fantastic passion and his case was sound but he was done. He didn’t seethe mighty
multitudes al over the world in their lonely solidarities, pleading cases in the supreme
courts of spirits, pleading for justice and baance and beauty in the world, for an end
to famishment and vile wars, destruction and greed. Dad was done because he didn’t
see the others, the multitudes of dream-pleaders, invading al the courts of the
universe, while strugging in the red hard world created by the limitations in the
minds of human beings. | followed Dad sometimes in his cyclica dreams. | followed
him in his escape into the great redms and spaces, the landscapes of genius, the
worlds before birth, the worlds of pure dreams and signs. | followed him sometimes in
his brief reunion with his own primeva spirit and totem, in his fleeting contact with
dimmerings of his true destiny. | saw angels erasing some of the memories of his
journeys. He traveled far and his spirit ached and as he swesated in our room,
dampening the bed, it poured with rain outside and the floods rearranged the houses
of the road. The rains were sporadic. Frogs and bugs and diseases roamed in our lives
and children died in the mornings when the politicians on their trucks announced the
dawn of our new independent destiny. Dad saw the advancing forms of chaos and
fought them done in his sleep, his body swelling with rage, and the forms overcame
him and washed over his life and when he tossed and turned M um would light a
mosquito coil, a stick of incense, and a candle, and pour some ogogoro for us and
would pray a the door lintels. Mum prayed in three languages. She prayed to our
ancestors, she prayed to God, and she prayed to the angd of al women. M um prayed
for simple things that made me weep while the darkness flowered in our room. She
prayed for food. She prayed for Dad to get well. She prayed for agood placeto live.
She prayed for more life and for suffering to bear lovely fruits. And she prayed for
me. For three days Mum prayed on borrowed wine. The spaces in our lives grew
smaller. Mum gew leaner. Her voice began to disgppear. Her eyes hid from the
world, retreating into the depths of her head’'s dreaming. Her bones became more
visible. Her blouses began to slip from her shoulders. Waves of demented mist passed
over her face. | would catch her staring at Dad's empty three-legged chair. Her eyes
seemed to be looking over the photographs of her life. Always the strained smile of
the hunger beneath the brave pride. Always the rats and cockroaches eating away a
our dreams. Always theworld seems to find amethod to prevent her working her way
out from the corners. Always the landlords increasing our rents, the thugs teling us
who to vote for, the rain lesking into our sleep. Sometimes her prayers would find
Dad as he roamed the spheres that restored the balances of the earth. But Dad’ s spirit
was restless for justice and more life and genuine revolution and he kept rangng
farther out into other worlds where the promises of power were made before birth.
And Dad travelled the spheres, seekingtherestoration of our race, and therestoration
of al oppressed peoples. It was as | followed Dad that | learnt that other spheres of
higher energes have their justice beyond our understanding. And our spheretoo. The
forces of baance are turning every day. The rain lashes the bloated and the week, the
powerful and the silenced. The wind exposes the hungy, the overfed, the ill, the
dying, and those who feed on the unseen suffering of others. But therestorations are
slow because our perception of timeis long Time and truth away s come round; those
who seem to hold sway and try to prevent theturning of justice only bringit quicker;
and Dad wanted the turning now. He wanted justice now. He wanted truth now. He
wanted world balance now. He raised the storms of demands in his dreams. He raised
impenetrable questions. He kept asking WHY? After eons he asked: WHAT M UST



WE DO? And then he asked: HOW DO WE BRING IT ABOUT? Pressing on, he
wanted to know: WHEN? Relentlessly, twisting and turning, he demanded: WHAT IS
THE BEST WAY? And with a bit more serenity, not drawing back from the
inevitable self-confrontation, he asked: WHAT ISTHE FIRST STEP?His body grew.
Flowers fel on our rooftop. My grandfather appeared to me briefly, wavingmeon. A
child was born and didn't get to its body. Was | being reborn in my father? In his
journeys Dad found that dl nations are children; it shocked him that ours too was an
abiku nation, a spirit-child nation, one that keegps being reborn and after each birth
come blood and betrayds, and the child of our will refuses to stay till we have made
propitious secrifice and displayed our serious intent to bear the weight of a unique
destiny.

Each lifeflows to all the spheres; and as Dad slept helived out awholelifetimein
another continent, while we listened to the rumours of M adame Koto’s meetings with
powerful women in her bar, meetings in which they planned the numerous
arrangements for theraly and the responsibilities of organising votes for their party .
It didn’t surprise us that she had recovered so quickly from the desth of the prostitute
It didn’t surprise us ether that she had been dlocated vast sums of money to organise
the women from our part of the city. Her bad foot grew larger as if the road had
impregnated it; her stomach bloated with its abiku trinity . Shewas initiated into
another secret society that was famous for its manufacturing of redity. She taked
about turning her bar into ahotd. She bought great plots of land. Her driver went up
and down our road in her car, knocking over goats and killing chickens, multiplying
her enemies.

M adame K oto grew more powerful with the rainy season. She developed awalk of
imposing and languid dignity. Her fatness became her. She wore clothes that made the
begoarsill. Shetaked of leaving the wretched area; she was scornful of everyone. We
listened to her berating passers-by. She grew more powerful and she grew more
beautiful as well. Therainy season swelled her frame. Sheincarnated al her legends
into her new spirit, joined with her myths. She became dl the things we whispered
she was and she became more. At night, when she slept, she stolethe people's
energes. (Shewas not the only one: they werelegon.) The night became her dly.
While Dad ranged the spheres crying for justice, M adame K oto sucked in the powers
of our area. Her dreams gave the children nightmares. Her colossal form took wings at
night and flew over the city, drawing power from our sleeping bodies. She expanded
over theair of our existence. Her dreams were livid rashes of parties and orges, of
squander and sprees, of corruption and disintegration, of innocent women and weak
men. Her snoring dtered the geography of our destinies. Sowly, while the people of
the area grew weaker, more accepting, more afraid, she grew stronger. That was when
| understood that conflicting forces were fighting for the future of our country in the
ar, a night, in our dreams, ridinginvisible white horses and whipping us, sapping our
will while we slept.

The politicd parties waged their battles in the spirit spaces, beyond the realm of our
earthly worries. They fought and hurled counter-mythologes a one another.
Herbdists, sorcerers, wizards and witches took sides and as the trucks fought for
votes in the streets they fought for supremacy in theworld of spirits. They cdled on
djiinns and chimeras, succubi, incubi and apparitions; they enlisted the ghosts of old
warriors and politicians and strategsts; they hired expatriate spirits. The Party of the



Rich drew support from the spirits of the Western world. At night, over our dreams,
pacts were made, contracts drawn up in that realm of nightspace, and our futures were
mortgaged, our destinies delayed. In that redm the sorcerers of party politics
unleashed thunder, rain flooded those below; counter-thunder, lightning and hail were
returned. On and on it went, in every village, every city of the country, and al over
the continent and the whole world too. Our dreams grew smaller as they waged their
wars of politicadl supremacy. Sorcerers, taking the form of spirits and omens,
whispered to us of dread. We grew more afraid. Suspicion made it easier for usto be
silent. Slence made it easier for us to be more powerless. The forms of dominance
grew more colossd in the nightspaces. And those of us who were poor, who had no
great powers on our side, and who didn’'t see the power of our own hunger, apower
that would frighten even the gods, found that our dreams became locked out of the
freedom of the air. Our yearnings became blocked out of the realms of manifestation.
The battles for our destiny raged and we could no longer fly to the moon or
accompany the aeroplanes on their journeys through rarefied spaces or imagine how
our lives could be different and better. So we had bad dreams about one another while
M adame Koto, dressed in red, her har covered with a white kerchief, three green
umbrellas in her hand, extended her powers over the ghetto and sent her secret
emissaries into our bodies. Our fantasies fed her. M any of us dreamt of her as afuture
spirit-bride to heads of state and presidents. She became known as the Queen of the
Ghetto Night. Anyone who wanted help went to her. Shereceived only afew calers.
Because she expanded so much a night, she suffered untold agonies in her body
during the day. She showed no signs of pain. But the swest on her forehead widened
her wrinkles. Her prostitutes deserted her; they couldn’t forgve her for so quickly
forgetting the grl’s death. When they left, the emptiness of her bar and the magnetism
of her new powers drew agreater flock.

One night she appeared to me in my sleep and begged me to gve her some of my
youth.

‘“Why? | asked.
And shereplied:
‘I antwo hundred years old and unless | get your young blood | will die soon.’

Her enormous spirit lowered over me. Her spirit was about to swallow me up
completedy, when agreat lion roared from above, quaking the house, and driving her
spirit away . Then | redised that new forces were being born to match the demands of
the age. Leopards and lions of the spirit world, dragons of justice, winged tigers of
truth, fierce animals of the divine, forces that swirl in the midst of inexorable
hurricanes, they too restore balances and feed on the chimeras and vile intentions of
the open air; and with every monstrous breath exhded, for every blast of wind from
evil wings, and for every power on the sides of thosethat feed on the earth’s blood, a
fabulous angel is born; and | saw an angd flying over our roof on thethird day of
Dad's sleep. It went past and the wind quietened and strange trees cracked in the
forest and in the morning therain stopped, the floods of water sank my steriously into
the secrets of the absorbent earth. M um went up and down the streets hawking and
sold off al her provisions and she kept finding pound notes floating on the dazzling
waters and it seemed that the air had been cleared. But that morning | saw thefirst



intimations; they were not intimations of anew season of cam, but of acycle coming
to an end. And how was | to know that it would be the beggars who would represent
thefirst sign, with their expectancy, their air of people awaitingtheword of a

M essiah’s birth, when in fact dl they werewaiting for was an omen to inform them
that thetimefor their departure had arrived.

For in the evenings, as M um prepared food, the fevers of therdly and its whispers
of along curfew were gathering. Then one evening, under the spdl of incense and
pray ers and mosquito-coil smoke, under the holes of our roof, with the multiplied
bugs on the floor, and with the room invaded by the green moths that understood the
transformative properties of fire, offering themselves as willing sacrificid victims,
Dad woke suddenly, he awoke powerfully, he rose from the bed as from death. His
wounds had heded, his spirit had sharpened, his despair was deeper, he was a bigger
man with abigger madness. He got up and sat on his chair. And whilethe candles
fluttered and burned brighter for the air that his slegp no longer deprived them of, Dad
with his new deep sad voice began to spesk to us. He spoke as if he hadn’t been away .
He spoke as if he hadn’t made great journey s in spirit. And he spoke with the great
enthusiastic innocence of arecuperating man.

‘My wifeand my son, listento me. In my sleep | saw many wonderful things. Our
ancestors taught me many philosophies. My father, Priest of Roads, appeared to me
and said | should keep my door open. My heart must be open. My life must be open.
Our road must be open. A road that is open is never hungy. Strange times are
coming’

‘What about thieves? | asked.

‘Shut up, Azaro. We are protected, you hear. We arefortified against invaders and
wicked people. Nothingevil will enter our lives.’

He paused, creaked his bones, and continued.

‘A singethought of ours could change the universe. We human beings are small
things. Lifeisageat thing. As| amtakingnow they are holding elections in heaven
and under the sea. We have entered anew age. We must be prepared. Thereare
strange bombs in the world. Great powers in space are fighting to control our destiny.
M achines and poisons and selfish dreams will eat us up. | entered aspace ship and
found my sdf on another planet. People who look like human beings are not human
beings. Strange people are amongst us. We must be careful. Our lives are changing.
Our gods are silent. Our ancestors are silent. A great something is goingto come from
the sky and change the face of the earth. We must take an interest in politics. We must
become spies on behalf of justice. Human beings are dreaming of wipingout their
fellow human beings from this earth. Rats and frogs understand their destiny. Why
not man, en? My wife, my son, where are we going? Thereis no rest for the soul. God
is hungry for us to grow. When you look around and y ou see empty spaces, beware.
In those spaces are cities, invisible civilisations, future histories, everythingis HERE.
We must look at the world with new eyes. We must look at ourselves differently. We
arefreer than we think. We haven't begun to liveyet. The man whose light has come
onin his head, in his dormant sun, can never be kept down or defested. We can
redream this world and make the dream redl. Human beings are gods hidden from



themselves. My son, our hunger can change theworld, makeiit better, sweeter. People
who use only their eyes do not SEE. Peoplewho use only ther ears do not HEAR. It
is more difficult to lovethan to die. It is not death that human beings are most afraid
of, it islove. The heart is bigger than amountain. One human lifeis deeper than the
ocean. Strange fishes and sea-monsters and mighty plants live in the rock-bed of our
spirits. Thewhole of human history is an undiscovered continent degp in our souls.
Thereare dolphins, plants that dream, magic birds inside us. The sky isinside us. The
eathisin us. Thetrees of theforest, the animas of the bushes, tortoises, birds, and
flowers know our future. The world that we see and theworld that is there aretwo
different things. Wars are not fought on battlegrounds but in aspace smaler than the
head of aneedle. We need anew languageto talk to one another. Inside acat thereare
many histories, many books. When you look into the ey es of dogs strange fishes swim
inyour mind. All roads lead to desth, but some roads lead to things which can never
be finished. Wonderful things. There are human beings who are small but if you can
SEE you will noticethat their spirits are ten thousand feet wide. Inmy dream | met a
child sittingon acloud and his spirit covered haf the earth. Angels and demons are
amongst us; they take many forms. They can enter us and dwell there for one second
or haf alifetime. Sometimes both of them dwell in us together. Before everything
was born there was first the spirit. It is the spirit which invites things in, good things,
or bad. Invite only good things, my son. Listen to the spirit of things. To your own
spirit. Follow it. M aster it. So longas we are dive, so long as wefed, so long as we
love, everythingin usis an energy we can use. Thereis astillness which makes you
travel faster. Thereis asilence which makes you fly. If your heart is afriend of Time
nothing can destroy you. Death has taught metherdigon of living— | am converted
— | am blinded — | am begnningto see— | an drunk on sleep — My words arethe
words of astranger — Wear asmile on your faces — Pour me some wine and buy me
some cigarettes, my son, for your father has returned to his true home.’

Therewas along silence as we swam around in the strange currents of Dad’s
words. After alongwhile M um gave me some money and | rushed out to buy himthe
ogogoro and cigarettes. The beggars followed me half-way back on my return
journey . Therewere spaces full of green moths in theair. Thelights over our lives had
changed. A deeper tint of indigo had coloured the clouds. | passed through afloating
island of sepiamidges. When | got to our room alizard with alavender tail scurried in
after me. | was about to chaseit out when Dad said:

‘All creatures must betreated with respect from now on. If you want thelizard out
command it to go and it will go. We must use our powers wisdy. We must not
becometyrants, you hear?

| nodded. Then Dad got up from his chair and in ahigh-pitched, dmost comicd,
voice, hesaid:

‘Mr. Lizard, where areyou? Out! Leave this room and go somewhere else. Now!”’

Wewatched the floor. There was no movement. M um sighed. Dad didn’t repest his
order. He sat back down on the chair. We sat in silence. Then, after awhile, thelizard
came out from under the cupboard, nodded three times, and fled from the room. There
was avery longsilence. Dad did not acknowledge the event. He reached out his hands
and | gave him the cigarettes and the bottle of ogogoro, transparent with its bubbling



acrid dreams. Dad drank in peace. He smoked quietly . We watched him in silent
wonderment, as if an dien had entered his body .

‘Many people reside in us,” Dad said, as if he were reading our thoughts, ‘many
past lives, many future lives. If you listen carefully the air is full of laughter. Human
beings areagreat mystery.’

A long time passed in. the silence that followed. Then M um got up and laid out for
Dad what food therewas. He ate ravenously and when hefinished he turned the plates
over and looked at their undersides as if he were searching for more food.

‘There’ s not much money in the house,” M um said. ‘ You haven't been working’

Dad drank what seemed like agdlon of water. Then hewore his only pair of socks,
which were full of holes; he wore his smeling boots, and began to pace up and down,
his fearful energes swirling about him, disturbing the invisible residents of the room.

M um turned the mattress over, dressed the bed, cleared the table, and spread out my
mat.

‘MYy husband,” she said, ‘we have been worried about you. For three nights we have
wrestled to bring your spirit back. We have been hungy and full of fear. Get some
more sleep now. In the morning resume work. Resume your strugges. Be what you
are. Weare happy that you arewdl again.’

Dad came over and embraced M um tenderly for thefirst timein months. Then helit
a mosquito coil, left the door slightly gar, took off his boots and socks, and lay down
on the protesting bed. In the darkness | heard M um say':

“You have become heavier, my husband.’

Dad didn't say anything. His spirit was gentle through the night. The air in the
room was cam. There were no turbulences. His presence protected our nightspace.
There were no forms invading our ar, pressing down on our roof, waking through the
objects. The air was clear and wide. In my sleep | found open spaces where| floated
without fear. The sky was serene. A good breeze blew over our road, cleaning away
the strange excesses in the air. It was so silent and peaceful that after sometimel was
a bit worried. | was not used to such agft of quietude. The deeper it was, the deeper
was my fear. | kept expecting eerie songs to bresk into my mind. | kept expectingto
see spirit-lovers entwined in blades of sunlight. Nothing happened. The sweetness
dissolved my fears. | was not afraid of Time.

And then it was another morning. The room was empty. M um and Dad were gone.
And the good breeze hadn’t lasted for ever.

A dream can bethe highest point of alife.
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